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Dedication



Deadly Luck is dedicated to the color green and to big dogs, little dogs, and cats of all sizes. 







  
  
Chapter One 




Grace clutched the rafter with both hands as she leaned over the wide opening to the main floor of her grandmother’s old house. “Granny, if you want this attic completely cleared out, we’ll need help to bring these larger boxes down.” 

Nora shouted from the bottom of the attic ladder. “Come on down. I just got a phone call from the mayor, and we have to talk.” A faint rustle in the far reaches of the attic had caught Grace’s attention, and she glanced at the boxes in the dark corners she hadn’t even touched. I swear Granny’s fairies sneak more boxes in when I’m not looking. 

When a tiny light flickered, she picked up a medium-sized box hidden behind larger boxes. 

If the light hadn’t blinked, I wouldn’t have seen the box. 

“We need to get an electrician here before this old house burns down,” she muttered.

“I heard that, and I already had it checked last fall. There’s nothing wrong with the electrical system in this house. The electrician said any dimming was likely a rolling brownout, and there’s nothing we can do about that. Now, quit fiddling around and get down here,” Nora said.

Grace carefully backed down the pull down ladder with the box clutched in her left arm while her right hand gripped the rung above her. 

On the way down, her breath caught as the scent of baking apples, cinnamon, and sugar wrapped around her. Takes me back to when I was three and the first time I helped Granny make shamrock cookies.

“This box was really light.” Grace set the box on the kitchen table and peered inside. Her heart leaped at the sight of the puppy, its brown corduroy body showing signs of wear from childish hugs and its ear missing. 

Her voice cracked. “I found Rosie, Granny.” 

She pulled the toy out and held it against her chest while she buried her face. “She smells just the same and hasn’t changed a bit. I’ll be right back. I’m taking the box to my room so I can go through it later.” 

When Grace returned, Nora said, “The mayor said he has a big problem and asked if you could take over the parade. I told him he’d have to talk to you himself.” 

“Take over the St. Patrick’s parade? Isn’t that in five days? Did you tell him I already have a job in Atlanta and I’m on vacation? Besides, I wouldn’t know where to start.” 

“I don’t know about that; I know you could handle it, but he’ll be here in just a few minutes. He didn’t want to just bring it up the second he walked in the door.”

“So he let you spring it on me ten minutes before he pops in.” 

Nora put her hand on Grace’s arm. “He wouldn’t ask if his back wasn’t against the wall. Hear him out and help him.” 

“I’ll listen.”

“I know, and I’ll help you if you need me. I’ve finished going through my box; it can join the rest of them in the dining room that we’re taking to the thrift shop. I have to check my apple cakes.”

Grace carried the box into the formal dining room and scanned the room as she lovingly rubbed her hand along the back of the chair next to Granny’s chair. My chair when I graduated from kids’ table.

When she set the box on the dining table along with the other boxes she’d brought down earlier, her gaze drifted to the head of the table, Poppy’s place. A small ache tightened in her chest. 

“We miss you, Poppy.”  

As Grace strolled down the hallway, she subconsciously sang along with Granny who was belting out one of her favorite country songs. The spice blend of oregano, rosemary and thyme tickled Grace’s nose. Granny is roasting a chicken for dinner. Mama called Granny’s roasted chicken a mantrap recipe. 

Granny stood at her old kitchen table with its ancient vinyl tablecloth while she gave a raw whole chicken a rubdown of butter and spices. Granny had always complained that the kitchen table was too small, but Poppy pointed out it seated eight, and even that was too many for a man before he finished his second cup of coffee.

“Grace, come check my apple cakes that are in the oven.”

When Granny wasn’t in the kitchen, the monstrous old style gas stove was the dominant fixture in the kitchen. Grace smiled, remembering the first time Granny trusted her to open the oven door and check a cake with a toothpick by herself. She was six. The toothpick is clean, Granny. 

Grace grabbed a toothpick, and when she opened the heavy oven door, she turned her head to protect her face from the heat, just like Granny had taught her long ago. 

“The cakes are done, Granny.” Grace pulled the pans out and set them on cooling racks. I’m just as proud now as I was then to help Granny. 

“Put the last two in the oven for me.”

While Grace positioned the last two cakes in the oven, Granny said, “The new teacher at Briar Glen High School offered to help with the boxes in the attic after school. I invited him to stay for dinner to compensate for his time.”

“That’s great because there are boxes up there I can’t budge.” 

Grace glanced at her spreadsheet on the kitchen table she had created to track the progress on their decluttering project, and frowned. “I grossly underestimated how much going up and down the attic ladder would affect the time it would take to empty the attic. I’m already half a day behind, and I brought down the lighter weight boxes first. I feel like such a rookie.”

“It’s your first attic project. Adjust your schedule.” 

Grace tapped her fingers on the paper. “I’ve never had to adjust a schedule on the first day. There has to be a way to finish on time. How’s your baking?”

