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To my sister Robin, who left us far too early. Every now and then, I read your old emails, and they still make me laugh.


And to everyone who has lost a sister, brother, mother, father, spouse, child, or friend:


If I could, I’d give each and every one of you a comfy lap blanket, a cup of hot chocolate, and a great big hug.
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Standing beside her daughter’s open grave, Ellen Foster dug her fingernails into her palms as the annoying sound of a kazoo wafted through the wintry, pine-scented air.


A kazoo.


At a funeral.


Worse, the kazoo wasn’t playing anything remotely appropriate, like “The Lord Is My Shepherd” or “Amazing Grace,” but instead ABBA’s “Dancing Queen.”


Ellen tried to ignore the other mourners who were silently lip-synching the song as they swayed to the music. Safely hidden behind her large sunglasses, she closed her aching eyes for a long moment. It was all so tasteless. But then, everything Julie had planned for her own funeral was, so far, bizarre and uniquely tasteless. Julie would have loved it. She was always good at irking me. Frightfully so.


Ellen pressed her lips firmly together, holding back both a torrent of tears and the deep desire to shout a curse. She’d never uttered a curse in her entire life. Not once. But right now, it was all she could do to keep it inside. She was discovering that grief was a devious beast, a bitter mixture of loss and regret that ripped its way through her heart not once but over and over again, leaving her exposed and furious.


Two elderly women wearing Game of Thrones T-shirts under their open coats stepped up to Julie’s shiny black casket, which had been painted with outrageous red glitter flames along each side and signed with Julie’s familiar swooshing signature. With military precision, the women unfolded a huge dragon flag and draped it over the casket, nodding at the preacher as they rejoined the other mourners.


The purple dragon flag fluttered in the chilly January breeze, one heavily lashed eye seemingly locked on Ellen. The kazoo began playing once more, the lilting notes of “Macarena” drifting into the air.


Ellen cast a baleful gaze at the sky. That’s not funny, Julie. Not even a little.


The echo of Julie’s hearty, unchecked laugh rang through Ellen’s mind, so immediate and clear that for one glorious second, hope flared and she instinctively looked around, searching the small crowd for her daughter. The almost-instant realization that the laugh was just a memory was followed by bone-crushing disappointment. I’ll never hear that laugh again.


Chest aching, Ellen silently sucked in a deep, shaky breath. I don’t have time for this. I should be thinking about how I’m going to help Kristen. My granddaughter deserves a happy life, and I’m going to make sure she gets one.


To accomplish Project K, as Ellen had labeled it in her Louis Vuitton Noir Epi leather agenda just this morning, she had to accomplish three Action Items. Focus on the Action Items, she told herself as the preacher started tapping his toe to the kazoo’s hum. Kristen is all that matters.


Ellen closed her eyes and ignored everything going on around her.


Item One: Make it through the funeral without crying.


So far, so good, mainly thanks to the heavy cover provided by her sunglasses. All she had to do was fight her way through the next fifteen or so minutes, and she could move on.


Item Two: Fix up Julie’s house and put it on the market.


That would be a big one, as, from what Ellen could tell, Julie’s creaky old Queen Anne–style house hadn’t been updated since the ’70s. Worse, now that Julie had lived in it for the past ten years, every closet and corner was piled high with kitsch. All of it has to go.


That the house wasn’t in the best of shape and was stuffed with useless craft-quality items wasn’t a surprise. It was just one example in a long line of examples of Julie’s refusal to grow up. Not only had she become an artist rather than get a real job, but she’d also deliberately had a child without the benefit of either a father or a steady income. Poor Kristen. The opportunities she’s missed—I can’t bear to think about it.


Fortunately for her granddaughter, Ellen was ready and able to handle things from here on out, and the money made from the house sale would go straight into a college fund.


Which leaves Item Three: Get Kristen out of this backward town and to my home in Raleigh where she can begin living a normal, orderly life. Of all the Action Items, that one would be the trickiest. Ellen slanted a glance to her side where Kristen stood, loudly puffing out “Macarena” on her neon-green kazoo. Ellen tried not to gaze too long at the teenager’s purple-streaked hair or the small diamond that twinkled in her nose.


Don’t stare. Ellen jerked her gaze away from Kristen, away from the dragon flag–draped casket, and instead focused on the trees in the distance. Ellen had to proceed carefully where her granddaughter was concerned, as they barely knew one another thanks to Julie and her stubbornness. But with some time and effort, Ellen was convinced she and Kristen would grow closer and finally have the relationship they should have had all along.


Kristen tilted her kazoo to a jauntier angle and finished “Macarena” to a boisterous round of applause.


Ellen bit back the urge to snap out, This is supposed to be a funeral! Although it would be almost impossible to tell by how these supposed mourners were dressed. Behind the safety of her dark sunglasses, she eyed the residents of Dove Pond, who wore a wide range of mismatched, garishly colored clothes, just as the handwritten funeral invitation had requested.


She flinched at the memory of that invitation. When she’d found it in her mailbox just three days ago, she’d thought it a horrible joke. Julie’s flowing script had adorned bright construction paper, breezily inviting her mother to “the funeral of all funerals, date TBA.” The invitation had requested that everyone wear bright colors, as Julie didn’t wish to leave the earth in a parade of dull black or gray. She’d also added that she wanted no weeping, as dying wasn’t really so hard “once one got over the surprise of it.”


It had been ten years since Ellen had heard from her daughter, who’d stormed out of Ellen’s world the same way she’d entered—screaming and red-faced, refusing to be held or told what to do. After their last argument, Julie had cut her mother from her and Kristen’s lives. Ellen had been horrified when Julie had refused to allow her to even see her granddaughter, saying she didn’t want Kristen’s mind “polluted” by Ellen’s “stuffy views.”


In those first few months, Ellen had reached out repeatedly, desperate to see her granddaughter, but her calls had gone unanswered. As the silent weeks expanded to even more silent months, Ellen had decided to give Julie some space, thinking her daughter would come around more quickly if she didn’t feel pressured. After that, Ellen had only called on birthdays and holidays… calls that had gone to voice mail so often that—as time wore on—she’d eventually stopped even that.


Which was why Ellen hadn’t taken the invitation to her daughter’s future funeral seriously. Ellen had never understood Julie’s sense of humor, so she’d just assumed it was some sort of cruel joke and had tossed the invitation into the closest trash can.


But then, the very next day, Kristen had called, crying. In between Kristen’s hiccupping sobs and broken words, Ellen had learned that Julie had died after a two-year fight with breast cancer.


The invitation was real, and Julie was gone.


Stunned, Ellen had numbly assured her granddaughter she’d be there as soon as possible and hung up. Time had slammed to a halt and for some reason, Ellen had found herself staring down at her feet. She’d been wearing a pair of blue Manolo Blahnik Decebalo pumps with gold trim, adorned with large crystal brooches. If she closed her eyes now, she could still see her long, narrow feet in those shoes while tears she didn’t even know she was crying fell onto the blue velvet, shimmering in the late-afternoon sun, brighter than the sparkling brooches.


