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Wallflower Rosemary Fillmore has never
endeavored anything more than a good book, a cool glass of sweet
tea, and a cat to curl up in her lap after a long day of teaching
teenagers how to dissect literary masterpieces. Dowdy and shy,
hardly anyone in her quaint southern town of Vallantine, Georgia,
knows she exists, and the only time she has an ounce of confidence
is if the world is a fictional one. So, when three of her star
students suddenly start to show an interest in her personal life,
or lack thereof, she wonders what on earth the girls are after. Or
why. And how it involves a certain town librarian. Because she
hasn’t exactly agreed with how he’s been running the beautiful
landmark into the ground since taking over, and frankly, she’s been
more than a little upset about it. Besides, he is probably the sole
person more awkward than herself, despite how kind or understatedly
handsome he may be.

As the only living descendant of the
original town founders, saving the Vallantine Library from
destitution falls on Sheldon Brown’s shoulders. And he’s failing.
Miserably. The one-hundred and forty-year-old historical building,
erected by his ancestors, has been in near ruins for a decade, and
the state of the library system is declining. What he doesn’t need
adding to his burden is giggling teenage girls hanging out between
the stacks, spying on him, and asking silly questions about their
teacher. Even if the woman in question is Rosemary. Pretty, sweet,
and utterly endearing Rosemary, who he’s been attempting to ask on
a date since forever. Except he’s chronically gotten the impression
she doesn’t approve of him or his attempts to save the library. But
then a mishap one night and a strange challenge from an unlikely
source changes everything, and he wonders if perhaps two
introverted bookworms can get a happy ending, after all.
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Dedicated
to all the introverts and bookworms in the world. You are less
alone than you believe.

 



Dearest Visitors,

Welcome to Vallantine, Georgia, where the
only thing sweeter than the Belle Peaches we’re famous for are the
patrons.

Founded in 1870 by William & Katherine
Vallantine, our cozy, picturesque town is home to 2500 residents,
not far from Savannah, and nestled beside the Ogeechee River. We
have 3 inns and 2 B&Bs for convenience, or a hotel just outside
the city limits. There are several family-operated restaurants for
your dining pleasure to suit your palate or fancy.

On your visit, be sure to check out our main
square. There’re over 45 locally-owned independent shops along the
old-world cobblestone streets. Take a riverboat dinner cruise at
sunset or a horse-drawn carriage ride through the historic
plantation district. Enjoy a walking tour of the Vallantine
Cemetery or Peach Park, where multiple statues stand in remembrance
of important figures in history, and stroll among the
hundred-year-old oak trees teeming with Spanish moss. You can even
view parts of the original library, still standing, that William
built in 1875 for Katherine, who loved books. Some say she never
left, that her spirit can be caught reading one of her favorite
volumes between the shelves while she idly waits to assist all who
enter seeking knowledge.

You may have been lured here for our annual
Peach Festival or Pecan Fair, but our southern charm will make you
never want to leave. Hospitality is our middle name. If you’re so
inclined, before you do depart, go say hello to Miss Katie—the
first Belle Peach tree ever planted in town, named after the one
and only Katherine Vallantine. It’s legend around these parts that
doing so will bring you good luck and a lifetime of love. She’s
also been known to grant a wish or two if she’s in the mood.

Y’all come back now, you hear!

Gunner Davis, Mayor of Vallantine
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Prologue

Dorothy Wilson set her hand on her
hip, staring at the mayor of Vallantine as if he’d fallen out of
one of their town’s infamous peach trees, and bruised his fruit on
each branch of his dissent. Because, really. He wasn’t making a
lick of sense.

Struggling for patience, and a break from
the sweltering humidity, she fanned her face with the folder he’d
given her. The historical library didn’t have AC. It didn’t have
much by way of anything, actually. It had been erected by the
original town founder, William Vallantine, for his wife, Katherine,
in 1875 because she’d adored reading. The gorgeous, if not severely
dilapidated old colonial-style building, had remained with the
ancestors ever since.

It was still one of her favorite places on
Earth. And now, the mayor was as lost as last year’s Easter egg if
he was claiming it belonged to her. Well, her and her two BFFs.

“Gunner Davis, all due respect, but I think
you done gone crazy.”

He offered her a withering glare and cinched
his slacks higher. Or tried to. Belt aside, the pants weren’t going
any farther north, not with his very round paunch of a belly. It
was a habit of his, though, when getting down to business or he had
something to say. Which he always did. Couldn’t find a nicer guy,
but he was a blowhard.

Bless his heart.

“Miss Wilson, I assure you, all my marbles
are in the bag.” He ran his pudgy fingers through his thinning
white hair, damp with sweat. The collar of his white polo was
soaked through. “As the estate attorney for Sheldon and Rosemary
Brown, I drew up the papers myself, based on their wishes.”

He was one of a handful of attorneys in
town, but he didn’t practice law often anymore since becoming mayor
twenty years ago. He still had an office on Belle Street and took
new business, yet the majority of his clientele had been in their
prime around Vietnam. She did know for a fact that Sheldon Brown,
descendant of William Vallantine, was a client of Gunner’s.
Except…

“He’s not dead. Neither is his wife,
Rosemary.” It felt weird to call Ms. Fillmore by her first name.
She’d been Dorothy’s middle school teacher, and her favorite, to
boot. “I just saw them both yesterday at the ice cream stand. Fit
as a fiddle. Even if they had died, why would they leave the
library to us?”

