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	Chapter One

	 

	 

	Melanie and I clung to each other for dear life. Neither of us thought it would end like this.

	“You’ve been a sister to me.” Melanie cried and tightened her arms around my neck.

	“Likewise,” I replied, choking on a sob.

	“I’m sorry for all the catfights, Veronica. All those times I slapped you.”

	“All those times I pulled your hair.”

	“And I scratched your face.”

	“It’s all right.” I dabbed at the tears in my eyes with a tissue. “They were scripted, you know.”

	“Yeah. You were good at them.” Melanie laughed and we released each other from our firm clutch. “I thought I’d leave on my own terms.”

	“And I thought the hearse would pick me up here. I feel like I’m stepping over my own dead body.”

	We both sighed dramatically, two soap divas milking every moment, and flopped onto the sofa of Melanie’s fictional living room.

	We had just finished the final scene of our soap opera, Days and Nights. Canceled after forty-two years, a medical talk show would soon take our time slot on the daytime schedule. I spent thirty-two years on the soap, having started just three months after “Pomp and Circumstance” played at my college graduation. I thought my career had become a corpse.

	“When do you leave for Hawaii?” I asked Melanie.

	“Sunday morning. I cannot wait.”

	I smiled, tamping down a surge of self-pity. Many of my castmates were looking forward to life post-Days. Travel for some like Melanie, retirement for several, and for a lucky few, new roles.

	When I told my agent of the soap’s cancellation, she told me she was retiring and moving to South Carolina. While a few of my younger castmates had offers from the four remaining soap operas, all filmed in California, my soon-to-be fifty-four-year-old unmarried self received offers to do commercials for hot-flash herbs, osteoporosis medication, and cholesterol-lowering pills. I couldn’t bring myself to say things like, “This medication can cause explosive diarrhea,” or “Sudden death may occur upon standing.” I had to face the reality that the television movie roles and guest parts on shows I had gotten in my younger days were now going to actresses who were in their younger days.

	After my best friend Carol gave me the great idea of writing my memoir, three editors told me, not in these exact words, that my life story was too boring. So my options for life after Days and Nights were limited: I could choose to hang around my house in New City, praying for an acting job, or return to my Adirondack hometown to work in my family’s bookstore.

	My leading man, Alex Shelby, champagne-filled glasses in hand, joined us. He gave one glass to Melanie, another to me.

	He sat between is and raised his glass. “To Diana, Rachel, and Cal. Long may they live!”

	We clinked glasses, took generous sips, and had a moment of silence for our characters. Melanie’s Diana, the undisputed queen of the show. My Rachel, Diana’s sworn enemy. Alex’s Cal, sometime husband of both.

	“I have to give Maura a hug.” Melanie dashed off the set toward our head writer.

	Alex turned to me. “It was a pleasure working with you, Ms. Walsh.”

	“Likewise, Mr. Shelby.”

	We touched glasses again and drank. Although Alex had said that golf was in his foreseeable future, rumors circulated that he was about to land a role on the soap Passion For Life. It burned me a bit that Alex, a year younger than I, could still get contract offers while I couldn’t even get a six-week role.

	“I enjoyed being married to you three times, Ronnie. Was I your favorite husband?”

	I released a giddy laugh and struck a melodramatic tone. “Rachel Wesley Jensen Lewis Lewis O’Neil Dixon Lewis. Oh how I’ll miss that woman!”

	 

	I tried my first option, hanging around my house, for three weeks. At first, it felt like vacation. I gave the house the best spring-cleaning it ever had, pulled together a few bags of clothes to donate, and even had the exterior of the house painted. And then reality dawned.

	The day didn’t come when I once again had to get up early to get to the studio. The long days of filming were over. There would be no more scripts to memorize. I needed a change in scenery, so to speak, so I moved to my second option. I packed my car and headed north to the mountains.