“I have five Irish apple cakes in the freezer, four cakes cooling, the two you just put in the oven, and one in the refrigerator for us. I’m freezing them after they cool so I can take them to church for the church’s St. Patrick’s Day bake sale and luncheon.” Nora brushed back the stray strands of her silver-gray hair and put them behind her ear, then adjusted her tortoise frame glasses.

“I’m looking forward to the parade. I even found green jeans to wear with my shamrock T-shirt. I need to find a green scarf to tie up my hair.” Grace pulled her long black hair back and pulled it into a ponytail using the hair band she kept on her wrist. 

“Don’t you go dyeing your hair green or you’ll look like you soaked your head in muddy creek water just like the high school girls,” Nora said. 

A knock was followed by the front door creaking open. “You here, Nora?” a man called out.

“In the kitchen, come on back, Daniel.” 

Mayor Daniel Reeves sauntered into the kitchen, fully embracing the upcoming holiday, from his bright red hair down to his shamrock tie tack. 

“Ahhh. Your Irish apple cakes are always a big hit, Nora.”

“You look like you’re ready for St. Patrick’s Day with your lucky shamrock.” 

Nora asked as she sliced a piece of still warm cake and put it on a plate on the table in front of him. She handed him a fork, and he dug in. 

“Coffee?” 

His mouth was full. He nodded as she poured a cup.

“How is everything going with the parade?” Nora asked.

After he swallowed, Daniel said, “I actually need my luck to change. Grace, I could use your help. The parade is falling apart because the float owners are dropping out.” 

Daniel cleared his throat. “Somebody told them they had to have proof of insurance, or the state would wade in with hefty fines.”

“That’s nonsense,” Grace said.

“Tell me about it. I can’t say too much, but I’m worried the point was to shut down the parade so all the merchants would lose their biggest day of sales for the year.” 

“Who would do that?” Nora asked.

“I have my suspicions, but I need proof. I’m scrambling to do damage control because word got around before I knew about it, and floats are pulling out.”

“That’s terrible,” Grace said.

“I agree.” Daniel put his fork on his empty plate. “I was hoping you’d jump in and contact all the float owners and settle everyone down while I work on a much larger project.” 

Nora patted Grace’s hand and gave a slight nod. 

“We have a lot to do, Granny, and I hate to get even farther behind. What do you think?” 

“We’ll be fine. It won’t take much time for you to get the parade back on track.”

  Grace asked, “Can I get a list of all the approved floats?” 

“We have all the applications at the office, but have never needed a list.”

“Are there any other problems?” Grace opened a box and peered inside. 

Daniel used the napkin Nora handed him and dabbed at his mouth, then wiped his damp forehead. “I didn’t want to mention it, but the party at the distillery was canceled.” 

Grace’s eyes widened, and she closed the box. “Why? That has always been my favorite part of the festivities. What’s going on?”

“Sounds like sabotage to me.” Nora peered into the oven, then gently closed the oven door. 

Daniel shot a look at her, then frowned. “I don’t know about that, but it’s definitely a mess.”

“I’ll be at your office first thing in the morning,” Grace said. 

“I was kind of hoping you’d go back to the office with me now.” 

Grace raised an eyebrow. “This isn’t a quick, one day assignment, is it?”

Daniel shrugged. “No, but I have an open full time position for a Deputy Mayor.”

“If you’re going to be throwing your weight around, Grace, you’ll need the title to get things done.” Nora turned to Daniel. “A paid position with a professional salary, I assume.” 

“You’re right.”

Grace stared at them, then rubbed her forehead. I haven’t had a vacation in three years. I expected to recover from burnout while I was here, not to step into another challenging role.

“But I’m not looking for work. I’m here to help Granny and relax.”

Daniel jutted out his chin. “It’s not work; it’s community service, and the community needs professional leadership with experience in delivering and meeting deadlines. We might be able to cut back a bit on scope, but we can’t change the deadline. Step one is to put the parade back together.” 

Grace raised an eyebrow. “I can see why you’re mayor. That was definitely a polished speech, but at least it came straight from the heart.”

Daniel raised his eyebrows at Nora. “Did she just say I went too far?” 

“Maybe, or maybe it was a compliment.” 

Grace studied her grandmother’s face. The parade is important to Granny.

“Nobody else could pull it off,” Nora whispered. 

I’ve never turned my back on a challenge. Grace hugged her. “Okay, Granny. I couldn’t live with myself if we didn’t have the parade.” 

The mayor patted his shamrock tie tack. “I don’t ordinarily believe in luck, but I sure appreciate you being in Brier Glen when I needed a talented project manager, Grace. Thank you. Are you ready to go? I hope you don’t mind walking. I’ve always considered it a bonus for living in a small town.”

She glanced down at her clothes. “I’ve been crawling around the attic in my jeans and T-shirt. I need to clean up before I go into an office to work.”

“We’re small town casual; most of our contact with the public is by phone or through email. But you’ll want to grab a long-sleeved shirt because we keep the office cold.” 

After Grace went into her room for her warmest long-sleeved flannel shirt and her backpack, she slipped her holster into her waistband and then joined the mayor who had waited in the kitchen for her.  