She’d since thrown the shoes away because she couldn’t look at them without remembering what had happened next. She’d let out a moan like a wounded tiger and had dropped to her knees, desperately digging through the trash, looking for the invitation. When her fingers had closed over the discarded paper, her tears had turned into sobs, her pain tinged a bitter blue from the impersonal tone of the invitation. The truth hurt—that even while dying, Julie hadn’t bothered to reach out to her mother.


Ellen had sat on the floor surrounded by trash as she hugged the ridiculous piece of construction paper, weeping for the daughter she’d lost and for the relationship she’d always hoped for, but now knew she would never have.


Eventually Ellen had run out of tears. So she’d done as she always had whenever she faced a problem: she’d picked herself up, dried her tears, closed the door on her too-raw emotions, and made a list of things that needed to be done. She’d taken time off work and packed for her trip, pausing now and then to add to her to-do list. As she did so, her sadness and fury grew. Once again Julie had withheld something precious from Ellen, her right to say goodbye to her one and only child. Ellen had been left standing on an emotional precipice, alone and empty.


A cool breeze rippled the dragon flag, and Ellen tugged her black wool coat tighter, catching Kristen’s questioning gaze. Ellen realized her expression must be fury-tight, so she forced her mouth to curve into what she hoped was a comforting smile.


Kristen didn’t look convinced. She turned her attention back to the preacher, the diamond stud in her nose sparkling in the late-afternoon sun. It was painfully obvious that Julie had allowed her daughter all the excesses she’d craved as a child, and Ellen shuddered to think what damage had already been done.


As if she could hear her grandmother’s thoughts, Kristen hunched her shoulders against the breeze, causing her red-and-purple kimono to flap around her knees. Earlier today, as they’d gotten ready to attend the service, Ellen had balked at the sight of Kristen wearing the garment, but the teenager had flatly refused to change, saying she and her mother had picked out the kimono during Julie’s final week.


Final week. Ellen’s throat tightened. She hoped and prayed Julie hadn’t suffered. Please, no. Julie, why didn’t you call me? I would have come. I would have helped.


Fresh tears burned Ellen’s eyes, and she furiously blinked them away behind her sunglasses. She would not cry. Would. Not.


The reverend, a round man who looked sweaty even on a chilly January afternoon, smiled at Kristen before he launched into his opening. “My friends, we are not here to mourn the loss of resident artist and beloved town member Julie Foster but rather to celebrate the beauty she added to our lives by sharing her artwork, her smile, her life, and her lovely daughter, Kristen. Julie was a warm person. A generous person. A vibrant person. We will all miss her dearly.” He faltered a bit as his gaze brushed by Ellen.


Ellen wondered what Julie had told people about their contentious relationship but decided it was best she didn’t know. Still, she couldn’t help noticing the uncertain glances cast her way, both curious and faintly disapproving. Had Julie complained about her, or were they upset Ellen wasn’t weeping like a broken doll? They didn’t know her if they expected a public display. When she wept, it was in private, away from prying, judgmental eyes.


Ellen’s restless gaze swept over the residents of Dove Pond. She recognized a few of them from the five years she and Julie had lived here after the divorce. During the day, while Julie was in school, Ellen had been fighting her way to the top of an architectural firm in Asheville, where she’d overseen a number of complex commercial rehab projects. In those days, getting Julie to the bus stop on time had been a struggle, and Ellen could still see her daughter dashing out of the house, her thick blond hair uncombed, her book bag half open, her socks mismatched as she ran to meet the school bus, which was usually honking urgently from the street. That was Julie in a nutshell. She’d rushed through life underprepared and thoughtless, causing her organized and orderly mother decades of worry and concern. And now, for all of Julie’s troublesome and rebellious ways, she was gone.


Forever.


Ellen’s stomach ached as if someone had punched her. This was not how things were supposed to end. She and Julie were supposed to overcome their issues. They were supposed to become close—friends, even—working together to make Kristen’s life better.


Ellen’s eyes filled with tears yet again, so she took a deep breath and focused on the reverend, who had just asked Ava Dove to come forward and read. Ellen watched the young blond woman make her way from the crowd, a small book in her hands. Ellen disliked the Dove sisters almost as much as she disliked this funeral. The entire town admired the Doves, and some even believed the seven sisters possessed “special” abilities, which was beyond ridiculous. During the drive over, Ellen had been horrified to hear Kristen say how much she loved working for Ava Dove. From some of the things Kristen had said over the past few days, it was obvious she believed the specialty teas Ava made from the flowers and herbs she grew in her greenhouses could cure a number of ills, including arthritis, heart palpitations, and even broken hearts. Ellen had had to fight to keep her lip from curling in disdain.


The Dove Family Nonsense, as Ellen thought of it, was exactly the sort of fairy tale–ish, new age baloney Julie had loved and had apparently fed to an impressionable Kristen. To accomplish Action Item Three, Ellen would have to disentangle her granddaughter from the town, which meant dissolving her close relationship with Ava Dove. That wouldn’t be an easy task, as Kristen worked almost every day after school with Ava, who was planning on opening a tearoom this coming spring. Kristen positively glowed when she talked about it.


Ellen narrowly eyed Ava where she stood beside the preacher, ready to speak. She wore horribly inappropriate purple coveralls under a mustard-yellow Carhartt coat with a bright patch on one front pocket that read AVA DOVE’S LANDSCAPING AND GOURMET SPECIALTY TEAS.


Ridiculous. Am I the only person who understands the proper attire for a funeral?


Ava cleared her throat. “Julie and I became close this past year during her illness, and I consider her and Kristen family.” Ava’s pale gray-green gaze found Kristen’s, and they smiled at each other, sending a twinge of jealousy through Ellen.


“Julie asked me to share a passage from her favorite book.” Ava opened the book, removed a bright pink Post-it, and began reading. “ ‘Kama is the enjoyment of appropriate objects by the five senses of hearing, feeling, seeing, tasting, and smelling, assisted by the mind together with the soul.’ ”


Of course Julie would have some sort of ridiculous Far Eastern babble read at her funeral.


Kristen whispered, “Recognize the book?”


Ellen shook her head.


Kristen smirked. “It’s the Kama Sutra.”


Ellen wondered if a person could burst into flames with mortification. If it had been physically possible, she was certain she would have already done so long before now.


An odd noise came from Kristen. Ellen cut her granddaughter a sharp look and caught the teen attempting to smother a laugh, looking so much like her mother that Ellen’s heart stuttered a beat. In that grin was a streak of pure rebellion, the same streak that had pushed Julie to run away from home at the tender age of seventeen, beginning the worst years of Ellen’s life. And now, there it was, on Kristen’s face. For the first time since Ellen had arrived in Dove Pond, a sliver of fear pierced her soul. Please, God, don’t let us go down the same road Julie and I traveled. I can’t lose Kristen, too. I can’t. I just can’t.