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Two

	 

	 

	I pulled into my driveway, that first sight of my northern home a soothing balm for my beleaguered spirit. Although I usually made the two-hundred-mile trip to Barton every six weeks or so, I hadn’t paid a visit since the show’s cancellation three and a half months earlier. In the wake of my job loss, I wanted to delay the inevitable wave of sympathy I’d get from my hometown. 

	I grabbed two of my suitcases and went inside. In the the living room I drew back the curtains to let in the early afternoon sunshine and opened the windows to air the room. A vase filled with gorgeous flowers stood in the center of the dining room table, a gift from my mother and friend Carol. In the refrigerator I found a few provisions—a large dish of ziti, apple pie, milk, eggs, fresh lemonade—so I wouldn’t need to dash to the supermarket.

	I drank half a glass of the tart lemonade and then carried my suitcases to my bedroom upstairs. Sneaking a glance into my bedroom’s mirror, I noted that the spark that had been missing from my hazel eyes since the soap’s last day of filming had returned.

	“I appreciate this, Tim.” The comment from my neighbor Anna Langdon drifted up to my window seconds after I’d opened it.

	“You’re welcome.” The stiff-voiced speaker was my high school boyfriend, Tim Petersen. 

	“You’re still upset with me, Tim? I thought we agreed we were just having fun.” I detected a hint of scolding under her facade of concern.

	“I don’t remember that conversation. Sign here.”

	After a few moments’ silence, Anna said, “I thought we were both adults, Tim. I guess I’m the only mature one here.”

	I wanted to run down there and punch the woman in the face for how she was talking to Tim. Instead, I stood by the window and continued eavesdropping.

	“I’m not a child, Anna.”

	“Then stop pouting, Tim. We had a fling. I helped you get over your wife leaving you.” She stopped speaking for a moment, and then continued in a know-it-all tone. “Oh, you’re not over your wife. So why are you so upset that I’ve ended our relationship?”

	“Was it a relationship or you just playing?”

	Anna was cordial but not warm. “Tim, I’m sorry. I hurt your male ego. I’m the second woman who’s dumped you. You probably just want to get back together so you can end it.”

	“In the future, you’ll have to come to the office to do business.” A chair scraped across Anna’s stone patio. “Or perhaps it would be best for you to find another lawyer. I should have told you that before this mess even began.”

	“As if you’re the first lawyer to have a fling with a client.” Anna let out a derisive snort.

	A moment later Tim emerged from under the tree cover of Anna’s yard and turn the corner of her house. I raced to the guest room that overlooked the street. Tim got into his car and drove off.

	The backstory on Tim: We dated from sophomore through senior year of high school. We hung on through our first year at college—me at Fordham University and Tim at Cornell. During our summer break, we both realized and acknowledged that, although still fond of each other, the distance had not made us more so. After graduation, I landed my role on Days and Tim went on to law school. He joined his father’s law practice in Barton, married and had three children. Tim and his wife, Sue, had separated ten months earlier.

	Anna had left her finance job in Saratoga Springs and moved to Barton five years earlier when she married local businessman Edward Frazer, a childless widower thirty years her senior and owner of most of the business buildings along Barton’s main thoroughfare, Orchard Street. He also owned the All Things Adirondack shop, a store that sold crafts and goods made by local artists. That was his sole purpose in opening the store. It wasn’t to make more money, but to support the talent of his fellow Bartonians and promote the village.

	Mr. Frazer was a modest, wonderful man who loved Barton. When he passed away three years ago, Anna mourned by extensively renovating his plain (her words) Folk Victorian home. She also dropped Adirondack from the shop’s name and changed the inventory from handcrafted products to elegant, expensive goods that promoted the comfortable lifestyle highlighted in women’s magazines.

	“Poor Tim.”

	 

	I walked the two short blocks from my house to Orchard. I love the hustle and bustle of Times Square, the thrill of Broadway, and the elegance of Park Avenue. But Barton’s tree-lined Orchard Street holds its own unmatched charms for thousands of visitors lured to the Adirondacks each year. A number of the shops are family owned, third and fourth generations now taking their turn at the reigns. Ingerson’s Men’s Clothing. Alcott’s, which sells women’s and children’s clothing. The Johnsons’ stationery store, now run by their daughter Pauline Weber. And, of course, there’s my family’s Orchard Street Books and Carol’s shop, Emerson Florist.

