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For Ruth, beloved mother and
grandmother.
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Prologue


The widower knew he was running out of time. I won’t
live to see another summer. The fluids were building up in his
aging body as the congestive heart failure progressed. His wife and
daughter were already gone. His two sons, both unmarried, would
soon be all that remained of the family. If his daughter had lived
past her college years, he’d probably have grandchildren to give
the big house some life, but complications from diabetes had taken
his little girl too soon. His wife had never really recovered from
the loss.

I need to talk
with the boys, he thought, and phoned his younger son. Chester
agreed to come out that afternoon. The old man mentioned that he
also wanted to see his eldest son.

“I’ll
get ahold of Rick, Dad. We’ll see you in a few hours.”

“Thanks, Chester. Better come after three thirty. My massage
therapist will be here from two to three today.”

After saying
goodbye, he spent some time reviewing his investments and making a
few notes. Last week, he had changed his will. He knew Chester
wouldn’t give him any trouble about it, but Rick was likely to kick
up a fuss. His oldest son wouldn’t want anything from the estate
going out of the family. Shaking his head, he stood up and leaned
heavily on the desk until he felt steadier. He went upstairs to his
bedroom. After taking off his clothes and putting on a bathrobe
over his underwear, he opened his wife’s rosewood jewelry case that
still sat atop her dresser. Selecting a necklace with a garnet
cabochon pendant, he put it in his pocket and went back downstairs
to await the arrival of Brooke, his massage therapist.

The doorbell rang
at one forty-five, and the old man ushered Brooke Piper in with a
smile. Brooke had blonde hair that she wore in one long braid. She
always made him feel better, and not just physically. He was a
realist and knew that he was in danger of becoming a cliché—the
rich old man in poor health who falls for the pretty young
woman—but he didn’t really care. He knew his life was almost over,
but Brooke was just starting out, and he wanted to help her, if she
would let him.

They talked for a
while as she set up her table in the spacious formal living room,
and then she gave him his massage. Afterward, she folded her table
up and took it out to her car while he wrote her a check. Brooke
came back through the front door and took the check with a big
smile.

“That’s more than you need to pay me, you know.”

He nodded,
suddenly shy. “I know. I want you to have it.” He paused. “And
this.” Before he lost his nerve, he took the necklace out of the
pocket of his robe and pressed it into her hand.

“Thank
you, Mr. Willis, but I can’t accept this.”

“You
most certainly can. I’m old and sick and giving you this little
trinket makes me happy. And how many times do I need to ask you to
call me Leonard?”

She looked
uncertainly from his face to the glittering gold and garnet
necklace in her hand, a small frown creasing her forehead. “Well,
thank you very much, Leonard. I need to get to my next appointment,
so I’ll see you on Thursday.” With another smile, she was
gone.

Leonard watched
her drive away before he closed the door. Feeling a little
lightheaded, he sat down on the brocade sofa. Looking up at his
smiling wife, flanked by their boys and holding baby Jillian in the
family portrait that hung over the mantel, he felt a sudden pang.
God, he missed Corinne. Had he done the wrong thing, giving her
jewelry away on a whim?

“No,”
he said out loud in the empty room. “I can’t take any of this with
me and the boys will just have to understand.”

 


 



Chapter One

Mae December

Maeve Malone December, known to friends and family
alike as Mae, glared at her very pregnant best friend, Tammy West.
How was it even possible that a woman who was days away from
delivering her first child could be kicking her butt in barre
class? Tammy seemed to be in even better shape now than before she
got pregnant, sporting the perfect basketball of a belly and full
breasts without an ounce of visible fat anywhere else. She had
persuaded Mae to come to barre—an extremely demanding, ballet-based
exercise class—to stop herself from “blimping out” and to help Mae
get in shape for her upcoming wedding to Rose County Sheriff Ben
Bradley.

The instructor, a
goddess of physical perfection named Camille, complimented Tammy on
her form.

“Beautiful relevé, Tammy.”

Her friend gave
her an angelic smile in the mirror they were both facing. No
compliments were forthcoming for Mae, who continued to struggle
with her relevé—a move that required standing on your toes with
heels in the air, as though you were wearing three-inch stilettos.
The class was almost over, thank God. She could get an iced coffee
and take a cold shower. Tammy probably had world domination on her
calendar after this, Mae thought, and gave her friend a little
grin.