From across the grave, Ava continued reading, “ ‘… without becoming the slave of his passions, will obtain success in everything he may do.’ ” She closed the book, a misty smile quivering. “So true.”


Everyone nodded, wiping their eyes and sniffling.


Aware of Kristen’s critical gaze, Ellen forced herself to murmur, “Wonderful.” Wonderful that it’s over.


Ava handed the book to her sister Sarah, who’d quietly come to stand beside her. Although Sarah was five years younger, she looked enough like Ava to be her twin. The younger Dove sister wore a flowing, multicolored maxi dress under a long blue coat, which clashed with her bright orange sneakers.


People in this strange little town thought Sarah was a “book charmer,” which would be laughable if it wasn’t so pathetic. They thought she could talk to books and—more ridiculous yet—books could talk back, telling her which people they’d like to visit. Ellen supposed such a skill, if it existed, would be useful to Sarah, who was the town librarian. All the Doves think they’re so special. Well, they’re not. They’re strange, that’s what they are. Every one of them.


She wondered briefly where the other Dove sisters and their mother were. Perhaps, tired of the strangeness of this tiny town, they’d moved away. Which would be completely understandable.


Sarah patted the book and favored the group of mourners with a far-too-cheerful smile. “Julie asked me to set this book aside at the library in case any of you would like to check it out.”


“So kind,” the preacher said. “Thank you for that reading, Ava. And, Sarah, thank you for making the book available. After that lovely excerpt, I’m sure a lot of us will be checking out the Kama Sutra.” He beamed around the group. “I met with Julie and Kristen as they planned this service, and I was impressed with their determination to bring joy today rather than having ‘the usual weep-fest,’ as Julie called it. She wanted all of us to leave today filled with hope and love. In keeping with that wish, before you head out, please take the time to hug your neighbor.” He smiled. “God bless you. See you all Sunday.”


Hugs? With this group? No, thank you. Ellen turned toward Kristen but found her hugging her friend Missy.


“Mrs. Foster?”


She instantly recognized Ava Dove’s voice and, stifling a sigh, reluctantly turned to face the young woman.


Ava stood beside Mrs. Jolean Hamilton, known throughout town as “Aunt Jo.” Ellen remembered the round, cane-carrying, artificially black-haired, ebony-skinned old woman well, as she had a startling tendency to say whatever was on her mind. At Aunt Jo’s side sat a fat, wheezy bulldog, who was tentatively sniffing in Ellen’s direction.


Ellen ignored the animal and offered a polite smile to Aunt Jo and Ava. “How nice of you both to come and say hello. Kristen said she didn’t know what she or her mother would have done without you two these past few weeks.” When Ellen had arrived at Julie’s, she’d been relieved to find Ava staying with Kristen. Ellen now knew that Ava and Aunt Jo had taken turns cooking and cleaning and generally looking after things when Julie had grown too weak to get out of bed.


Ellen’s jaw ached. That should have been me. But it hadn’t been and, between waves of disappointment, she couldn’t help but feel a deep, genuine gratitude. “I owe you more than I can say.”


Ava’s smile trembled, but she held on to it. “I’m going to miss Julie.”


“The whole town will.” Aunt Jo cocked an eyebrow at Ellen, a challenge in her clear brown eyes. “You haven’t been in Dove Pond for quite a while. I daresay most of the people here today are strangers to you.”


“I remember the Doves, of course,” Ellen replied smoothly. “And I remember you, Mrs. Hamilton.”


“I remember you too,” Aunt Jo said. “You and Julie used to yell at each other in your front yard just about every morning.”


Ellen’s face heated. “We had a contentious relationship, but she was my daughter and I loved her.”


Aunt Jo clicked her tongue. “Sweet Betsy, I wasn’t criticizing you. Children are our greatest joys and our greatest pains in the ass, too. Mrs. Foster—Ellen, isn’t it?”


Ellen nodded.


“Ha! I did remember it. You look as if you could use one of those hugs the preacher ordered.”


What? Oh no. “That’s very kind of you, but it’s not necessary. I was just about to tell Kristen we should le—”


“We all need a hug now and then.” Aunt Jo handed her cane to Ava and rolled up the sleeves of her bright pink windbreaker.


Ellen took a step back. She rarely hugged people, even those she was close to. She’d already put up with so much today and—


“Grandma.”


Ellen found Kristen at her elbow, her face set in stubborn lines, her friend Missy standing behind her wearing a similarly disapproving expression.


Fine. Ellen pasted on a smile, one she was sure looked as if it had been cut from cardboard, turned back to Aunt Jo, and bestowed an air kiss on the elderly woman’s round cheek. There. That should do it.


She was just straightening when Aunt Jo slipped her arms around Ellen and gave her a massive, enveloping hug. Despite being shorter by at least six inches, Aunt Jo lifted Ellen to her toes, sending one of her high heels tumbling off. It rolled across the grass, stopping perilously close to the open grave.


Gasping for air, Ellen was planted back on her feet and released. Her remaining heel sunk into the soft grass, and as she stepped back, trying to regain her balance, she almost tripped over Aunt Jo’s bulldog. Startled, the dog barked, hopping around and threatening to wrap them both in his orange-and-purple-striped leash.


Staggering back upright, Ellen caught Kristen trying to hide a grin.


“You almost stepped on Moon Pie,” Aunt Jo admonished. “You should be more careful. He’s more fragile than he looks.”


Face hot, and too upset to speak, Ellen left the small group and went to collect her shoe.


“Welcome to Dove Pond, Grandma!” Kristen called after her as both she and Missy stifled giggles.


Jaw tight, Ellen slipped her shoe back in place. She took her time, calming herself with the thought that in just a few minutes, with the exception of Kristen, Ellen would be shut of this place and these people. I cannot wait. Calmed, she forced herself to return to the small group, ignoring the dog that was still barking loudly.


“Moon Pie, shush!” Aunt Jo said to the animal. “I’ve already told you twice that it isn’t polite to bark at a funeral.”


Moon Pie, panting, dropped to his haunches and sat politely as if all he’d needed was a reminder of that earlier talk.


Kristen beamed at the dog. “Who’s a good boy? You are!”


The dog’s tail wagged so hard its butt wagged with it.


Glad to no longer be the center of attention, Ellen murmured, “Such a good boy.”


Ava eyed Ellen with surprise. “You like dogs?”


“I love dogs like Moon Pie.” Which was true. She loved any dog she didn’t have to clean up after.


Ava looked relieved. “That’s good. You’re about to inherit four of them.”


Ellen’s smile froze in place. “I beg your pardon?”


Aunt Jo shot a hard look at Kristen. “You didn’t tell your grandma about your wolf pack.”


Kristen grinned. “It slipped my mind.”


“What wolf pack?” Ellen asked, trying not to let her irritation show.