On their way past the town park, the mayor glanced at the sky. “We’re all weather watchers in Briar Glen. I certainly am the closer it gets to parade day. I heard some in town won’t commit to a decision if the signs are wrong, especially in the clouds.” 

“Sounds like that’s not so much weather watching as superstition,” Grace said.

“That’s exactly what I think too, but there’s something about it that makes me nervous.” 

Grace widened her stride to keep up with the mayor’s pace, and she was breathing hard when they were only halfway to the office. Five years as a corporate desk jockey has made me soft. 

Daniel said, “I’m turning the parade completely over to you. Ask me questions, but I won’t be sticking my nose into your business. I have a political issue I can’t hand off as easily. It’s tricky.” 

He’s over his head. “As long as I can ask questions, I’ll be fine,” Grace said.

“That is why I asked you to step in. I have to have somebody take over who will make the parade successful. I don’t know if you remember Bella. She’s the licensing clerk and has been pretty entrenched in her version of how things should be every time I suggest any changes. We seem to have a conflict in our styles.” 

Grace side-glanced at Daniel. “What are my other obstacles?” 

Daniel ticked off the items like he was reading a list. “You’ll need to issue a permit for the parade. That’s something else that got shoved under the rug. Hire an assistant of your own. I suggest checking at the technical college. If you get some resumes, I’ll give them a quick review to be sure you aren’t getting anyone who will sabotage you. Unfortunately, that’s where we are right now because of my political issue.” 

“So if I can issue myself a permit, can’t I just issue a blanket permit for all the floats?” 

“Since we don’t have any written procedures, you can do whatever you want. You’ll have signing authority so you can fast-track whatever needs to be done.”  

When they stopped at the door to the mayor’s office, Daniel said, “I’ve only been in office for a month; I’d still be selling cars if Mayor Dorsey hadn’t suddenly taken off for parts unknown, so I understand how difficult it is to jump into a messy situation.”

“Do you miss selling cars?”

Daniel smiled. “I would except remember my community service speech? I’ve got the bug.” 

Grace returned his smile. “I can tell that.” 

When they went inside, Grace shivered and pulled her flannel shirt closed against the sudden drop in temperature. It’s not just the temperature; the entire office is cold with no personality. She was chilled even further by a gaze locked on her. Grace glanced to her right. 

A woman with thinning hair dyed black scowled, and her chair squeaked as she shifted her weight to lean away from Grace. She sat behind a large, gray metal desk like the captain of a battleship. The office-style nameplate was engraved with Receptionist. 

Grace smiled at the woman. The woman didn’t return the smile.  

“Bella, this is Grace Callahan.” 

Bella narrowed her eyes. “Nora’s granddaughter.” 

Grace smiled and put out her hand. “Nice to meet you.” 

Bella straightened her back but left her hands on her desk. 

Grace raised her eyebrows. With a slight nod, extended her hand closer to Bella. 

Bella pinched her lips tight and briefly shook Grace’s hand with a gruff, “You too.” 

Daniel cleared his throat as he motioned to the rest of the office. “We’re not fancy, as you can see.” The three-foot high wooden railing cut the room in half, separating the hum of machines from the rest of the space. 

Grace ran her fingers lightly along the wood railing that served as a line no one was meant to cross and had been smoothed by countless fingers touching the wood over the years just like she was now. “How long has this been here?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” Daniel said. 

“Thirty-seven years.” Bella’s voice was soft and reverent.

Grace turned. “Thank you; it’s beautiful.” 

Bella ducked her head behind her computer screen and typed on her keyboard, with the keys clicking a staccato rhythm that echoed in the room.

Daniel stepped closer to Bella’s desk. “Grace needs signing authority. How do I do that?”

Bella continued typing. “Just write out a statement and sign it.” 

Grace turned her attention to the area beyond the railing. The room had a sterile look of a mocked up office highlighting equipment and furniture for sale, with the smooth metal surfaces reflecting the harsh fluorescent overhead lights. 

The machines, a copy machine and a printer stood ready, their plastic trays empty, against the far wall near the corner storage room. 

The three desks were crammed together in the middle of the room, with no regard for personal space. Two of the desks were bare except for desktop computers, screens dark and impersonal. The third desk had papers sprawled across its surface, as if someone had left in a hurry or simply stopped caring. 

Along the back wall, three closed doors offered no clues about what was behind the doors.

Daniel said, “We have two offices and a conference room. Both of the offices have back doors that exit to the back parking lot. I’ll give you your key.”

“The only back doors are from the two offices? That seems odd.” 

“They must have been required by the building code when the building was constructed, but I only use my back door after hours when I work late. It’s convenient for everyone when Bella knows whether I’m in or out of the office.”

Bella beamed. “You’re right about that, Mayor.” 

“Bella, Grace is our Deputy Mayor. Call our bookkeeper so we can get her lined up on the payroll.” 

Grace’s eyes flicked when Bella pursed her lips, then reached for the office phone on her desk.  

Daniel opened the gate to the rest of the office. 