“Great
work this morning, ladies. Please clean your mats before you go,
and remember to hydrate. It’s going to hit ninety-five by noon
today.” Camille turned off the music and left the
studio.

Mae and Tammy
wiped down their mats with the sanitary spray and paper towels
provided by the studio. Walking outside, Mae lifted her thick,
wavy, blonde hair off her sweaty neck and looked at the sky, white
with the haze and humidity of a July morning in Rosedale,
Tennessee.

“What
are you doing the rest of the morning?” Tammy asked as she lowered
herself carefully into the driver’s seat of her sporty blue convertible and applied
lip gloss. She fluffed her short, silver blonde hair and donned her
sunglasses before turning the key in the ignition.

“Mama
wants me to go to Atlanta to look for my wedding gown, but I think
you’re about to have this baby any minute,” Mae said. “I don’t want
to be four hours away when you go into labor. I have some kennel
chores to do, of course. Mainly I’m looking forward to getting out
of these sweaty exercise clothes. What about you?”

“Finishing touches on the baby’s room and shopping for an SUV
with Patrick later today.” Tammy’s smile faded for a second. “I’m
trading this car in—just not practical for a mom to drive—but I’m
going to miss it.”

“Send
me some pictures of the nursery when it’s done, okay?” Mae had
painted a mural above the crib as a gift to Tammy and her husband
Patrick—a fairytale woodland scene, complete with a cottage
surrounded by baby animals.

“I
will, and thank you again for that beautiful mural. Patrick just
needs to install the light fixture and put the rods up so we can
hang the curtains and it’s done. Have a good day, Mae-Mae. See you
in class on Tuesday.”

Tammy sped off
with a wave and Mae climbed into her Explorer and cranked up the
air conditioning. I bet she’s in the hospital by Tuesday, not
back here in class.

After stopping
for an iced coffee and picking up dog food and groceries at Kroger,
Mae drove home to the restored, historic farmhouse she now shared
with Sheriff Ben Bradley, her fiancé who had moved in with her in
March, and her three dogs: Tallulah, a black pug, and Titan and
Tater, her two Welsh corgis. In addition to running a boarding
kennel, Mae also did dog training and bred the “porgi,” a corgi/pug
cross. Titan and Tallulah were the parents of her original litters,
but they were retired and she was waiting until Tater was a little
older to breed her.

She had planned
to breed Tater to a friend’s male, an apricot pug, but had also
been thinking about the number of people who were interested in
non-shedding breeds. She could breed Tater to a friend’s white
poodle and begin a new line of corgi-poos. Maltese and bichons were
other options, since both were non-shedders. She had plenty of time
to investigate the possibilities.

Ben was at work
today, and the one-hundred-year-old house on Little Chapel Road was
quiet when she walked inside. Her three dogs were asleep, sprawled
in various patches of sunshine in the living room. Mae put the
groceries away and went upstairs to her bathroom, where she peeled
off her sticky exercise clothes and stepped into the long-awaited
shower. She luxuriated in the cool water streaming over her hot
skin, reflecting on all the changes in her life over the last two
and a half years.

Mae was months
away from marrying Noah West—the brother of Tammy’s husband
Patrick—when the talented young songwriter had been killed in a car
accident. Before he died, Noah and Mae had purchased the farmhouse
she lived in with the proceeds from his first hit song, “Calendar
Girls,” written right after he and Mae first met. Inspired by her
name, he’d ended the song with the line, “and I saved the best for
last, Miss December.”

The year after
Noah died was still a bit of a blur. A talented artist, Mae had
stopped painting, focused on her dog breeding and boarding business
and spent a lot of time with Tammy West, née Rodgers, and Noah’s
younger brother, Patrick. Her two friends had consoled and
supported her through the worst of her grief—falling in love with
each other in the process.