	In addition to the typical drug store, jeweler, supermarket, and dry cleaner along Orchard, we also have three antique shops, a small art gallery, a furniture store, an ice cream shop, the elegant Farley Inn, and excellent restaurants like The Barton Hearth, Giacinta’s, and Yau’s. If the great shopping and food don’t entice tourists visiting our southeast neighbors Lake George and Saratoga Springs, the local McDougal Brewery and nearby Arden College do.

	I stepped into Orchard Street Books, comforted instantly by the cream walls, hardwood floors, and mahogany bookshelves. The shop never fails to rouse my best childhood memories. I spent many an after-school hour stocking shelves, conducting story time, and ringing up sales on the register. I’d listen to Mom introduce Shakespeare and Twain to doubting teenagers and Dad enthusiastically describe the latest bestsellers. In my mind my father, deceased fifteen years, was still here in the shop, shelving his beloved Le Carré and Clancy novels.

	Mom stood at the register, assisting a customer. I waited until she finished and then stepped forward. Mom spotted me before I uttered a word.

	“Veronica!” Mom dashed around the counter and threw her arms around me. “You’re home!”

	“Still spry, I see,” I teased, squeezing her gently.

	Mom stepped back, kissed both my cheeks, and tweaked my nose. It was a ritual I enjoyed. 

	“You look wonderful.” Mom glowed with joy. “It’s been a while.”

	I ignored her cheerful dig at my long absence. “Thanks. So do you.”

	We discreetly studied each other. For the last few years, every time I have seen my mother I’ve searched for signs of her advancing age—memory loss, balance problems, faltering eyesight, chin hair. At age seventy-nine, she passed with honors. Posture still steel-rod straight, no fewer white hairs than when I saw her at Easter, her step still steady.

	For her part, I’m sure Mom was searching for depression, weight loss, and a body odor that would signal apathy for my appearance. Her smile signaled that I had passed her inspection. 

	Wendy Costello, Mom’s very capable assistant manager, appeared from the office.  “Welcome home.” She conveyed her sympathy over my predicament with a gentle “things will get better” smile. 

	Another member of the Orchard Street Books team, Todd Seaver, stepped from the storage room. He folded me into a warm hug. “I’m sorry.”

	“Thanks. How are you? How’s college?”

	“Fabulous.”

	“He made the dean’s list both semesters,” Mom bragged.

	“Nancy, stop telling everyone.” Todd turned to me. “You’re back in time for the big meeting tonight.”

	I looked at the trio for explanation. They suddenly looked as if someone had died.

	“What big meeting?”

	Mom sighed, saying, “The thing that we’ve feared for years has come to pass. Gary Pierce is going to sell the farm to a developer. We found out Thursday. They’re going to build a mall!”

	I gasped. “What?”

	Wendy nodded, her jaw clenched. “Can you believe it? An open-air shopping mall.” 

	For decades, Marjorie and Alan Pierce had run the wonderful Pierce Farm in my hometown of Barton. They grew and sold delicious vegetables and had an orchard and pumpkin patch that spanned acres. Anyone who grew up in Barton had fond memories of the midnight pumpkin pick the Pierces had the Saturday before Halloween and the Great Apple Pick they hosted every fall. Marjorie continued to run the farm after Alan’s death in 1995. When she passed away in 2008, their son, Gary, inherited the property. Rumors had flown for years about him selling the land for various uses—condominiums, a housing development, a park, and a dreaded mall.

	“Thirty stores,” Todd added. 

	Mom suddenly looked weary. “A Pip’s among them.”

	Mom’s reference was to Pip’s Books, the boogeyman of all independent booksellers.