“Kristen’s doggos,” Missy explained. “They’ve been staying at my house for the past two weeks since Ms. Julie was so sick.”


“How’s Chuffy’s hair?” Kristen asked.


“Still falling out even though we’ve been bathing him in that smelly stuff you sent over.”


“Forget Chuffy,” Aunt Jo said. “It’s that black-and-white one that’s a menace. He’s so full of gas that it’s a wonder he doesn’t propel himself out a window.”


Missy giggled. “Mom says if we could bottle it, we could sell it as bug spray at the Spring Fling.”


“Can you bring them back tonight?” Kristen asked. “I miss them. I’m sure Grandma will be tickled to have company while I’m at school, too.” She sent a sly, challenging look Ellen’s way. “Won’t you, Grandma?”


Fortunately for Ellen, the years she’d spent working for the largest architectural firm in Raleigh, which was filled with demanding clients and bossy men, had taught her not to rise to obvious bait. “I can’t wait to meet them. I’d pick them up myself, but I’d hate to get dog hair in my new Lexus.”


Clearly disappointed in Ellen’s calm reaction, Kristen said in a less excited tone, “Missy has a truck. She can bring them home.” Kristen turned back to her friend and they were soon lost in conversation.


“I’d best get to going,” Aunt Jo announced. “I have a roast in my Crock-Pot. It was good to see you again, Ellen.” The older lady retrieved her cane from Ava and then called to her dog. “Ready, Moon Pie?” Yawning, the dog followed her as she headed toward the parking lot.


Ava turned to Ellen. “Listen, if you need anything, Sarah and I are just a few houses down. Julie was—” The words caught in her throat, and she had to swallow hard to continue. “Julie was special.”


The bruised expression on Ava’s face was familiar to Ellen. She saw it every time she looked in a mirror. Julie had friends here. Real friends. Ava’s obvious emotion eased Ellen’s irritation. Perhaps, with a little work, she could turn Ava into an ally of sorts. I could use more of those. “Kristen says she’s been working for you after school, getting your tearoom ready. It’s helped her to stay busy.”


“I don’t know what I’d do without her. I was hoping to open in February, but now—” Ava grimaced. “I’m behind schedule. It’ll be mid-March at the earliest.”


“Most of my work involves rehabbing older buildings, so I know the trials and tribulations. I’d like to stop by sometime and see what you’re doing. How about Monday?”


“That would be nice.” Ava’s smile was steadier now. “I’ll fix you a cup of tea.”


Ellen kindly returned the smile. “I’d love that.” Feeling a little less alone, Ellen gave the dragon flag–draped coffin one final look and then turned to collect Kristen.


Item One was officially completed. On to Item Two. If everything went as planned, she and Kristen would soon be done with Dove Pond.
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On Monday morning, Ava Dove stood in her unfinished tearoom and stifled a yawn. For over four long, interminable months, she hadn’t slept for more than three hours a night. It wasn’t because she was worried about opening her tearoom, even though she was way behind schedule. Nor was it because of the death of her friend Julie Foster, although Ava missed her more every day. The reason Ava couldn’t sleep was because she had a secret.


It wasn’t a small, unassuming secret either, one that affected her and no one else. Her secret, a horrible mistake she’d made long ago, threatened the happiness of those she loved the most. And so, desperate to keep it hidden, she’d long ago trapped the ornery thing in a shoebox, duct-taped it closed, and then shoved it under her bed. She’d told herself that when the time came, she’d confess, set the secret free, and make things right.


But somehow that time never came. For months and months, she’d researched dusty tomes and ancient manuscripts and had spent hours upon hours performing experiment after experiment, but her efforts had all failed. As much as she hated to admit it, she couldn’t undo her mistake. Worse, as the years progressed, the secret had gotten stronger and was now fighting to break out of its prison. Long after dark, night after night, it banged against the bottom of her old wrought-iron bed until the idea of sleep was nothing more than a hollow hope.


The tape holding the shoebox closed was beginning to fray, the box itself starting to tear. She’d tried re-taping it, but each morning, the new tape would be on the floor, wadded in an angry knot, the old tape stretched and exhausted. She knew deep in her heart that one day soon the secret would rip through the duct tape, and her world would fall apart.


Ava rubbed her tired eyes, trying to wipe away her anguished thoughts. “I don’t have time for this,” she muttered to herself, ignoring the panic that fluttered in her stomach. She knew from long experience that obsessing over her problems wouldn’t help. She inhaled a deep breath, taking in the smell of freshly cut wood and new varnish, and then eyed the stacks of boxes and paint supplies that sat against the opposite wall. A neat pile of unassembled wrought-iron tables and chairs was dwarfed by boxes of supplies waiting for shelves that hadn’t yet been installed. There was more painting to be done, a floor that needed to be repaired and refinished, windows that needed to be reglazed, and more. So much to do, so little time.


Stifling an exhausted yawn, she located the watering can she’d stashed behind the long mahogany bar that had just been installed, filled the can with water, and carried it to the row of plants she’d brought from her greenhouses. A healthy line of bamboo palms and dragon trees sat along the front window, basking in the late-morning sun. On a cart sat small decorative pots of mother-in-law’s tongue, which were destined to be centerpieces for the tables. Ava loved green things and they loved her. She never felt more at peace than when she was surrounded by her plants. And right now, she greedily gulped their peacefulness the way a parched man would gulp a glass of sweet tea.


The door swung open, and her sister Sarah came in, staggering under a load of boxes. “Help!”


“Oh no!” Ava set the watering can down and hurried to take some of the boxes off the stack. She carried them to the bar and slid them onto the shiny surface.


Sarah placed her boxes next to Ava’s. “That’s the last time I go to the post office for you.” Sarah rubbed her arms. “What’s in there? Rocks?”


Ava peered at the boxes. “The four smaller ones are the wooden stir sticks, but those larger ones are wrought-iron trivets for the teapots.”


Still rubbing her arms, Sarah walked to the center of the room, her bright yellow coat flaring as she turned, her gaze moving around the room. “Oh, Ava, it’s going to be beautiful.”


Ava agreed. She’d bought the narrow late-nineteenth-century redbrick building on a whim. The bottom level used to hold a florist’s shop, while the upstairs had been divided into small offices and one too-tiny apartment. The businesses had folded long ago during an economic downturn, and the vacant building put on the market, the price dropping as the years passed. Last year, Ava had recognized the building for the bargain it had become and had snapped it up.


Not only was the building solid and perfectly located in the center of Main Street, but it was blessed with a ton of striking, unique architectural details from its earliest years, all carefully preserved by the previous owner. The front of the old florist’s shop had a gorgeous cast-iron bow window where Ava planned to display her teas, and the entire building was floored in beautifully worn wide oak planks. Best of all, the ceiling was lined with original pressed tin ceiling tiles.


Ava loved it all. Even now, as exhausted as she was from yet another near sleepless night, she couldn’t help but feel proud. “I hope it’s done in time. I have to open in March. I can’t afford to wait any longer.”