“I’ll show you my office first, and then the conference room and your office.” 

As they strolled into his office, the door automatically closed behind them with the latch clicking a little louder than she expected. 

Grace took her time in the room. The desk dominated the space; solid wood, positioned squarely in the center like a command post. Two large computer monitors were on the desk, their black screens reflecting more authority than warmth. Across from the desk, a pair of visitor chairs were neatly aligned. Set up for listening, not lingering.

On one side, a table with its six chairs tucked in tight, as if meetings here were efficient and strictly controlled. Grace peered at the shredder tucked almost invisibly under the meeting table.

Daniel cleared his throat. “I bought the shredder because there wasn’t one in the office. I use it occasionally, but I always empty it after I use it.” 

He motioned toward the opposite wall, where three gray metal file cabinets stood shoulder to shoulder, functional and unadorned. Nothing was out of place. Nothing was personal. 

Daniel scanned the room as if for the first time. “I haven’t had time to do much to the office since the previous mayor left. I don’t spend a lot of time in here anyway what with trying to stop…” 

Grace examined his face as the mayor gazed over her head in deep thought. She remained still and resisted the powerful urge to look behind her.

“Well, we’ll talk later.” He picked up a file folder from his desk and handed it to Grace. “I pulled this together for you. It’s a copy of our budget and our expenses for the year so far. I thought you might like to review it.”

He pointed toward the file cabinets. “There’s nothing in here. There are a few files in your office that I should probably move somewhere else more secure, but I was in a rush when that car…anyway, they’ll be safer with you for now.” 

Grace remained quiet, hoping the mayor would explain what was in the files that needed to be in a safer place.

“I should take some notes,” he mumbled.

“Have you noticed Bella has her own style?” he asked. “I live to close the deal, but she focuses on trivial details and slows everything down.”

“We’ll work it out. Who has the other desk?” 

“Zoey. The only actual management decision I’ve made is to rewrite her job description to include flexible hours. She’ll be here in a few minutes after she drops her two children off at school. She leaves at three to pick them up. Zoey maintains our office calendar…one second.” 

Daniel opened the door. “Bella, we need Grace added to the office calendar.” 

“I’ll tell Zoey, Mayor.” 

The door automatically closed behind him. “I’ve kept Zoey on because I can trust her, and she fills in for Bella. Give her assignments, but make sure…what am I saying? Managing a staff is not an area where I could give you any advice at all.” 

When they went into the office next to his, Grace was immediately struck by a sense of isolation after the door closed. 

The once-prized wooden desk seemed to have shrunk in the room, and its chipped legs and scratched top told of years of neglect. The computer, screen, and keyboard sat on the desk with their cords in a tangle, and a black generic desk chair with a mesh back had been shoved into a corner with its back to the door.  

Grace ran her fingers lightly over the top of the desk and noticed the large drawers with locks on both sides of the desk.

“Ask Zoey to order what you need in your office. I’d suggest a personal printer and a second monitor for starters. If you tell Zoey to order the basics, your office will have what you need.” 

After they left her office, Grace asked, “Bella, what else will I need besides a login to the office system?”

Bella stared at her. “Keys to the building, security code, and a list of the staff with phone numbers.”

“Can you take care of all that today?”

“Yes, ma’am; I can. I’ll need your number so you’ll be on the list.”

“Thank you.” Grace picked up her backpack and handed Bella her business card, which had her cell phone number on it. 

After she put the folder into her backpack, Grace followed Daniel into the conference room. She raised her eyebrows at the scent of stale cigars and bad whiskey as she surveyed the room, absorbing its atmosphere of secrets and under the table deals. 

Daniel said, “I was impressed. It’s been difficult for me to get any information out of Bella. We are a total mismatch of personalities.”

He motioned with a wide sweep of one arm. “The city council meets here once a month and has since the first city council was formed in the early 1900s.”

“It looks like it’s been painted recently.”

“I think it was repainted three years ago. I’m not sure anything can erase the room’s history.” 

“The door didn’t automatically close,” she said. 

“The city manager, a paid position here in Briar Glen, closes the door to signal the meeting has begun, and no one arrives late. None of them have keys to the building because I’m required to attend their meetings. This room’s schedule is on the calendar, so you and I will never clash for the resource. I know I’ve thrown a firehose worth of information at you, but I think you’ll be okay from here. Do you have any questions for me?” 

“Who is on the city council?”

“Dr. Valerie Higgins, the vet for the animal shelter; Piper Franklin, the new banker who replaced Henry Donaldson when he retired after the old bank was bought out; Sam Macklin, a farmer; and Walt Lassiter, the owner of the gas station. Anything else?”

He could use a sounding board. “No, except to tell you I will help you anytime you need me.” 

Daniel stared at her. “I’ve been careful to keep it quiet and close to my chest, which makes me the center of bad luck for someone who is more superstitious than I am.” 








  
  
Chapter Two




Before the mayor reached the conference room door, he paused. 

When he turned, his face was grim. “On second thought, Grace, maybe we should go over a few things that have been weighing heavily on my mind. Thanks for the offer. It’s easy to lose sight of what’s right without any feedback.” 