Then one early
spring morning over a year ago, Mae found her neighbor Ruby
Mead-Allison’s dead body while walking one of her boarding dogs.
Sheriff Ben Bradley had suspected Mae of being involved in Ruby’s
murder, but quickly dismissed the notion. Although Ben had
initially resisted her efforts to help him identify Ruby’s killer,
he had recently succumbed to her wishes to be involved in his work
life and named her a consultant to the sheriff’s office. One other
momentous thing happened during their investigation into the
Mead-Allison case—Ben learned that he was the father of young
Matthew, who had turned five in the spring, and was now a major
part of their lives.

Mae shut the
water off. Wrapping a towel around her hair, she paused to look in
the mirror before wrapping a larger one around her body. She was
looking less curvy and more toned, so the damned class was working.
She looked down at the ruby engagement ring sparkling on her left
hand. The ring—two hands holding a crowned heart inset with a
ruby—was a Claddagh, a traditional Irish engagement design that
signified “With these two hands I give you my heart and crown it
with my loyalty.” Mae smiled, thinking about what Ben had said when
she shared her fitness goals with him.

It was
Valentine’s Day, right after Tammy and Patrick’s wedding reception,
and he’d just proposed. “I love your curves, Maeve Malone December.
Please don’t lose all of them, okay?”

By then they’d
solved a total of three murder cases together. Lately things had
been much quieter at the Rosedale sheriff’s office. Mae found a
loose blue and green sundress and put it on. Unable to face a blow
dryer on such a steamy day, she left her curls to air dry and went
back downstairs to fix herself some lunch. It was a good thing Ben
hadn’t had to deal with any big cases lately, she thought. He had
enough to do with his campaign to be reelected Sheriff of Rose
County in November.

 


 



Chapter Two

Dr. Lucy Ingram

On the first morning of July, Lucy Ingram got up at
nine and turned on the coffee maker. She looked out her kitchen
window while the coffee perked, seeing her neighbor Mae’s old
farmhouse across the street at the top of a hill. They both lived
on Little Chapel Road, a historic lane that wound through a leafy
valley in Rosedale, Tennessee. Lucy poured herself a cup of coffee,
taking it into the bathroom with her.

When she got out
of the shower, Lucy checked her beeper to be sure she hadn’t missed
a call. She towel-dried her long brown hair, French-braided the top
and then gathered the braid into a low pony tail. She dressed in
lightweight black leggings, a white blouse, and her most
comfortable shoes. The shoes had a removable anatomical foot bed—a
shock absorbing system necessary to ease the long days on her feet.
She quickly put on facial lotion and lipstick. Her twelve-hour
shift in the emergency department started at eleven.

It was Sunday,
but Lucy had been in the emergency business for over a decade.
Weekends and weekdays had become either “shift” or “non-shift.” ER
work depended heavily on the season. In winter it was usually sick
kids, which occasionally necessitated trips to the chapel. She was
not a religious woman in the conventional sense, although whenever
she lost a patient she visited the chaplain. He always smiled
gently when he saw her, calling her one of his “strays.” She hoped
she wouldn’t have to see him today.

Summer brought
out the weekend warriors. There would be ankle sprains, back pain,
cuts, and broken bones. July was also the month when clueless
first-year interns from the university hospital in Nashville
rotated onto her service.

Driving into the
parking lot at Rose County General at 10:40 a.m., she grabbed a
clean white coat from the backseat of her car and threw it on. She
walked quickly into the emergency bay door, said hello to one of
the young ambulance drivers, and went to the nurses’ station. Her
favorite assistant, Channing Soldan RN, looked up and
smiled.

“Boy,
are we in for it today, Dr. Lucy,” she said. “We have not one, not
two, but three first-year interns here. I’ve already called the med
school asking for one to be shifted to the Peds ER. There was a
woman vomiting all over the patient waiting room. I sent her back
to bay two.” Channing sighed. “I hate the barfers; they’re worse
than the bleeders. And we have a patient for you in bay four.” She
consulted her notes and read, “Chester Willis, age forty-one.
Practically sliced his leg off clearing some woods on his father’s
property. I diagnosed him as FTF.” Channing’s mouth curved in a
grin. FTF was a common acronym for “failure to fly,” used to
describe patients who fell from a roof, a balcony, or out of a
tree.

“Why’s
he an FTF?” Lucy asked.