	“Oh, Mom,” I patted her arm. “Don’t worry. You know it will be years before it’s open, if it ever is. The Village Council will have to approve it. People will fight it. Conservation groups will fight it.” Mom’s frown indicated doubt. “So what’s the meeting about?” I asked.

	“A preemptive strike, we hope,” Wendy said. “The Business Association is going to meet with the mayor and Gary to see if we can come up with an alternative. I personally think the village should buy the land.”

	“Wishful thinking,” Todd muttered. “The mayor thinks the mall’s a great idea. He’s thinking of all the tax revenue it will bring in. It’s all about making money, not spending it.”

	“The meeting’s at eight.” Mom fixed an authoritative gaze on me.

	“I’m not in the Business Association.”

	“This bookstore is owned by the Walsh family.”

	I knew from Mom’s tone and stern stare that my attendance was mandatory. “We’ll have a quick dinner first? Someone left a ziti in my refrigerator.”

	“I wonder who would do such an awful thing. I’ll be there at sixty-thirty.” Mom kissed my cheek. “It’s good to have you home.”

	 

	I next dropped into the neighboring shop, The Caffs, a coffee place run by sisters Dana and Chloe Cafferty. A homemade sign, STOP THE MALL!!! printed in red across white poster board, was taped to the window. 

	I entered the shop at a quiet moment. The sisters joke that if their coffee doesn’t wake you, the shop’s bright-yellow walls will. The honey blonde pair sat at a table by the window, enjoying cups of their own brew.

	“Hi, Caffs.”

	“Oh, please tell us what happens to Rachel,” Dana pleaded. She and her younger sister Chloe are my self-proclaimed number one fans. Dana even claims to remember watching my first episode. I doubt it, since she was only five at the time, but I never argue with a fan.

	“Please!” Chloe clapped and bounced on her toes. “Does she marry Cal again? Tell us what happens.”

	I arched an eyebrow, thinking back to the filming of the scene in which my character and Alex’s married. “Sorry, you’ll have to watch,” I teased.

	“Don’t put us through this.” Dana’s pout stretched into a smile. 

	“Are you going to the meeting tonight?” Chloe asked.

	“Yes. I can’t wrap my brain around a mall on that land.”

	“It’s awful. Stop the mall!” Dana shouted, pumping her fist into the air. “Did you see our sign?” she asked, pointing her thumb at the sign.

	“Yes. Very nice.”

	“We thought it a good idea to be proactive,” Chloe said.

	“Very smart.”

	We chatted while Chloe made me two cups of straight coffee (I’m not hip enough for all their variations), on the house, and I headed for Carol’s, waving at various shop windows in greeting to old friends. Several had anti-mall signs similar to the Caffertys’ propped in their windows.

	“I want twelve dozen roses to go. Now.” I demanded, stepping into Emerson Florist. 

	“You’ll get no such thing,” Carol replied, her back to the door. After a moment, she turned and hustled around the counter. “You’re such a diva.”

	“I brought coffee,” I held up the two cups.

	“Well then, you can have anything you want.”

	I set the cups on the counter and welcomed Carol’s comforting hug. As my mother and I just did, Carol and I checked each other out. This time, though, we compared wrinkles, gray hairs, and sags. 

	“I was worried you’d go blonde again,” Carol said.

	“That was for a storyline.” Five or so years earlier, my alter ego went to prison after a wrongful murder conviction. Rachel escaped with another inmate and ended up working in a diner in Indiana. She disguised herself by cutting and bleaching her hair. The show’s producer suggested a wig, but I wanted authenticity, so I had my hair colored and cut into a shag. The haircut looked great, the color not so much. I didn’t have more fun; I just got odd looks. 

	“I know. But I thought with the situation, you’d make a change.”

	I knew her thoughts and declared, “I’m not depressed.”

	“Okay.” The phone rang and she walked back to the counter. “I’m just saying, you’re not you unless you’re brunette.”

	“I promise no more blonde moments.”