Grace strolled to Bella’s desk. “What do you think about the parade being canceled?”

Bella’s eyes widened. “Canceled? Nobody’s canceling the parade.”

“What about the float permits?”

Bella jutted out her jaw. “People should follow rules.” 

“I agree completely. We have to call every single float that has applied. How many entries do we have?”

“Seventy-eight.”

“Wow. Wouldn’t that be a parade?”

Bella’s back straightened, and a hint of pride crept into her voice. “It’s the most we’ve ever had apply.”

“Too bad so many float owners backed out. We have confirmed with the state that no insurance is required, so I wonder if there is anyone who needs help with their float. I’ll ask my grandmother. She knows everybody.” 

“No insurance is required by the state? That changes everything. I know somebody, and I’ll bet Nora does too,” Bella said. “I have a neighbor who had to quit entering his float because he couldn’t manage it anymore by himself.”

“We should know if we’ll need more floats by the end of the day. Do you know how to manage a parade?”

Bella glanced up at the ceiling, then shook her head. 

“I don’t, but I could learn.” A woman who had just come into the office stuck out her hand. “Hi, I’m Zoey. Are you taking over the parade?” 

“Appears so. I’m Grace.” Shaking hands, Grace returned Zoey’s smile. 

Bella sniffed. “Grace is our new deputy mayor.”

“It’s about time,” Zoey said. 

“Getting the parade back on track is not a solo activity; we’ll need to divide and conquer to get every float we can committed to the parade,” Grace said. 

“But the permits…” Bella said. 

“Who can write a permit to cover the entire parade for me?”

“I can,” Zoey said. 

Bella growled, “That’s my job.”

Bella’s willing to take part. “How about going through all the parade applications?” Grace asked.

Gritting her teeth, Bella said, “That’s my job too.” 

“I’m happy to help,” Zoey said. 

“Divide and conquer. Which one do you want to do, Bella? Write the permit for the parade or go through the applications?”

“I’ll write the permit.” Pulling up a form on her computer, Bella began typing. 

“Zoey, if we write a script to follow when we call the parade applicants, could you pull together a spreadsheet to track them?”

“That would be easy.” 

“What should our script say? First, we want them to know they have an approved permit, so all they need to do is to be at the gathering site at…I need details. Where should they gather and at what time?”

“The high school parking lot is the usual place. The parade starts at ten, so we always have them in place before nine,” Bella said.

“We need to talk about the details, so we’ll have a written plan. Bella, join us as soon as…oh, wait. Does the parade have a marshal or an official St. Patrick who rides in the parade?”

“Mayor Dorsey was always the parade marshal,” Bella said.

“I think the mayor would be perfect, but we’ll have to ask him if he has time.” 

Scanning the office, Grace said, “I need to make a sign for the front door.”

Zoey pulled out a pink sheet of construction paper from her desk drawer and then picked up a black marker. “How’s this?”

“Perfect.” After printing “Closed until three o’clock”, Grace taped the sign on the outside of the front door and locked it.

“Now we can focus. Bring a notepad and a drink and snack if you like, and let’s go into the conference room. You can finish the permit after our brainstorming session, Bella.”  

Scanning the conference room, Grace asked, “Where’s the whiteboard?”

Bella sniffed, then went to a wall with draperies and pulled a cord, exposing a large whiteboard. 

“That’s what I’m talking about.” Grace picked up a dry erase marker and strode to the board.

After an hour of brainstorming, Grace asked, “What do you think? See any holes?” 

Zoey compared the board with her notes. “No holes.”

Bella squinted at the whiteboard, then rose from her seat and studied the board. 

Grace leaned back in her chair to give Bella time to analyze the board. 

Returning to her desk, Bella said, “I don’t see any holes. After I call my neighbor, I’ll write up the permit for you to sign it, and then I’ll post it on the door.”

Zoey hurried to her desk. “I’ll start calling.”

Grace examined the notes and arrows on the whiteboard then sat at the conference table with a yellow legal-sized pad and jotted down more thoughts.

Bella tapped on the conference room door. Grace tilted her head. “Wow, you’re finished already?”

Bella’s cheeks reddened as she continued into the conference room with three sheets of paper in her hand, two white and one green. 

Tentatively handing the papers to Grace, Bella said, “I think this works for the overall permit you wanted. Sign all three copies, and we’ll post the green one on our public board, and I’ll file the other ones.” 

She stared at the floor. “So it will be handy in case anyone wants a copy.”

“This is absolutely perfect. I have a couple of thoughts and need to know what you think,” Grace said.

Hurrying to the front door, Bella beamed while Grace waited for her at Zoey’s desk. 

Running her hand through her hair, Grace said, “Y’all are doing great, but we’re only three people. We need an army here. If we buy lunch, how many people do you think we could get here to help? I think there are five people in Granny’s Bible study class.” 

“My neighbor belongs to a quilting club,” Bella said.

“I belong to a book club, but are we okay with babies and toddlers as part of our army?” Zoey asked. 