“There
was a tree the patient’s father wanted taken down. It was blocking
his view. The patient climbed up in the tree and was cutting off a
limb above him when the branch he was standing on gave way.
Chainsaw lacerated his leg on the way down.” Channing rolled her
eyes. “He’s pretty flirtatious for a guy bleeding all over. Trying
to avoid a Darwin Award, I’d say.”

The Darwin Awards
were a tongue-in-cheek designation for foolhardy individuals who
improved the gene pool by getting killed before they could
procreate. Lucy shook her head whenever faced with people who took
ridiculous risks with their bodies.

“Let’s
go patch him up. What’ve you done already?”

“Cleaned the wound and put on a temporary dressing.”

Lucy pulled the
curtain to the side of bay 4 and took a look at her first patient
of the day. “Mr. Willis?” she said, holding out her hand. “I’m Dr.
Ingram. Took a tumble, did you?” He was tall and slim; she guessed
over six feet. He had shiny black hair, dark eyes, and despite the
pain furrowing his brow, a nice smile.

“Sure
did.” He gestured to the long gash on the calf of his right
leg.

“Let
me take a look,” Lucy said, gently removing the dressing. “Ouch.
What’s the pain now on a scale from one to ten, ten being the worst
pain you ever felt?”

Willis grimaced
and said, “An eight. I thought chainsaws were supposed to shut off
when you dropped them. Turns out not all of them do.”

“I’m
going to have to stitch that up. And I don’t want you moving around
while I’m working on you, so I’m going to give you some lidocaine
injections, okay?”

“Thank
you,” he said gratefully. “I’m diabetic, if that
matters.”

“Not
for this,” Lucy said. The wound was about six-inches long, and she
put little pinprick injections of lidocaine along both sides. The
lidocaine would numb the skin so she could suture it shut without
the patient feeling pain.

An intern wearing
a short white coat opened the drape to the examination bay. The
length of the white coat in the medical profession indicated the
stage in training of the person. Blazer-length coats designated
medical students. Longer, thigh-length coats were worn by interns,
residents, and fully licensed physicians—called “attendings” in the
jargon of the hospital. The girl’s nametag read Emily Thompson, MD.
She should have been wearing one of the longer coats. Obviously
Emily hadn’t gotten the memo. The girl was tall and willowy with
dark eyes. At close to six feet, she towered over petite Channing
Soldan, who had blonde hair often streaked with a color to match
her scrubs and an irrepressible sense of humor.

“Dr.
Ingram, this is Dr. Thompson,” Channing said. From the slightly
surprised look on the intern’s face at Channing’s calling her
“doctor”, Lucy realized that Emily Thompson must have just
graduated from medical school. While she was a long way from being
fully trained or licensed, courtesy demanded she be introduced as
“doctor.”

“Nice
to meet you, Dr. Thompson. This is my patient, Chester Willis. As
you can see, he incurred a laceration from a chainsaw.” Turning to
Mr. Willis, Lucy said, “Dr. Thompson is a first-year intern here.
Do you mind if she joins us?”

“Not a
bit,” Chester said, smiling at the pretty Dr. Thompson, who gave
him a small nod in return.

Lucy consulted
her notes and looked up at her patient. He seemed to be in good
shape physically, and despite his painful injury was alert and
pleasant. She looked at the intake form that read IDDM.

“Tell
me about your diabetes, Chester. You’re insulin
dependent?”

“Yes,
Type one. According to what I’ve been told, I’m a brittle
diabetic. Apparently my blood sugar level often shifts very quickly
from high to low and back.”

“Tough
to manage,” Lucy said. “What do you take?”

“I
take thirty units of long-acting and ten units of short-acting
insulin every day. I was going to get one of those insulin pumps,
but my father isn’t well, and I just moved back home to take care
of him. My mom died several years ago. Once things settle down,
I’ll go in for the pump. Supposedly they work pretty
well.”

“They
do. I’m sure you’ve been told this, but any alcohol or recreational
drug use is not good for you.” Lucy looked intently at Mr.
Willis.

“Yes,
I’m no fun at parties,” he said with a rueful shake of his head.
Grinning at Dr. Thompson, he added, “It makes it tough to ask a
good-looking woman out for a drink. I usually have to stick to
coffee.”