	I perused the shop while Carol took the call, stopping to inhale the fragrance of every single bunch of flowers in Carol’s realm. I even sniffed the flowers in the refrigerator. I can’t do this in just any flower shop or I’d be marked down as a loon. 

	Two of her employees, Amy and Casey, came in from the back room.

	“Hey, Veronica.” Amy said.

	“Hi, kids.” I hugged both and chatted for a few minutes before Carol chased them back to their work.

	“I left some deliveries on the worktable,” she commanded Casey with a smile.

	“Yes, Madam Dictator.” Casey saluted and returned to the workroom. 

	“This news about Gary Pierce selling the farm is unbelievable.” I knelt to admire a bucket of tulips.

	“I can’t imagine those beautiful orchards not being there. Anna’s having a conniption over the prospect of competition. She thinks a shopping mall will put many of her renters out of business. She envisions empty stores up and down Orchard.”

	“And no rent for her.”

	I considered telling Carol about the conversation I overheard between Anna and Tim but was distracted by the entrance of Mary Rutherford, our high school English teacher. 

	“Veronica!” she exclaimed. She hurried to me and enfolded me in a smothering embrace.

	After several minutes of her denouncing the show’s cancellation and proclaiming me the best actress ever and claiming I’d soon get a job because I still looked eighteen years old—who was I to tell her that was in large part thanks to the excellent work my hairdresser did keeping my shoulder-length hair its natural dark-brown color—I thanked her and excused myself.

	“I’ll get out of the way so Carol can assist you.” I dashed from the store.

	I finished my coffee on my stroll down the street. When I reached Johnson’s Stationery, I decided to pop in for a quick hello to Pauline Weber.

	No one was in the store when I entered. Assuming Pauline was in the back room, I perused a display of pretty sun catchers and wind chimes that was right by the door.

	“You’re late again on your rent, Pauline.” The severe voice came from the office in the back of the store and belonged to Anna. 

	“I’ll get you the money, Anna. I just need a few more days.”

	“I’m tired of waiting. I have to wait every month. Now you’re pushing the grace period. You’re later and later, Pauline. And I’m tired of your excuses. I’ve let you get away with this for far too long. I’m not my husband. I’m not going to take pity on people because they’re nice or because I was friends with their parents.” 

	I could hear the sneer in Anna’s tone. I could only imagine her accompanying facial expression. 

	“I’m sorry, Anna.” Pauline sounded as if she were about to burst into tears. “I really appreciate your patience.”

	“Well, I’m out of patience. Someone else would have evicted you by now. I can rent this place in an instant to someone who will have no problem paying me on time,” Anna snapped. “And paying more for the space.”

	I didn’t want to hear any more of the unpleasant conversation. I crept back to the door, praying I could slip out undiscovered.

	“I want that money in my hand by tomorrow morning,” Anna demanded. “If I don’t get it, you’re out of business.”

	I opened the door, cringing when the overhead bell jangled. There was no response to the sound when I entered but, to my bad luck, it brought attention on my attempted exit.

	“Veronica.”

	Anna, dressed in a crisp linen set of black pants and white tunic, strutted down an aisle. Pauline, her shoulders drooping, followed and moved behind the counter.

	“Hey, neighbor.”

	Anna arrived at my side and gave me a one-armed hug. Her highlighted auburn hair brushed against my shoulder and her manicured fingernails scratched my elbow.  “What a shame about your soap.” She towered over me like a fabled Amazon warrior, thanks to a pair of the high-heeled, expensive shoes she favored.

	“Thanks.”

	“I can’t talk now, but I do want to talk with you about a business idea that will be good for both of us.” Anna’s glance lingered on Pauline. “Can you come over at nine-thirty tomorrow morning? We’ll talk over coffee and Rizzuto’s pastry.”

	“I have no plans.” I wish I did. Anna only bothered with me when she needed or wanted something. She liked to use my fame to promote her store, often asking me to tell my castmates about All Things and to talk about all the great shopping in Barton in interviews.

	“Terrific. I’ll see you then.” Anna slinked from the store without a word to Pauline.