“We could take over an office for napping,” Bella said. 

Grace side-glanced at Bella. I expected her to complain; shame on me.

“We’ll use my office for the littles,” Grace said. “As soon as we have an idea of how many people we have, we can order lunch.”

“How long will we need them?” Zoey asked. 

“If we have lunch at eleven thirty, then we can get started by noon and work until two. If they could stay longer, that’s wonderful.” 

Bella’s face grew dark. “What about chairs? We don’t have enough for everyone to sit.”

“I’m grateful you thought of it, Bella. Let’s ask everyone to bring a camping chair.” 

“I’m sending a group text to the book club members.” Zoey said. “Want me to keep a tally of how many will be here for lunch?”

“Yes, please.” Grace picked up her phone and called her grandmother.

“You haven’t been fired, have you?” 

“No, but we need help. We have to call all the float owners who applied for a spot in the parade and tell them they have a spot because the permit issue is covered.”

“My Bible study group will help. When do you need us?”

“Come at eleven thirty for lunch, and we’ll have a brief training session while everyone eats so we can start calling at noon. They’ll have to bring their own chairs, and we’d like them to commit to staying until two. Let me know how many will come from your group.”

“Seven, counting me.”

“I thought there were only five in the study group.”

“There are but two members will bring their sisters who are visiting, but what about husbands?”

“If they come to lunch, they have to make calls.”

Nora said, “We can count on six.” 

After she hung up, Grace announced, “Husbands are welcome, but they have to make calls unless they want to pay for everyone’s lunch.”

Bella chuckled. “Good plan, boss.”  

Grace said, “Six for Granny’s Bible study group, Zoey.” 

Grace grabbed a small stack of the float applications and called a float owner.

After tallying the number of people who could help, Zoey said, “We have a count of seventeen, but should I pad it and call it twenty? What do you want me to order?”

Grace sighed as her call finally ended. “I’d say ham and cheese sandwiches with a side of chips and a cookie, but what about…”

Bella broke in. “I know who won’t eat a ham and cheese sandwich in the groups we’ve invited, so I’ll take care of ordering them something they’ll enjoy for lunch. Quite a few of our callers will want only half a sandwich for lunch, so fifteen sandwiches will work for us, but I’ll order extra chips and cookies. I’ll call the café right now so they can plan their morning.” 

“And we’ll want to put a sequence number on the applications with our initials and the same number and initials on the form,” Zoey said. 

“I created a tracking form for the callers to use.” Bella went to the printer and picked up a printout, then handed it to Grace who skimmed it. 

“This is exactly what we want.” Grace handed the sheet to Zoey. “Do you see anything missing?”

Zoey squinted as she slowly read the form. “Not a thing; I’ll make copies.”

Zoey stood at the copy machine, watching as the printer spit out copies of their form, one at a time. “This copy machine is too slow. Are we trying to do too much in such a short amount of time?” 

Grace raised her eyebrows. “Of course, we are, but that’s the nature of an important project. What do you think, Bella?”

Her face flushing, Bella glanced at Grace. “It will make planning the parade and managing the lineup much easier.” 

“We can judge our progress by taking a count of how many have been called after thirty minutes, then decide at one o’clock if we need to trim back or ask people to stay another half hour.” 

“I like it.” Bella rushed to her desk with her tally sheets and began making calls. 

Completing her second call, Grace said, “I can’t make any more calls. People want to talk to me about why Daniel hired me and not a local person, or tell me all about the previous mayor.”

“I was afraid of that,” Bella said after she finished her current call. A coin slipped from her hand and clinked when it landed on her desk. Bella’s cheeks reddened, and she quickly picked the coin up and dropped it into her pocket.

Grace glanced toward her office. “My time would be better spent creating our database.” When Grace went inside her office, the door closed automatically.

She frowned at the door. 

She stepped out of her office. “Does anybody have a screwdriver or a hammer?”

“What kind?” Zoey asked. “I have both.” 

“I have a hammer,” Bella said. “What are you going to do?”

“Relieve the automatic door closer of its duties.” 

Bella’s eyes widened. “But what about fire safety?”

“That’s an excellent point, Bella. I’ll have to be very conscientious about closing my door before I go home.”

“Thank you.”

Grace pulled a visitor's chair from Daniel’s office to hers. “I’ll need somebody to hold the door open while I take it apart.” 

Zoey joined her at the office door and handed her the screwdriver. “Can I add experienced doorstop to my resume?”

Grace laughed. “If we pull this off, you can add project facilitator to your resume.” 

After Grace climbed up on the chair with the screwdriver, she examined the pieces of the automated door closer unit. Now what?

Bella breathlessly rushed into the office, waving a sheet of paper. “I did a quick search and found instructions on how to remove an automatic door closing system.” 

She handed the printed instructions to Grace. “Don’t detach the spring mechanism.” 

 After Grace had read the instructions, she handed the printed sheet back to Bella. “Thank you, Bella. You are definitely the safety officer on this team. Read the instructions to me step by step.” 