“It will be ready.” Sarah smiled and came to slip her arm around Ava’s shoulders. “Your tearoom is going to be amazing.”


That was Sarah. Of all the people Ava knew—and between her tearoom and landscaping company, she knew just about everyone here in Dove Pond—her sister was the most positive person she’d ever met. Sarah had always been that way, even when she’d been a tiny thing.


Sarah hugged Ava. “It’s going to be fine. Better than fine. Just look at this.” Sarah went to the mahogany bar and ran her hand over the shining surface. “Dylan did a great job.”


Dylan Fraser was a local contractor who lived in Dove Pond but worked mostly in Asheville. Ava had been doing his landscaping for years, and he’d cut the price of her reno in return for a discount on his yard. “That bar adds a lot of drama to the room. I love it.” She cut her sister an amused look. “And to think that when you saw it at that auction house in Atlanta, you thought it was too big for this room.”


“I was wrong,” Sarah admitted. “Like most librarians, I can look at a pile of books and instantly know how much shelf space they’ll take, but I can’t seem to do that with plain old furniture. I—” A delicate bell chimed, and she pulled out her phone. “It’s Kat. She wants the new Mariah Stewart book.”


Kat Carter was a local real estate agent and one of Ava’s best friends. “She’s been going on and on about it.”


“It came this morning, and I already have a waiting list, although Kat’s first.” Sarah dropped her phone back into her pocket and sighed. “There’s another book that has been bound and determined to visit her, one about the history of turpentine.”


“What does turpentine have to do with Kat?”


“I have no idea, but the book was insistent. I’d better get to the library before Kat.” Sarah headed for the door, pausing when she got there. “I’ll come back after work. Kristen should be here by then. Between the three of us, I bet we can get some of those tables assembled.”


“Thanks, Sarah. That’ll help a lot.”


“You’re welcome. Now stop looking so worried. You’ll get it done in time, and everyone in Dove Pond will flock here the second you’re open. You got this.” With a bright smile, Sarah left.


The door softly closed behind her. Alone again, Ava rubbed her temples, where a faint ache was growing. Rubbing didn’t help, so she decided to ignore the ache and instead retrieved her watering can. She watered the dragon trees, pausing to trail her fingers over the glossy, sword-shaped leaves. The plants hummed happily under her touch, easing her tiredness and making her smile. There were times she found her Dove gift a grave responsibility. But more often than not, it was soothing in ways she couldn’t explain.


She was glad her connection with plants was useful, something bigger than merely making everyone’s yards look like exotic gardens. Years ago, when Ava had just turned sixteen and was already landscaping her neighbors’ yards for extra money, eleven-year-old Sarah had knocked on Ava’s door in the middle of the night, saying she couldn’t sleep because there was a book in the attic calling Ava’s name. Clutching a cheap flashlight that only put out a dim, yellowish beam, they’d climbed the rickety stairs into the dark, dusty attic, past broken lamps, musty boxes of ancient pictures, forgotten Christmas decorations, and incomplete sets of old china to a large trunk that sat at the very back. They’d had to fight the rusted latch but finally managed to coax it open.


Sarah had pushed aside a mound of tattered velvet curtains and produced an old journal labeled TEAS AND ELIXIRS. She’d shushed the book and then held it toward Ava. “This is yours.”


Smelling faintly of old vanilla, mint, and other herbs Ava didn’t recognize, the notebook had been the property of their great-great-great-aunt Mildred Dove, a known hermit who had written up scores of herbal tea recipes and scribbled copious notes in the margins using such ill-spelled phrases as “Efecctive digestivo” and “Harvest during summer soltise or no gud.” The notes rather than the recipes had intrigued Ava, who had studied the book relentlessly. One day, after hearing Momma murmur yet again how tired she was, Ava decided to make a tea Aunt Mildred had claimed “helped ease the tired.”


It had taken Ava three days to concoct the brew. She’d prepared the herbs and plants, meticulously following the recipe and notes to create a delicate tea made from magnolia bark, dried ginger and cloves, and two dandelion petals she’d placed on a china plate and left out for one full night under a half-moon. To Ava’s surprise, the plants had joined in, ideas of their usefulness flickering through her mind every time she’d touched a leaf or a flower.


No one had been happier than Ava when, after drinking a cup, Momma had slept better than she had in a long time.


Making that first tea—and seeing it work—had lit a fire in Ava’s youthful heart. She could do more than tend yards; she could help others. All she had to do was listen to the plants and follow Aunt Mildred’s recipes and notes. At first, Ava just made her teas for people she knew. But as time passed, just as with her landscaping business, more and more people came to Ava, asking for her help. Soon, she was making a brew for just about every family in town.


Ava stashed the watering can back in its place behind the bar, her gaze falling on her colorful planner, a gift from Julie. It looked as if it belonged to a sixteen-year-old, not a successful businesswoman, and even came with smiley stickers, which had particularly thrilled Julie.


Ava put her hand flat on the planner, the plastic cover cool under her palm, and wished yet again that she’d gotten to know Julie sooner. During those last few weeks, Ava had admitted as much to Julie, who’d merely shrugged and said she wasn’t an easy woman to get to know. That was true; Julie’s moods were swift and unfathomable. Ava had found out almost too late that her new friend had been so, so worth the effort.


With a heavy sigh, Ava turned away and picked up a blue tarp. She’d just unfolded it when someone rapped on the door.


Who on earth would knock? She never locked it. Stifling her irritation, she called out, “It’s open!”


Ellen Foster breezed in, carrying a large, bulky package wrapped in brown paper.


Ava suddenly remembered that Ellen had mentioned at the funeral that she might stop by this morning. I forgot, darn it. Ava forced a smile. “Good morning.”


“Good morning.” Dressed in a pair of cream slacks and a flowy gray cashmere top under a navy wool coat, her paleness offset with deftly applied makeup, Ellen looked as if she should be on her way to a posh lunch in Manhattan rather than an unfinished tearoom. Ava was instantly aware of her own scrubbed face, ponytail, paint-stained coveralls, and work boots.


“This is yours.” Ellen placed the package on the bar and then removed her coat and hung it over her arm, her gaze sweeping past Ava. “So this is the tearoom Kristen keeps talking about.” Ellen walked slowly around the room, her gaze lingering on the unfinished walls and discolored wood floor. She paused to point to the floor. “Original wide-cut planks. That’s fortunate.”


“They need some work. I was thinking of whitewashing the floor and stenciling it with the names of the teas.”


“I wouldn’t. Even with a high-gloss polyurethane, your baristas will spend all their time trying to keep it clean. I’d stain it a deep color, something to complement the brick.”


Ava sighed. Dylan had said the same thing. “You’re probably right. I love whitewashed wood, but I guess it’s not practical for a floor.”


“If you ask me, that is where you should put whitewashed wood.” Ellen nodded to the wall behind the bar. “I’d use reclaimed barn wood, as it has an interesting texture. A lighter stain would make the bar more of a focal point too.”