	I walked over to the counter, silently prepping for my first bit of acting since I left Days. “You look great, Pauline. How are Glen and the kids?” I ignored the dark circles under her eyes and her pallid cheeks. 

	Pauline offered me a grateful smile. “Everyone’s great. Glen just sold a house.”

	The Barton housing market, just like markets across the country, had been in a prolonged slump. I was happy to hear of her husband’s success. With both running their own businesses and raising three kids, I knew the Webers were under a lot of stress. 

	“I’m sure I’m the one thousandth person to say this. I’m sorry about your show. You were so terrific. I can’t believe they canceled it. So many people still watched.” Pauline reached across the counter and placed her hand on my arm. Her smile was genuine and warm.

	It did feel that Pauline was the one thousandth person to say that, but her thoughtfulness in the face of her own troubles touched me.

	“Thanks, Pauline. Your words mean a lot.”

	We chatted for a few more minutes before I left. I walked home, glad to be back in Barton, but troubled by the revelations of the day.

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Three

	 

	 

	Mom and I were among the last to arrive at the Village Hall. I looked across the rows and noted that every Orchard Street proprietor was there except for Anna. Gary Pierce, the cause of the meeting, sat by himself in the second row.

	We settled into seats Wendy and Todd had saved for us. I spotted Tim a few rows up at the same time he saw me. We acknowledged each other with friendly waves. I waved to Pauline and Glen, and nodded to insurance agent Myrtle Evans. She sat with Ella and Madeline Griffin, the grand dames of Orchard Street. Although their family’s inn is no longer in operation, the sisters, descendants of one of Barton’s founding families, held a place of honor in the business community.

	I chatted with Carol and her husband Patrick, who were right in front of us. After a few minutes Mark Burke, a former classmate, came in and took the seat beside me.

	“Hi, Veronica. I’m surprised to see you here.” He leaned forward and gave me a peck on my cheek.

	“I’ve been drafted for the war. And what are you doing here?”

	“I’m a recruit, too. Your mother wanted a backup. If they can’t convince Gary to change his mind and not sell, I’m supposed to stand up and shout that a Revolutionary War battle took place on the land and therefore the farm is a historic landmark.”

	“It is?” I asked, very curious because I had never heard of such a battle happening in Barton.

	“Not that I know of.”

	“And you would know.”

	Mark was a history professor at Arden College. “I lose all credibility if I don’t. It’s good to see you. How are you?”

	Of course, Mark knew about the soap’s cancellation, but he was a gentleman not to mention it. That’s no surprise since Mark has always been a sweet guy. Our history goes all the way back to Mrs. Fisher’s kindergarten class, where we began our twelve-year journey together through the school system. Along with Carol, we went to Saint Augustine grammar school and then on to Sacred Heart High. Mark was the kid who never teased the girls, never got into fights, never caused the teacher grief. He hadn’t changed, nor had he lost the cheerfulness his green eyes always conveyed.

	“I’m great. I’m home on an open-ended visit.”

	Anna came into the room, trailed by her store manager, Claire Camden. Anna wore a wrap dress in a woman’s power color of choice, red. She completed the look with a pair of blazing red stilettos. The two took seats in the front row, right in front of Gary Pierce. Anna nodded at Gary and began a conversation with him.

	Is Anna trying to change Gary’s mind?

	The chatter in the room ceased when Mayor Jason Quisenberry entered. He walked in, accompanied by a man dressed in a navy blue suit and tie. The man took a seat in the front row and the mayor, dressed in beige khakis and a white Oxford shirt, smiled at all of us and clasped his hands together. At twenty-nine, he is the youngest mayor in Barton’s history. Tall and lanky, his boyish face belies his organizational skills and ability to manage the village. 