“Good
man,” Lucy said. “I’m going to send you to X-ray first, to be sure
you didn’t chisel off any bone fragments. Dr. Thompson, would you
please accompany Mr. Willis and then bring the X-ray and the
patient back to this bay?”

 


When Chester and
the intern returned and the X-ray showed no bone chips, Lucy bent
to the task of stitching up Mr. Willis. He hadn’t cut any tendons
or ligaments so it was a straightforward repair. Emily leaned
forward to observe Lucy’s small, careful stitches. Lucy asked if
she would like to finish up and tie off the suture at the end of
the repair. Emily said she would and did a decent job.

“So,
you’re the primary caregiver for your dad? That can be pretty
stressful,” Lucy remarked to Chester.

“I
love the old man. He depends on me, and it’s pretty much
mutual.”

“What’s his medical problem?” Emily Thompson asked.

“Congestive heart failure,” Chester said. “He’s had it for a
number of years now, and the meds he’s been taking aren’t working
so well anymore.”

“How
are your spirits holding up? Long term caregivers have a tough
job,” Lucy said.

“I’m
doing okay. I just moved in with him a few days ago, once I noticed
how fast he was going downhill. It’s going to be very sad for me
when he goes, but we’re enjoying each other’s company for now. He’s
had an interesting life, and I’m learning a little more about his
early years.”

“Well,
don’t forget to take care of yourself, too. You need to eat well
and get plenty of sleep,” Lucy told him. “And it’s good to exercise
from time to time, although maybe not by cutting down trees.” She
gave him a knowing grin.

When the
laceration had been bandaged, Lucy gave her patient a
prescription.

“The
scrip I just handed you is for Vicodin. Don’t take more than one of
these tonight. You can have one tomorrow morning and again in the
evening and the same the following day. I wrote the prescription
for five tablets. If you can’t control the pain with these, you can
add a couple of Tylenol each day. If that still doesn’t do it,
you’ll have to come back. You can have your family physician
re-bandage the wound in three days and remove the dressing in a
week.” Lucy smiled at Mr. Willis.

“Thank
you, Doctor,” Chester Willis said.

“Dr.
Thompson will help you down from the examining table and find an
orderly to wheel you outside.” She looked at the intern. “Find him
some crutches, too, please. Did you drive yourself here, Mr.
Willis?”

“I
did. Pain’s much better now. I can drive myself home. Thanks again,
Doc.”

“I
don’t often give my phone number to patients, but here’s my card.
Call me if you notice the wound getting hot or red streaks coming
up your leg. I’ll come to the ER to check on you.” Lucy shook hands
with her patient.

Chester Willis
pocketed the card. An orderly appeared with the wheelchair and Dr.
Thompson helped him off the table and into the chair.

What’s next?”
Lucy asked as she and her nurse walked out of the patient
bay.

“We
have a D and D in bay 3,” Channing laughed.

“Okay,
that’s a new one,” Lucy said. “Define, please.”

“Divorced and desperate. She comes up with these obscure pains
and asks for the good-looking young male docs. This time she has a
pain in her right breast. She’s already asked for our sexy Dr.
Alexander, but he’s off today.” Channing rolled her
eyes.

“Well,
she’s going to have to make do with me this time.”

 


 



Chapter
Three

Mae December

Mae hadn’t heard from Tammy since Saturday, so she went
to Barre class after Ben left for work on Tuesday morning, and was
in her usual spot unrolling her mat when Camille tapped her
shoulder.

“Tammy’s out in the car. She wants you,” Camille said in a
hushed voice. “I’ll put your mat up; you go ahead.”

“Is
she in labor?”

The instructor
gave a sympathetic nod. Grabbing her purse from the hook in the
hall, Mae ran outside. Tammy waved at her from the window of a
brand-new silver Toyota Forerunner that was parked right in front
of the studio.

“Looks
like you get to miss class today, Mae,” Tammy said, taking an
audible breath. “I’m having contractions and Patrick’s not
answering his phone. Can you drive me to the ER?” Tammy paled and
blew out a puff of air.

Mae put a hand on
her shoulder. “Sure thing. Do you want to get in my car, or should
I drive you in this?”