After Grace detached the unit from its mounting points, she handed it to Bella. “This is our team trophy for our first project.”

Zoey giggled as Grace handed her the screwdriver. 

“As tempting as it is to display our trophy, I’ll find a box for it and put it in the storage room,” Bella said.  

Grace’s eyes widened, then she laughed as she climbed down off the chair. “Now I can work in my office with the door open, so y’all can see I’m not slacking.” 

While Grace created the simple parade participants database using the collection form as her template, Bella and Zoey made phone calls. 

Grace’s alarm on her phone went off at ten thirty, and Zoey and Bella glanced up. 

Grace asked, “Do we need to verify our order?”

“We can, but I did that fifteen minutes ago,” Bella said. “The café assured me our order would be ready at eleven. I’ll pick up the order.”

Grace said, “You don’t have to…” 

“Yes, I do because I would enjoy the fresh air.”

“I can’t argue with that,” Grace said. 

“I’ll leave at ten minutes before eleven; they won’t pack up the order until I’m there.” 

“That’s great; the database is almost finished. Zoey and I can test it while you’re picking up lunch.” 

After Bella left, Grace pulled up a chair and sat next to Zoey as she guided her to the database. 

Zoey raised her eyebrows. “It looks exactly like the form.” 

“Thanks.” Grace rose. “I wanted to make entering the data from the form as easy as possible.” 

As Zoey entered the first form, Grace stood behind her. 

“You have a typo,” Grace said. 

“Of course, I have a typo.” Zoey sighed. “Do you want to enter the data into the forms, and I’ll stand behind you?”

Grace stepped back. “It’s been ages since I’ve done any coding. I just wanted to make sure…”

“Grab a form and enter it yourself.” Zoey resumed entering the information from the form.

Grace picked up a form and went into her office. When she was in the middle of entering her third form, Zoey came into her office.

“We need an indicator of some type that we can check. I’d forgotten about this guy.” Zoey handed a completed form to Grace. 

“Why did you write ‘do not approve’ on the form?” 

Zoey crossed her arms. “He told me he’d be in the parade, but only if Bella wasn’t involved. I didn’t want to write that down, but we don’t need anybody with a negative attitude in the parade.” 

“You’re right. I’ll put checkboxes in the database we can use to show we had an application that needed more review. Will that work?” 

Zoey relaxed her arms. “Perfect.”  

“I haven’t had any firm commitments. What about you? I wrote call back tomorrow on the form, but what about a checkbox for call backs?” 

“I have one firm commitment for the parade. Are we going to have too many checkboxes?” Zoey asked.

“We’ll be okay. I can sort on any of the checkboxes after we enter them into the system.”

Bella burst into the office. “I have the lunches, and I picked up water on the way to the café.”

Grace slowly surveyed the room. “Do we have a break room? Where’s our coffee pot?”

Bella and Zoey exchanged a glance. 

“There’s no break room,” Bella said. 

“We’ll fix that; let’s set up our food and drinks in the conference room like a buffet so people can help themselves.” 

While Bella and Zoey set up the food, Grace updated the database with the checkboxes and explained the checkboxes to Bella.

“I was worried some people might bully our callers,” Bella said. 

Grace picked up her notepad and then said, “I added this to my speaking notes: if you become uncomfortable on the call, interrupt and say, ‘Thank you for your time.’ And hang up.”

“And write that on their sheet,” Bella said.

Grace hurried to the door as people began coming into the office carrying either camping chairs or toddlers. 

“Hi, I’m Grace, and lunch is in the conference room. After everyone eats, we’ll go over our plan of action for this afternoon.”

“Grace is our new deputy mayor,” Bella added, “and a professional project director, so the parade is in excellent hands.” 

Grace smiled when Zoey stared at Bella, then rushed to help a woman who was struggling with an errant toddler, a large diaper bag, a backpack, and a folding canvas chair. 

“Hi, Grace. Thanks for the help.”

“How do you do all this?” Grace asked. 

The mom dropped the diaper bag and scooped up her toddler as he made a beeline for the open door when someone else came in. “Poorly.” 

The nearby women chuckled. 

“We’re laughing, but we’ve all been there, honey,” a woman said. As she walked back with the toddler, he said, “Hi Grace.”

When Nora came in, she hugged Grace, then beamed as she introduced her to her Bible study group. 

While everyone was eating, Grace grabbed a sandwich and bolted it down. 

She picked up her notepad and stood in front of their whiteboard. Bella stood at the door and held up copies of the forms. 

When Grace cleared her throat, Zoey whistled between her fingers, and even the little ones became silent at the piercing sound. 

“What an amazing talent. Thank you, Zoey,” Grace said. Zoey smiled and shrugged, then joined Bella in handing out the forms. 

Grace quickly explained the purpose of their task and the process. “If you have any questions or run into any difficulties, flag down Bella, Zoey, or me. We plan to call all of our float owners by two, but I think we can beat that goal.”  

“Beat that goal!” Zoey shouted, then led the chant, “Beat that goal! Beat that goal!”