	“Thank you all for coming this evening,” he began. “I’m happy to see you all here. I know you’ve had a long day, so I’ll get right to our reason for meeting. As you all know, Gary Pierce has decided to sell his farmland to the Thompson Development Corporation. Mr. Thompson has built a number of shopping centers in the Northeast and has designed a plan to build a shopping center on the Pierce property. Many of you have already expressed your displeasure with this plan to me. I understand your concerns. I do believe a shopping center would bring Barton tremendous benefits in the form of tax revenue and jobs. And I don’t believe it would threaten your businesses on Orchard. Many visit Barton every year in large part because of the unique goods you sell. I don’t believe for a minute that a Target would put any of you out of business.” 

	“Yeah, right,” Wendy muttered.

	“Many residents have already voiced their excitement over a new shopping center. And I believe that once you hear about the project, you’ll be more open to the idea.” Jason paused for a moment and scanned the crowd. “Now Vic Thompson, CEO of Thompson Development, would like to say a few words.” 

	The mayor took a seat in the front row and the blue-suited man stood and stepped into the center aisle. Tall and in his mid-fifties, he glanced across the crowd, nodding in greeting.

	Carol turned and said sotto voce, “He’s really working the power suit.”

	“Thank you, Mayor Quisenberry,” the deep-voiced CEO said. “It’s a pleasure to meet with the fine business leaders of Barton tonight. I hope to allay your concerns over the shopping center I’d like to build in your village. Like the mayor said, I think it will bring decided benefits to your community.”

	He went on to name those benefits—high tax revenue for the village, jobs, more choices in shopping. It was obvious he wanted to persuade us, but his delivery was rather cool and arrogant. He was certain he was right and we were just naive small-town folks averse to change. However, no one seemed receptive to what he was saying. No one convinced by his argument. No one applauded when he finished, and he stood awkwardly until the mayor joined him.

	“I’ll open the floor now. Please share your thoughts, concerns, ideas,” the mayor said.

	Pauline expressed concern over a Lamb’s Greetings and Gifts knocking her out of business. My mother voiced the same worry about a big-chain bookstore. Anita Rizzuto suggested the crime rate would rise. Charlie Ingerson added increased traffic to the list. Wendy stood up and declared it a sin to destroy such fruitful land and insisted the village buy the property and preserve it. Todd cheered and echoed her concern.

	“Why do we need a mall when the outlets are just a few miles down the road in Lake George?” furniture store owner Denny Chester asked.

	“Some want their own piece of the pie,” baker Nick Rizzuto said. “Actually, they want the whole pie.”

	Finally, Anna turned around in her seat and asked Gary, “Is it true Mr. Thompson has offered you one million dollars for your land, Mr. Pierce?”

	Gary shifted in his chair. “Yes.”

	“I will give you one million, five hundred thousand for it,” she said. Anna beamed with pride. 

	Many of us gasped and Dana shouted, “Take it!” 

	“Do it for Barton,” Charlie said.

	“Be a hero,” Todd called out to some laughter.

	Cheers erupted and more people encouraged Gary. 

	“We have a deal.” Vic’s tone was gruff

	“Nothing signed,” Gary reminded him.

	Anna turned in her chair to face Thompson. “Just because you two have a deal doesn’t mean you’ll be allowed to build your mall. The Village Council would have to approve the re-zoning. And I promise you, Mr. Thompson, I will fight against that for as long as it takes. I have a lot of money and I always get what I want. I will not let you take over my village.”

	A few in the crowd gasped at Anna’s braggadocio. Others applauded her defense of Barton.

	“I can give you a check tomorrow, Gary,” she said.

	“A million five?” Gary asked.

	“Yes.” Anna rose and extended her hand to Gary.

	After a moment’s consideration, Gary stood and shook it. Our exuberant applause and cheers celebrated his decision.

	“I’m sorry, Mr. Thompson, but you’ll just have to find another place for your steel and concrete. Mr. Mayor, I’ll turn the meeting back to you.” Anna turned on her heels and walked from the room, followed by Gary and Claire.

	“Well,” Jason said. “I guess that concludes our meeting and the matter entirely. Thank you all for coming. And thanks to Mr. Thompson for his time.”