That was a good idea. A really good one. “I could stencil the types of teas there.”


“You could. It would make a nice contrast, especially if you put shelves here and there stained to match this dark mahogany.” Ellen ran her pale hand along the bar. “A beautiful piece. Edwardian, I would think?”


“That’s what I was told.” Ava folded the tarp, placed it back on the floor, and went to join Ellen. “I’m going to follow your advice about the wall. That would be lovely.”


Ellen’s expression softened, a faint smile touching her mouth. “I’ve overseen a number of renovations of older buildings much like this one. My firm has a crack team of designers and over the years, I’ve learned a few things from them.”


“A lot of things, from the sound of it.” Ava pulled the package closer. Across the paper, scrawled in Julie’s familiar loopy handwriting, were the words “The Ripening, for Ava Dove’s new tearoom. Good luck!”


Ava’s chest tightened. Oh, Julie. Thank you.


When Ellen and her daughter, Julie, had lived in Dove Pond years ago, Ava hadn’t known either of them well. Ellen tended to keep to herself, and Julie—though friendly—was much older than Ava. They’d gone to different churches, too. Eventually, Ellen and Julie had moved away, and Ava had rarely thought about them until Julie returned ten years ago, this time with her six-year-old daughter, Kristen.


At first, no one knew how to take Julie, who was so moody, she seemed like two people in one. Most days, she’d breeze into town and talk everyone’s ear off, but those were followed by days or even weeks when she’d hunker down in her house, only coming to town when necessary, scowling and muttering to herself while refusing to speak to anyone else. Later on, when Kristen was older, it wasn’t unusual to see the young girl running the household errands whenever her mother was in one of her “solitary moods,” as they came to be known.


Ava now knew that Julie had bipolar II or, as she called it, “bipolar lite.” When Ava had begun visiting Julie during her last months, Julie had opened up about her condition, describing herself as a “too” sort of person—too loud, too assertive, too happy, too much. But then, at other times, her mood was too heavy to hold, like an overfilled sponge.


Not that it mattered. Over the years, the people of Dove Pond had accepted Julie as one of their own, enjoying her brighter days and leaving her alone when she wished it. They admired her art, too. Almost everyone had a few paintings they’d purchased from her earlier days when she used to have a booth at the summer farmer’s market. And everyone had been sad when she’d started to lose her battle with breast cancer. Worried, Ava had asked Kristen if there was anything she could do, and Kristen had reluctantly admitted that her mom was having trouble sleeping because of the pain.


At the time, Ava didn’t know Julie well, but one look at the older woman’s face and it was obvious that there was more to her sleeplessness than pain. The truth was, Julie was afraid of going to sleep, worrying each time that she might not wake up, and she was desperate to prolong her time with Kristen.


It had taken Ava four days to make the tea, and when she’d returned, she’d brought a canister with a label that read FOR JULIE FOSTER TO ADD ENERGY AND EASE. STEEP FOR FIVE MINUTES IN BOILING WATER. ADD SUGAR. AND PLEASE, EAT MORE CHOCOLATE.


The tea had allowed Julie to sleep because it had eased her anxiety so that she could savor her remaining days with her daughter. Kristen had been grateful, but it had been the relief in Julie’s face that had made Ava return every day after that. She’d said she was coming to monitor the tea’s effectiveness, but the reality was much simpler. If there was one thing Ava had learned from her connection with plants, it was that life’s ebb wasn’t always as peaceful as one might hope. Like some plants, some people fought to stay alive with every atom of their being. Julie was dying, but she couldn’t accept it, and whenever her gaze rested on Kristen, it was obvious why.


In her daily visits, Ava finally got to know Julie and quickly grew to love the creative mind behind the paintings that had made “J Foster” a huge success. Ava also got to know the big heart that burst with energy for days at a time only to be pinched into a painful knot as Julie’s moods swung down.


Ava lifted a finger and traced her name where Julie had written it across the brown paper. I miss you. Ava wistfully blinked back tears and, aware Ellen was watching, carefully untaped the package. As Ava peeled away the paper, four two-foot-by-two-foot paintings were revealed. She spread them across the counter and took in the muted gold, minty green, lavender, soft blue, misty gray backgrounds. The series was of a couple, a blond woman and a mysterious auburn-haired man. Their faces were never visible, but the paintings conveyed an instant feeling of intimacy and breathtaking, burgeoning love. The scenes were beautiful and quietly dramatic.


“Oh my,” Ellen whispered.


Ava looked up to find Ellen a few feet away, her gaze locked on the paintings. Ava could feel Ellen’s deep grief fighting for release behind her taut expression.


To give her some privacy, Ava turned back to the paintings. “Julie was so talented. I have one of her paintings at my house. It’s of a little girl walking across a sunlit field. I’m pretty sure it’s Kristen, because they have the same hair color, but I can’t be sure, as Julie never painted faces.”


Ellen turned away, saying over her shoulder, “She was talented.”


The words were clipped, and Ava could tell Ellen was still struggling for control. “Julie was an amazing artist. She had quite a large following, too.”


Ellen nodded, suddenly intent on studying the antique bow window, which kept her face turned away. After a long moment, she managed to say in a voice that quivered only a little, “I met with the attorney this morning. Julie was doing well. Very well, in fact.”


Ava could hear the surprise in Ellen’s voice. “You didn’t know.”


Ellen returned to the bar, absently rubbing her hip. “Julie and I hadn’t spoken in ten years.”


Oh wow. Ava tried to remember what Julie had said about her mother and realized that she’d never mentioned her at all. “I see. Ten years is a long time.” Ava picked up two mugs from where they rested on a tray behind the bar. When the tearoom eventually opened, she’d serve the tea in china cups, but sturdy mugs were better suited for a work zone. “I believe I said something about tea the other day. Would you like some?”


A flicker of surprise warmed Ellen’s expression. “Yes, thank you.”


Ava went to the sink, filled a teakettle, and pulled out a few canisters, placing them on the bar in front of Ellen. “Chamomile? Willow bark and raspberry? Honey lemon?”


“Which do you suggest?”


“Willow bark and raspberry will help your hip. Willow bark is an excellent natural painkiller.”


Ellen’s smile disappeared. “I don’t need a painkiller.”


Ava let her gaze drop to where Ellen’s hand still rested on her hip.


Ellen flushed and dropped her hand back to her side. After a long, stilted moment, she asked, “Is it safe?”


Ava had to smile. “Originally aspirin was made from the white willow, so yes, it’s safe.” She pushed the other canisters to one side. “I think I’ll join you. I’ve had a slight headache all day, and the willow bark will help.” She filled the mugs with hot water, found two infusers, and returned to the bar. She added leaves to the infusers, clicked them closed, and then dropped them into the gently steaming mugs. She slid one across the bar to Ellen. “Let it steep for five minutes.” She set a small saucer between them so they could remove the infusers without dripping tea across the bar.