After the rowdy group cheered, they scrambled to claim a work spot and soon were making calls. 

Grace motioned for Bella to join her near the front door. “I just heard the party at the distillery was canceled. Is that true?”

“I heard the same thing. Mr. Pearce, Senior is not happy, but his grandson claims there’s nothing he can do.” 

“Grandson? I knew Mr. Pearce, Senior, had retired, but I thought his son took over.”

“His son had a fatal heart attack year before last,” Bella said. “Mr. Pearce Senior’s grandson left his job in Atlanta and stepped in.” 

“I’m sorry to hear that. So, Trey Pearce runs the distillery now?” 

Bella chuckled. “You must have gone to school with him. He goes by Ryan now.” 

“Yes, I did until eighth grade when Mama and I moved to Atlanta.” Trey Pearce was an obnoxious jerk. 

Grace shook her head and headed toward the working group. 

Bella caught up with her. “I’ll bet you could help Ryan fix whatever the problem is.”

She shook her head. “I have to focus on the parade.” 

Bella’s eyes narrowed. “You built a team in one morning. I think you can trust us to beat that goal.” 

Grace shook her head. “I’d have to walk to Granny’s and get my car.”

Nora lifted her head when Grace mentioned her, then joined them. “Did you call me?”

Grace glared at Bella. “I just said my car is at your place.”

“If there’s somewhere you need to go, take my car.” Nora handed Grace her car keys, then returned to her work. 

Grace stared at the keys in her hand. “I guess it would be common courtesy to let him know the parade won’t be canceled.”

“You’re right,” Bella said. “Bad news gets around fast. You might want to stop at the gas station on the way back and tell Walt the parade is still on schedule. He’ll get the news out faster than anyone else.” She pulled a coin out of her pocket and rubbed it with her thumb.

Grace glanced at Nora who was gesturing while she talked on the phone. 

Grace shrugged. “It will be a good excuse to fill up her gas tank for Granny.”

After Grace picked up her backpack, she headed toward the distillery at the edge of town in Nora’s compact sedan. 

As she approached the driveway to the distillery, the old wooden sign appeared, waiting.

It still hung from the same black iron bracket, the metal now more rust than paint, swaying gently in the breeze like it had been waiting for her to come back. The wood had darkened with age; the edges rounded and softened by years of weather. Time hadn’t ruined it. Time had settled into it.

Carved into the face was the same hearth, its little flames painted in worn shades of amber and brick red. Beside it rested the round-bellied barrel with its iron bands faded to charcoal. On either side, sheaves of wheat stood tied with twine, their once-bright gold now the color of warm honey.

Nothing about it was precise. The carving wavered slightly. The lines weren’t straight. The letters arched just a little crooked. HEARTH & BARREL. Cut deep into the wood, not painted on. She remembered that.

She remembered thinking years ago that whoever made it had done so by hand. It didn’t feel like a business sign. It felt a promise.

It still did.

And for a moment, turning at the driveway with fifteen years pressing at her back, Grace had the strange, steady feeling that the sign hadn’t aged at all.

It had simply been here. Waiting.

Grace continued up the driveway, and there it was. Just as she remembered. 

The building looked exactly like what it had been built to be, a distillery that had never pretended to be anything else.

A long stretch of painted cinder block ran beneath a weathered metal roof, practical and unadorned. But across the front, the gift shop softened it. Wide windows caught the light, and the simple door beneath a narrow metal awning felt more welcoming than the rest of the structure had any right to be. Someone had wanted to invite people to come inside.

Behind the shop, the roofline stepped back into the original living quarters. The windows were smaller, set in a tidy row, hinting at a home built into the bones of a working place. Not fancy. Just steady. The space that promised shelter at the end of a long day.

A narrow drive ran along the side of the building toward the larger structure attached at the rear, the distillery proper. It was plainer, broader, and marked by a roll-up door and vent pipes that rose past the roofline like silent sentries. That part of the building didn’t invite anyone in. It existed to do a job.

Together, the whole place carried a quiet contradiction.

Warmth in the front. Shelter in the middle. Work in the back. A family place wrapped around a working one. And every bit built to last.

When Grace opened the door of the distillery shop, an electronic tone announced her arrival, and her first impression was the sense of calm in the shop. 

All the items on display were aligned with such quiet precision she imagined the shop was patiently waiting to be noticed. Shelves ran true; each product was spaced just enough to look intentional but not fussy. Colors flowed in a gentle gradient, guiding her gaze naturally. 

Her shoulders loosened, the way they did when she walked into a well‑loved home rather than a business.

She drifted forward, fingertips hovering just above the nearest display. The owner had arranged the items to curate a moment of tranquility when customers stepped into the shop.

While she admired the barware and glassware with the distillery logo and the table in the corner with the banner “Local Artisans” draped on the wall above the table, she inhaled the aroma of a sweet, malty cloud with hints of fruity and spicy notes from fermentation.

When a lanky man with blond hair and a cowlick strode out of the rear of the shop removing a white bib apron, she peered at the golden retriever at his side, and then him. “Trey?” 
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