“The
infant seat’s in here, along with my bag for the hospital.” She
opened the door and stepped gingerly down onto the pavement. Mae
walked beside her much shorter friend and helped Tammy into the
passenger’s seat, then walked back around to take the wheel,
setting her purse on the center console.

“How
fast should I drive?”

Tammy gasped and
Mae saw her abdomen ripple under her snugly fitted top. “Fast,
Mae,” she said. “As fast as you can.”

Mae adjusted the
driver’s seat for her longer legs, quickly fastened her seatbelt,
and paused. “Can you call Ben on my phone? Just go to ‘Recents’ and
hit his number so we can get a police escort. Tell him we’ll be
passing his office in five minutes.”

Tammy nodded, her
brown eyes huge in her pale face. “Good idea. Now
drive!”

 


Ben’s patrol car
was idling at the curb when they pulled up and Tammy rolled down
the car window.

“I was
looking for your car, Mae,” he said. He glanced at Tammy, gave a
sharp nod and turned on the flashers. “Follow me.” He pulled out in
front of them and Mae hit the gas. The drive from the sheriff’s
office to Rose County General Hospital should have taken at least
twenty minutes, but they were at the doors of the ER in less than
ten. Ben parked right behind an ambulance and ran to Tammy’s door
to help her out.

“How’re you doing?” Ben asked Tammy, after flashing Mae a quick
smile.

“The
contractions are getting closer together.” She leaned against Ben,
tall and handsome in his uniform. He put an arm around her
shoulders and looked at Mae.

“Shut
the car off and come here, Mae. I’m going to get an orderly and a
wheelchair for Tammy. I just need you to hold her up.”

Mae turned the
car off and jumped out, hurrying to stand beside her friend, who
looked like she was ready to lie down on the pavement and give
birth right there. “I’ve got her,” she told Ben, who rushed
inside.

“Where’s Patrick?” There were tears spilling from Tammy’s eyes.
“This baby’s coming fast. I need him.”

Before Mae could
answer, Ben emerged from the ER doors with a wheelchair-pushing
orderly. The two men got Tammy into the chair and the orderly spun
it around and whisked her inside.

“I’ll
park the car and bring you the keys, Mae. You should go with
Tammy.” Mae handed him the keys and pulled her purse out of Tammy’s
new Forerunner.

“She
said her bag was in here. I’ll take it in with me.”

Ben opened the
back door, pulling out a blue satchel and Tammy’s purse along with
it. “Take her purse, too. She’ll need her ID and insurance cards.”
He frowned. “Where the hell is Patrick—any idea?”

She took the
purse and satchel from him and hurried toward the building, calling
back over her shoulder, “I don’t know. Please see if you can find
him. I’m afraid he’s going to miss this.”

Mae didn’t see
Tammy in the waiting room, so she went to the ER information desk
to ask where she was.

“Hi,
Mae.” Her neighbor, Dr. Lucy Ingram, came around the corner in her
white coat. “They already took your friend up to Labor and
Delivery.”

“Oh
dear. Is she all alone up there?”

“Don’t
worry,” Lucy smiled, “her husband’s with her. He apparently saw a
missed call from Tammy and came straight here when he couldn’t
reach her. Guess she turned her phone off by accident.”

Ben came up
beside her, said hello to Lucy, and kissed Mae on the cheek. She
released a big breath she didn’t even know she’d been holding.
“That’s a relief. Where should we wait?”

“There’s a waiting area outside Labor and Delivery, on the
third floor.” Lucy motioned toward a bank of elevators and said
goodbye before opening the “staff only” door. Ben pushed the “up”
button beside the nearest elevator door and took the satchel from
Mae’s hand.

“Let’s
go, Mae. I don’t think we’ll have long to wait.”

“Let
me know how she does,” Lucy called back over her
shoulder.

 


 



Chapter Four

Mae December

At three that afternoon, Mae was still waiting. Ben had
returned to work after Mae assured him that she would text him when
the baby got serious about coming out. Tammy’s labor had
practically come to a stop by the time the two expectant
grandmothers, Grace Rodgers and Sharon West, had arrived at the
hospital. Grace, Tammy’s mom, was walking her daughter up and down
the hallway on the Labor and Delivery floor. Sharon was talking in
a low voice to Patrick.