Ellen peered into her mug with polite curiosity. “I saw a canister of your tea in Julie’s cupboard.”


“I’ve been meaning to come by and pick that up. I made it just for Julie. My teas are made specifically for each client, so they don’t work for anyone else.”


A flicker of disbelief crossed Ellen’s face, although she didn’t say anything.


The people of Dove Pond had come to rely on Ava’s teas, but every once in a while, someone from the outside world would give her just such a look.


She mentally shrugged. She didn’t owe anyone an explanation, not about this, anyway. She saw Ellen eyeing her mug of tea with renewed suspicion and said with a touch of impatience, “That isn’t a specialty tea. It’s from my diffusion line, which is for everyone. You can get that same tea at just about every coffeehouse in Asheville.”


Ellen bent and cautiously sniffed the tea. “It smells delicious.”


Ava pulled her mug closer, her gaze falling back on the paintings, her thoughts returning to Julie. “When did she start painting? I always meant to ask her, but the subject never came up.”


“I bought her a set of paints when she was in third grade. Little did I know what I was starting. By the time she reached high school, she was painting for hours each day, much to the detriment of her grades.” Ellen gave a self-conscious laugh. “She was good, but I didn’t think she—or anyone else, really—could make a living from it. I guess she proved me wrong.”


“Julie said she had to eat a lot of ramen early on. It took her years to get to the caviar stage.”


“Yes, well, I believed artists ate ramen their entire lives. I knew she was talented. I just didn’t think talent was enough.”


“She made it work. Art galleries from around the country were trying to get her to do shows. Once she started selling well, she refused those requests. She said she got more attention by being a hermit.”


“That was astute of her. I have to say, she left Kristen quite well cared for. I expected—” A flicker of pain crossed Ellen’s face. “It doesn’t matter what I expected. I was wrong.”


Ava wasn’t sure what to say to that. “Sarah and I were going to make a lasagna for you all, but we figured you were already sinking under the amount of food being left at your house. But if you get low, let me know.”


“Please, no more lasagnas! It’s very kind, but I’ve never seen so many casserole dishes. I’ll never remember who brought what pan.”


Ava had to laugh. “I still have a red casserole pan at my house from when Momma died. I never could figure out who it belonged to, so it’s mine now.”


“Oh dear. I didn’t know your mother had passed away. I didn’t know her well. When I lived here all those years ago, she was busy raising all of you, and our paths rarely crossed.”


“We were a handful, which is something I never appreciated until I had to raise Sarah.”


Ellen’s eyebrows rose. “You raised Sarah? How old were you when your mother died?”


“Nineteen. Sarah was fourteen. She and I were close, plus I was going to college just down the road, so it made sense that of all my sisters, I would be the one to move back home.”


“You were too young to take that on.”


“Probably,” Ava admitted. “Life doesn’t always give you choices, does it?”


“No, it doesn’t.” Ellen eyed her curiously. “Where are your other sisters? I only saw Sarah at the funeral.”


“Cara’s in New York City. After she got her degree in programming, she moved out there and developed the Make-Magic app.”


“The high-end matchmaking app? I’ve heard of that.”


“She was named one of the Thirty Tech Geniuses to Watch this year. Tay is an English professor at Harvard specializing in ancient manuscripts. She can speak and read nine languages. Ella’s a pastry chef and just opened her own patisserie in Paris.”


“Fancy! She was the plump one, wasn’t she?”


“And the one with the most boyfriends. Men love Ella. They always have.” Ava slid a bowl of sugar cubes and a bottle of honey in front of Ellen. “Alex and Madison both live in Raleigh. Madison’s a doctor, and Alex is a veterinarian.” There was a lot more Ava could say about that, but she held her tongue. Madison and Alex lived only a few houses apart but hadn’t spoken in years. Ava and Sarah weren’t sure of the details; all they knew was that the argument had been over a man.


“So only you and Sarah are left here in Dove Pond.”


Ava made a face. “A fact Sarah laments almost every day. She’s determined to get them all back home.”


Ellen removed the infuser from her mug and placed it on the saucer and then took a cautious sip. She blinked, as if surprised. “It’s quite good.”


“I thought you’d like it.” Ava fixed her own tea. “The raspberry blends nicely, doesn’t it? I hope the willow will help your hip.”


Ellen smiled politely. “It’s quite tasty, and that’s all that matters. Will you have this on the menu?”


“Oh yes. The diffusion line has forty-seven teas in it.”


“Forty-seven?” Ellen looked impressed. “I only know of a few types of tea. Earl Grey, green tea, English breakfast, chamomile, jasmine… and now willow and raspberry.”


“There are hundreds, but I’m just going to offer the most common. By the way, Kristen’s favorite is dandelion, but Julie loved peppermint.”


Ellen’s face softened. “Julie always loved peppermint. When she was little, she’d steal all the candy canes off the Christmas tree and hide them under her pillow. I tried to get her to stop so there’d be a few left for Christmas morning, but she never listened.”


Ava smiled wistfully. “She didn’t like rules.”


“She hated them.” Ellen sipped her tea, seeming far more at ease.


“How are you and Kristen holding up?”


Ellen lowered her mug and sighed. “I worry about Kristen. She’s been very quiet.”


“She’s quiet sometimes. She’s also smart, capable, super polite—I couldn’t ask for a better employee. She’s helped at my greenhouses for two summers now, and she’s great with people she knows, although she’s a bit shy when it comes to talking to new customers.”


“I guess I fall into the ‘new customer’ category.” Ellen put her mug back on the bar. “So far, our conversations have consisted of one-syllable answers and chilly silences.”


Ava winced. That didn’t sound like Kristen at all. “Julie’s death hit Kristen really hard. I’m sure she’ll adjust in time.”


“It’s more than that. She knows I expect her to move back to Raleigh with me, and I can tell she hates the thought.”


Oh dear. That wasn’t good at all. Ava tried to pick her words carefully. “Kristen hoped she would be able to stay in Dove Pond at least long enough to finish high school.”


Ellen shook her head. “I can’t spend a year and a half here. I have a new project coming up in April and I have to be there to oversee it. I’ve tried to talk to her about it, but she shuts me down every time I mention it.”


“Teenagers are tough. May I give you a suggestion?”


“About Kristen?”


“About teenagers in general. If she’s giving you the silent treatment, she’s telling you something, whether you understand what it is or not.”


“She’s being childish.” Ellen picked up her tea and took another sip. “I suppose that’s no surprise, though. It’s obvious from her purple hair and that horrible nose piercing that Julie left her daughter to fend for herself. Kristen may not like having a real parent, but that’s what she has now. And the sooner she understands that, the better for us both.”


Ava put her mug down. “Have you seen Kristen’s grades?”


“I have an appointment with the school counselor tomorrow. I’m sure Kristen will need some tutoring to catch her up before she moves to another school.”


“She’s at the head of her class.”