He jutted his chin. “They left you girls a
note. It’s in the folder. You’re the only one who showed today, so
I’ll leave it up to you to tell the others.”

The others being her best friends since the
age of…gestation. Their mothers had been closer than sisters and
had started the first book club in town. Thus, Dorothy and her
besties had been named after southern fictional characters.
Townsfolk had dubbed their trio the “Bookish Belles” before they’d
hit kindergarten. Rebecca had left Vallantine right out of high
school to pursue college and had stayed gone for her career. She
came back a few times a year to visit her grandmother. Scarlett was
still in town, and knowing her, merely running late, not blowing
off the meeting. Probably.

This whole thing was odd. The Browns were
not deceased. A town this size? Heck, Dorothy wouldn’t even have
her coffee brewed, and she’d know the details of how and when.
Without asking. From about a hundred people via the gossip mill.
This library had never been out of Vallantine heirs’ hands. And
leaving Dorothy and her friends a note seemed suspiciously like
they’d moved. Or moved on. Or something.

She pressed her hand to her forehead, damp
with perspiration. “I’m confused.”

“Pretty clear, Miss Wilson. You, Rebecca
Moore, and Scarlett Taylor are now the proud owners of the
Vallantine Library.”

“Gunner,” she said through a sigh, “that’s
about as transparent as the Ogeechee River.”

“I’ll be in my office if you need me.” He
nodded and waddled out the open doorway in the foyer.

She stared after him. “The hell?”

Throwing her hands up, she glanced
around.

Square footage on the main level was roughly
a thousand square feet, and about half that for the second story
loft. A wrought iron set of curved stairs led to the upper area
with a matching railing. A large stained-glass window depicting a
book laying in the grass under a peach tree allowed filtered light
upstairs. The loft otherwise was empty. The ceiling was coffered
with copper plating. The floorboards were original cherry. In the
center of the room downstairs was an ivory marble counter, large
enough to fit two people working comfortably. Wall-to-wall,
floor-to-ceiling bookcases lined the left, right, and back
wall.

Those were the highlights.

There was an errant scent of dust and
mildew. The floorboards had needed refinishing two decades ago. A
large lead-glass chandelier had cobwebs forming their own cobwebs.
The roof was this close to caving. Plumbing and electrical hadn’t
been updated since the turn of the twentieth century. Chunks of
plaster were missing from many areas in the walls upstairs. And she
was uncertain just how stable the Greek support columns were for
the loft, since one of them slanted precariously to the left.

Over time, Sheldon Brown had done what he’d
could to salvage the beautiful old place, but funding had been
nearly non-existent and the town’s fundraisers had only helped so
much. It had broken his heart, day after day, year after year. How
he’d tried, though. So hard.

She’d spent hours here as a girl. Escaping.
Reading. Getting lost amongst the stacks. Searching for Katherine
Vallantine’s ghost, since rumor had it, she haunted the place.
Dorothy had never spotted the spirit. She didn’t think anyone else
actually had either. Their mayor had probably started the tall tale
to draw in more tourism.

Admittedly, she’d dreamed of taking over the
library. Her friends, also. But, that had never been likely or
possible. They weren’t Vallantine descendants.

Frowning, she glanced at the folder Gunner
had given her and opened it. Inside were three copies of the deed.
They seemed legit. There was also an inspection report, appraisal,
and an envelope. She pulled out the latter, unfolded the paper
inside, and read the letter.

 


To Our Bookish Belles,

Once upon a time, three young girls helped a
teacher and a librarian find love. And you did it inside these
walls that were built a century ago by a gentleman who adored his
wife so much, he created a haven dedicated to her.

We want that love to continue, to pass down
to another generation, but not just anyone will do. Since we don’t
have children of our own, and because of you, we found our happy
ending, we choose you. No one loves this place or respects it more
than you girls. Our beloved library is filled with volumes of
knowledge and exciting adventures just waiting to be explored. You
genuinely understand that and know the importance. We feel you are
the best caretakers and will restore it in ways we cannot. It is
yours to do as you see fit.

As for us, we are off on a grand adventure
of our own to see the world. We don’t know when we’ll be back, only
that we will return someday. When we do, we know you’ll have made
us and the Vallantine legacy proud. There’s something inside this
envelope to help with financing. Gunner Davis can explain. We are
so very grateful to you and proud of the young women you’ve
become.

Happy Reading,

Sheldon & Rosemary Brown

 


Well, geez. Shock and doubt assaulted
Dorothy, even if hope was prying for footing.

Eyes misty, she checked the folder again.
And nearly dropped it.

A cashier’s check, made out to her, Rebecca,
and Scarlett, was behind the deed. A very, very sizable
check.

The breath whooshed from her lungs, and she
laughed. Hysterically. Uncontrollably.

 Then, she
shakily sat in a chair by the counter and cried.


Chapter One

 


Spring, 2004

 


“You should totally put your hair up,
Ms. Fillmore.”

Rosemary glanced up from the desk in her
classroom where she was grading papers—terribly written book
reports—and looked at Rebecca Moore. The girl was one of Rosemary’s
favorite eighth graders. Astute, driven, and self-aware, Rebecca
mimicked the love interest of Tom Sawyer in Huckleberry
Finn, the fictional character her mama had named her after.
Just as feisty, too. A blonde-haired, blue-eyed, slender
firecracker who was going to break hearts soon.
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