	Thompson shook his head and walked over to the mayor. They shook hands and the mayor patted Thompson on the back. Thompson looked okay, not irate over the deal’s collapse, though not ecstatic.

	He’s certainly had other deals fall through.

	“All’s well that ends well,” Todd sang. 

	“But now we’ll have to call her Saint Anna,” Wendy cracked.

	In the entry hall, I spotted Tim by the water fountain. He waved at me to join him.

	“What’s a girl like you doing in a place like this?” We exchanged greetings over everyone’s excited chatter. “That was something.”

	“My neighbor has a flair for the dramatic.” I nodded toward Anna, who stood at the end of the hall, deep in conversation with Gary. Claire stood by, listening.

	“Sorry that your drama has ended.”

	“Nice way to put it. Thanks.” 

	“Care to get a cup of coffee? Or something stronger?”

	“I have Mom-made apple pie at home. Care to have some of that?”

	“You can’t beat Mom-made. Let’s go.”

	We began to walk down the hall to the exit. Anna grabbed my arm when we drew near. “Remember our breakfast meeting.” To Claire she said, “Pick up a box of pastries at Rizzuto’s and drop them off before going to the shop.”

	“Will do.” Claire’s tone was icy. I didn’t know her well, but we were always cordial to each other, so her stony expression surprised me.

	“Hello, Tim.”

	“Anna,” Tim replied without looking at her.

	Wendy came up behind us. She made a dramatic show of bowing to Anna. “Hail, Queen Anna!”

	Anna sneered. “You should be thankful, Wendy. I probably just saved your job.”

	“I am, Anna. I’m just getting a jump-start on the adulation because I know you’ll be lording it over us how you saved Barton from the big, bad mall wolf. Good night.”

	Wendy left, leaving our little group in uncomfortable silence. I broke it, saying, “Good night.”

	I tugged at Tim’s arm, though he needed no prompting to move.  We walked toward the exit, where Mom and Mark stood talking.

	“Hello, Mrs. Walsh.” Tim’s good cheer returned. “Hey, Mark. The old high school gang, together again. A little lighter in the wrong places.” To emphasize his point, he ran his hand through his thinning black hair and then patted his soft belly.

	“We’re all too busy to spend our afternoons playing ball,” Mark said.

	“Look who’s talking,” Mom said. “I think you have a portrait done by Oscar Wilde in your attic, Mark.”

	She was right; time hadn’t done much damage to Mark. A few gray strands streaked his sandy hair, but otherwise he looked like he could still play the hot corner for the Sacred Heart High baseball team.

	“It helps that my office is at one end of campus and my classes at the other.”

	“Walking is good for the body and soul,” Mom said. “Are you ready to go, Veronica?”

	“Tim’s going to give me a ride home.”

	“Wonderful,” Mom cooed. “I’ll save some gas.”

	“Oh, yes,” I cracked. “All three drips you use driving the four blocks between our houses.”

	“You laugh. A penny saved,” Mom scolded. And then she smiled. “And I’m going to save more pennies not making those long-distance telephone calls to New City.”

	“I guess I will, too,” I teased. 

	On the way outside Mom asked, “Mark, will you walk me to my car?”

	I was about to invite Mark back to my house as well, but Tim grabbed my elbow and guided me away from Mom and Mark. 

	“She was quite serious about the gas,” I quipped.

	“And it’s that diligence that has made Orchard Street Books the success it is.”

	“Touché.” 

	 

	Tim and I caught up with each other’s lives on the short drive to my house. “Caf or decaf?” I asked as he parked at my curb.

	We were on my back porch within fifteen minutes, content with pie à la mode and de-caffeinated coffee.

	“So, do you have any offers of new roles?” Tim asked.

	“No.” I sighed, tired of the question and of my negative answer. “I’m coming to grips with the fact that an actress my age, which you know so I won’t declare it, does not have many prospects.”

	“Sorry. So, you’re having breakfast with Anna?”

	“Yes. She says she has something to talk about that will be good for both of us.”
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