Ellen’s mouth opened and then closed, her gaze searching Ava’s face as if half expecting Ava to say she was joking. When Ava merely raised her eyebrows, the older woman’s mouth pinched into a frown. “Kristen never mentioned that.”


“She has straight A’s. She hasn’t missed so much as a single day of classes, even with her mother being sick. She works here most afternoons, too. She’s responsible and very mature for her age.”


Surprise flickered across Ellen’s narrow face. “That’s good to know. But it doesn’t change the fact that piercings and purple hair are the sort of decisions that can make life much more difficult. You know how people judge.”


“The way you did.” The words slipped out before Ava could stop them.


Ellen flushed and set her mug down so firmly that it thunked. “I thought you might help me convince Kristen to listen to reason, but I can see that was a misplaced hope. I—”


The door swung open, and Erma Tingle entered wearing a red puffer coat, her usually perfectly coiffed gray hair in disarray. Short and square, with deep brown skin, Erma was an active member of the Dove Pond Improvement Committee and was known for her no-nonsense attitude. She also had a tendency to wear her hikers every day despite the fact that she owned the Peek-A-Boo Boutique, a surprisingly fashionable shop just down the street.


She scanned the room, brightening when she saw Ava. “Thank God you’re here!” Erma hurried up and placed a tea canister on the bar directly in front of Ava. “This tea is messed up.”


In all the years Ava had made her teas, no one had ever declared any of them “messed up.” She picked up the canister. “What’s wrong with it?”


“It’s poison,” Erma said firmly. “That’s what is wrong with it. Pure poison!”


Ellen’s finely plucked eyebrows arched, her gaze sharpening.


Ava bristled. Great. Of course this had to happen in front of Ellen. Refusing to look her way, Ava opened the canister and sniffed gently. The scent of lavender, peppermint, chamomile, a hint of coriander, and a half dozen other herbs wafted up out of the tin. As she always did for this recipe, she’d mixed the soil around the base of a lavender plant with a teaspoon of dried oregano and a drop of white vinegar that had been exposed to a waning moon for two days.


Ava replaced the lid. “This is the same tea I’ve made you for the past four years.”


“No, it’s not. It’s cursed, I tell you!” Erma eyed the canister as if it contained a coiled snake.


“What happened?”


“It made me fall asleep the way it’s supposed to, but I wasn’t all the way asleep.” Erma leaned closer, her eyes wide. “Ava, I spoke to my Uncle Jeb, the one who passed away a month ago!”


Ellen made a noise that sounded like a cross between a snort and a laugh. When Ava and Erma looked her way, Ellen glanced at her watch. “Goodness, look at the time. I just realized I’m missing an appointment. Ava, thank you for showing me your tearoom, but I really must go.”


“Of course. I can put your tea in a to-go cup if you’d li—”


“No, no. I’ve had more than enough, thank you.” Ellen headed out, putting on her coat as she went. “I’m sure I’ll see you around. Good luck with your tearoom!” The door swung shut behind her.


Relieved Ellen was gone, Ava turned back to Erma. “About the tea… maybe you just had a dream.”


“No. It wasn’t a dream. It was him, Ava. And he was as mad as a wet hen.”


“About what?”


“That I gave his antique cupboard to his ex, my Aunt Susan. He yelled so much that I was sure Christine would wake up, but she never missed a snore.” Christine DeVault, who owned Antique Alley, which was just a few doors down from the tearoom, was Erma’s longtime partner. The two lived over the antique store in a delightful apartment with large windows that overlooked Main Street.


“Ava, it was horrible!” Erma shuddered. “Uncle Jeb wrote in his will that he wanted one of his nieces—either me or one of my two sisters—to have that cupboard, but it’s huge and Lord, is it ugly. I don’t know who made it, but it had big ol’ birds on each corner with their beaks open and their wings spread like they were getting ready to attack. The whole thing looked as if it belonged in a bad horror movie. So when Susan asked for it while we were sitting around after the funeral, we were more than happy to give it to her. She deserved something for staying married to that old coot as long as she did.”


“How do you know it wasn’t a dream?”


Erma gripped Ava’s arm and leaned closer. “Before he faded away, Uncle Jeb said there was a secret drawer in the bottom right panel of that cupboard and that there was a treasure in it, one he wanted me and my sisters to have. So the second the sun came up, I called Aunt Susan and asked her to look for that drawer. And Ava”—Erma’s eyes widened—“she found it!”


Ava’s heart sunk.


“Inside that drawer were three like-new 1843 Seated Liberty dollars, one for each of us girls. Those coins can go for ten thousand dollars or more apiece. It was a treasure, just like Uncle Jeb said.”


Ava’s stomach churned. Did my tea do that? She wanted to argue but didn’t know where to start. Her gift had come with precious little instruction. Momma used to tell Ava and her sisters, “Trial and error will tell you what you need to know. Just be sure there’s more trial and less error, and never, ever hurt anyone.”


Ava rubbed her temples and wished for the hundredth time that she wasn’t so tired. “This is—geez.” She dropped her hands back to her sides. “Erma, I don’t know what happened to your tea, but I’ll figure it out and make you another batch.”


“No!” Erma’s frightened gaze locked on the canister. “I don’t need more tea.” As she spoke, she backed toward the door. “But I appreciate the offer. I really do.”


“No, wait!” Ava followed her. “Erma, let me fix this. I’ll figure out what went wrong and make sure it never, ever happens again.”


Erma paused at the door. “Never?”


“Never. Maybe I got the wrong amount of something by mistake or—or maybe the canister wasn’t prepared right, or…” Ava gave a helpless shrug. “It could have been a number of things.”


Erma eyed the tea with an uneasy expression. “Maybe it got too hot in your truck.”


Ava managed a wan smile. “It’s possible. Whatever it is, I’ll figure it out. And I’ll make you another, free of charge, of course.”


“Well… I would miss having my nightly cup of tea,” Erma admitted. “I never sleep well without it. Plus, it’s not like Uncle Jeb hurt me or anything. He just yelled.”


“And told you about the treasure,” Ava added, hoping that made things better.


Erma brightened. “That’s true. To be honest, I was more surprised than scared. I guess I’ll take a fresh batch of tea, but only after you figure out what went wrong.” Her expression softened. “I’m sorry if I ruined your morning. I was just weirded out by the whole thing. But you’ll fix it. I know you will.”


Ava could only hope that was true.


Erma glanced at the clock that hung over the kitchen door. “I’d better get back to my store. Thanks, Ava.” With an encouraging smile, she left.


Ava stared at the door, her head throbbing even more. She’d faced delay after delay with her tearoom opening, she’d lost her new friend and was deeply worried about Kristen’s issues with her grandmother, and now this—one of her teas had misfired, something that had never happened before.


But even worse, hovering over her like an ominous cloud only she could see, was a growing sense of panic that the secret she had locked away in a frayed shoebox under her bed would soon escape. Life could get no worse.
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