“They
probably need to give her some Pitocin to get labor going again;
it’s not good for Tammy or the baby to have it take so
long.”

Patrick shook his
head. “Tammy doesn’t want to do that, Mom. And we’ve only been here
for five or six hours. It hasn’t really been that long yet.” He
looked down the hall at Tammy, who was leaning into her mother’s
shoulder, walking slowly but still moving. “I’m just afraid they’re
going to send us home if she doesn’t make progress
soon.”

Sharon’s
fine-boned face was scrunched into a frown as she too watched
Tammy’s halting pace. “We can’t have that,” she said decisively.
Rising to her feet, she turned to look back at Mae and Patrick. “If
you two walk on either side of her and support her, maybe you can
get her to walk a little faster. I’ll take Grace down to the
cafeteria and get her some of what passes for coffee in this
place.”

Mae winked at
Patrick, who was already standing up. His mother epitomized the
soft-spoken, gracious Southern lady, but when she decided to take
charge, resistance was futile.

“Yes,
ma’am, good idea.” Patrick smiled at his mother. “You and Miss
Grace take your time, we’ll be right here.” Sharon nodded and went
to collect Grace.

“You
know she’s going to talk Grace into pressuring Tammy about the
Pitocin, right?” Mae murmured.

Patrick took his
glasses off and cleaned them on the tail of his shirt. “I know. I’m
not sure that’s a bad idea.” He put his glasses back on and rolled
his head from side to side. “C’mon, Mae. Let’s go walk my
wife.”

 


After Mae and
Patrick had gotten Tammy to walk a little more briskly for a while,
she came to an abrupt halt and bent forward, digging her fingers
into her husband’s arm. Tammy gasped and shuddered, letting go of
Mae and sagging toward Patrick on the exhale. She straightened up
slowly. “Take me back to the room now,” she said, in a demanding
tone Mae had never heard from her best friend before.

“Are
you sure, honey? Seems like the walking is starting to
work—”

“Yes
I’m sure! Don’t argue with me.”

Patrick gave Mae
a wide-eyed look above Tammy’s head. “Okay, okay. Let’s get you
turned around then.”

“Are
you actually going to stand there and patronize me, Patrick Daniel
West?” She practically spat her husband’s name. Turning away from
him, she grabbed Mae’s arm and moved purposefully toward her room.
“Let’s go, Mae,” she barked. “This is all his fault
anyway.”

“I’ll
go find her nurse, Mae.” Patrick raised his eyebrows, mouthing the
word “transition” at her behind Tammy’s back. Mae was excellent at
reading lips, but she didn’t know what he meant. She gave Patrick a
blank look.

“Just
go.” He sighed. “I’ll explain later.”

 


Tammy’s nurse,
Erica, had gotten her settled back into bed and asked Mae to leave
so she could examine her. Mae resumed her seat in the waiting room
and texted Ben that the baby was still ensconced. Patrick went into
Tammy’s room but was back out in a few minutes, taking the chair
across from Mae. Grace and Sharon hadn’t returned from the
cafeteria yet.

“How’s
it going in there?” Mae asked.

“Erica
confirmed that she’s in transition, moving into a more active phase
of labor. That’s why she’s so irritable.” Patrick leaned back,
stretching his long legs out in front of him and his arms above his
head. “She’s still not very dilated, though. It’s gonna be a
while.”

“That
happens when dogs go into labor too,” Mae told him. “They get
agitated and snappish before they really get down to business. I
guess it’s just natural.”

Patrick grinned.
“I dare you to go in there and tell Tammy that right now. She’d
love to hear how natural this all is. And I’d like her to insult
someone besides me.”

“No
way. She’s a little scary at the moment. I’ve witnessed a lot of
puppies coming into the world, but dogs can’t insult
you.”

Grace and Sharon
got off the elevator and Erica emerged from Tammy’s room and
approached the group. “I’ve got the monitors hooked up and
everything’s going well with mother and baby,” the young,
dark-haired nurse told them. She nodded at Grace. “Tammy would like
her mother to come sit with her for now, and I’m going to track
down the doctor.”

Sharon put her
hand on Patrick’s shoulder. “Why don’t you and Mae go get something
to eat and take a break? I’ll text you when the doctor shows up, or
if anything changes. If you want anything decent to eat or drink,
I’d suggest leaving the hospital.”

“No. I
don’t want to be very far away if Tammy needs me,” Patrick said.
“Even if she just wants to cuss me out some more.”

His mother
laughed. “When I was in labor with Noah, your dad said I used words
he’d never heard before. And he was in the Army! Apparently I was
quite derogatory about his ancestors as well, but I have no memory
of that myself.”

 


Afternoon slipped
into evening. Ben texted Mae to let her know that he’d gone home
after work to change and check on the dogs and that everything was
fine at the house. She replied with a quick thanks, took the
elevator down and walked outside to call him.

The warm, humid
air felt good on Mae’s skin after spending hours in the
air-conditioned hospital. She looked up at the purpling sky with
its scattering of stars and took a deep breath. The lemony scent
from the blooms of a nearby magnolia tree filled her with a sudden
sense of well-being. She called Ben and heard a cellphone ring from
the sidewalk in front of her. The outline of a tall man walking
toward her coalesced into her fiancé. She clicked the “end” button
and ran to Ben.

“Did
you just hang up on me?” he teased, wrapping his arms around
her.

She smiled up
into his face. “Yup. I saw a cute guy walking in from the parking
lot and decided I’d rather talk to him than the
sheriff.”

He shook his
head, releasing her from his embrace. “What a hussy. How’s Tammy
doing … everything all right?”

Mae took his
hand, and they walked back toward the hospital entrance. She filled
Ben in on all the events of the day as they made their way back up
to the Labor and Delivery waiting area and found chairs near Sharon
and Grace. Patrick, who had been readmitted to his wife’s room
several hours before, came out and visited with them for a
while.

Mae leaned her
head on Ben’s shoulder and closed her eyes. It seemed as though
only a few minutes went by, but when she opened them again it was
11:15 and Tammy’s nurse was standing in front of Patrick’s
chair.

“It’s
time, Dad.” She told him. He leaped to his feet and followed Erica.
Everyone else got up and followed Patrick toward Tammy’s room.
Patrick opened the door and walked in without a backward glance.
Erica smiled at the four of them as she held the door’s edge. “It
won’t be long now, folks. You can stand right here in the hall.
Just don’t block the way of anyone who needs to get through.” She
too went into the room, and the door closed behind her.

Some time went by
and Mae heard her friend start to scream. I wish Tammy had
agreed to pain medication. She squeezed Ben’s hand and looked
at Miss Grace, who had visibly paled. Sharon bit her lip and
winced. Without a word, Tammy’s doctor hurried past them and into
the room. When he opened the door, the screams got
louder.

Ben put his hand
on the back of Mae’s neck and rubbed the tight muscles there. “It’s
almost over,” he whispered, and she nodded. The screaming had
stopped and Mae leaned close to the door. There was a tiny, crowing
sound and her eyes filled with tears. She stepped away from the
door just as Erica stuck her head out.

“He’s
here and he’s perfect,” she said, beaming at Grace and Sharon.
“Congratulations! You have a beautiful, healthy
grandson.”

 


 



Chapter Five

Sheriff Ben Bradley

On the 4th of July, Sheriff Ben Bradley glanced around
the historic downtown of Rosedale, Tennessee. As expected, it was
thronged with flag-waving kids, dogs in patriotic bandanna collars,
and adults with damp brows. The parade was about to start and the
digital display at the bank read 2:47 p.m. and 98.4 degrees.

Carrie Allen, the
avid reporter for Channel 3 News, had appeared out of
nowhere.

“Good
afternoon, Sheriff.” The heavily made-up brunette stuck a
microphone in Ben Bradley’s face. “How’s your reelection campaign
going?”

Ben straightened
his shoulders and smiled into the camera. “It’s going well. I think
my record as sheriff of Rose County speaks for itself.”

“I’m
surprised to hear you say that, Sheriff Bradley,” a man’s voice
drawled from the crowd. Ramsey Tremaine ambled over, inserting
himself neatly between Ben and the reporter. Unlike Ben, who was
sweating in his uniform, Ramsey looked cool and unruffled in a
seersucker suit and star-spangled bow tie. He was also wearing a
straw fedora, which Ben thought was a bit much.
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