
  
    [image: ]

  


  
     


     


    
Blame It on the

    Mistletoe


  


  
    
      Other Bright's Pond Tales by Joyce Magnin


       


      The Prayers of Agnes Sparrow


      Charlotte Figg Takes Over Paradise


      Griselda Takes Flight


      
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Blame It on the Mistletoe: A Novel of Bright's Pond


       


      Copyright © 2011 by Joyce Magnin


       


      ISBN-13: 978-1-68299-840-3


       


      Published by Abingdon Press, P.O. Box 801, Nashville, TN 37202.


      www.abingdonpress.com/fiction


       


      All rights reserved.


       


      No part of this publication may be reproduced in any form,


      stored in any retrieval system, posted on any website,


      or transmitted in any form or by any means—digital,


      electronic, scanning, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without


      written permission from the publisher, except for brief


      quotations in printed reviews and articles.


       


      The persons and events portrayed in this work of fiction


      are the creations of the author, and any resemblance


      to persons living or dead is purely coincidental.


       


      Cover design by Anderson Design Group, Nashville, TN


       


      Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


       


      Moccero, Joyce Magnin.


      Blame it on the mistletoe : a novel of Bright's Pond / Joyce Magnin.


      p. cm.


      ISBN 978-1-4267-1162-6 (trade pbk. : alk. paper) 1. Trailer camps—Fiction. 2. Nursing homes—Fiction. 3. Weddings—Planning—Fiction. I. Title.


      PS3601.L447B53 2011


      813'.6—dc22


      2011015915


       


      Printed in the United States of America


       


      1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 / 16 15 14 13 12 11

    

  


  
    
      For my mother, Florence Magnin


      We found the dimes, Mom


       


       


      ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


       


      I can hardly believe this is the fourth Bright's Pond novel. As always, novels are not written without a village, and I once again need to say thank you to all the folks who stuck by me so faithfully through the writing: Pam Halter, the CRUE, the folks at Springton Lake Presbyterian Church who have supported and prayed me through from beginning to end, Abingdon Press for keeping Bright's Pond on the map, and my agent for taking care of business and being an encourager. And, of course, these books would never get written without the support of the readers who keep asking for more Bright's Pond. Thank you.

    

  


  
    
      1


       


       


       


      It was the tricycle parked outside of eighty-seven-year-old Haddie Grace's room at the Greenbrier Nursing Home that gave me cause for concern. I first saw it when I had brought Ivy and her dog, Mickey Mantle, to the nursing home for the pooch's weekly Visit of Convalescence. It was a candy-apple-red tricycle with colorful streamers hanging from the handlebars and a note taped to the seat: "Do Not Touch." A round, silver bike bell—the kind you operated with your thumb—was attached to the handlebars, although just barely.


      Mickey Mantle loved to visit with the old folks. Ivy said he enjoyed making them smile, and she enjoyed watching their eyes light up when he let anyone scratch behind his ears. And the fact that Mickey Mantle only had three legs on account of an unfortunate bear-trap accident seemed to endear him even more to the residents, a few of whom were missing limbs themselves.


      "The best part," Ivy had said, "was when Mickey Mantle was able to help that nasty, cranky Erma Crump find her nice side. Too bad she died just a week after. Only a week to be nice— imagine that."


      Ivy Slocum was a good friend. Never married, she was bit on the plump side and was prone to wear oversized sweatshirts to disguise her more than ample bosom.


      I've gone on three or four of these visits with Ivy and watched how Mickey Mantle sits and lets the folks pet him and converse with him just like he's a person. I think he would sit there all day long if he could, soaking up the attention and returning the love. The pooch had become privy to many a family saga and secret. But nursing homes have their rules, and Ivy was only allowed to bring Mickey Mantle one day a week—usually on a Wednesday unless otherwise decided. And that particular Wednesday was no different—except for the tricycle and giggles coming from Haddie's room. Haddie Grace weighed all of ninety pounds it seemed to me, a tiny slip of a woman with nearly translucent skin.


      "Would you look at that," I said. "Now what in tarnation is a tricycle doing at a nursing home?"


      Ivy scratched her head. "Beats me, Griselda. Maybe it belongs to one of Haddie's grandkids."


      "Haddie never had children. Never been married as far as she remembers."


      "Then I reckon this is strange," Ivy said. "Maybe someone else's kids left it there."


      I asked Nurse Sally about the little red trike when I saw her at the nurses' station. Nurse Sally was head nurse at Greenbrier, and we had become quite friendly since Agnes went to live there.


      "I just don't understand it," Sally said. "Haddie Grace has been riding that thing down the hallways like she was three years old again. Scares me half to death. She can't afford no more broken bones. I think she slipped her rocker but good this time around."


      "No fooling?" Ivy said. "That's odd, don't you think? Why do you let her?"


      "Well, here's the thing about that," Sally said. "The residents can pretty much do whatever they want, and Doctor Silver thought that taking the tricycle away might be more harmful. You know, up here." She tapped her head.


      "Maybe she should see that head jockey, Doctor Julian," I said. "I think that's his name. The doctor they made Agnes talk to."


      "She has an appointment later on today. But I'm worried it might be something serious like a brain tumor making her act like a child. It can happen you know."


      "Oh, I know that," Ivy said. "Brains ain't made to have growths growing inside of them. Delicate instruments they are. Why I remember when Bubba Knickerbocker got his. Made him fall down and lean to the left like one of them telephone poles out on the highway."


      "That's right," I said. "Poor Ruth had a dickens of a time keeping him upright."


      "He was much larger than her," Ivy said. "Kind of like a Chihuahua and a Saint Bernard going out for tea."


      "I hear that," Sally said. "Funny thing is that every time I check Haddie's vitals she's sound as a Swiss watch. Can't find a thing wrong—even her blood pressure is good. It's almost like she's getting healthier."


      Mickey Mantle let go a low, grumbly growl. Not a fierce, angry growl. He was only letting Ivy know that they had rounds to get on.


      "Guess we better be on our way," Ivy said. "Mickey Mantle gets upset if he misses seeing his regulars. Gordon Flegal always has a Milk-Bone for him and that nice Mr. Tracy let him chew on a lollipop last week."


      "That's fine, you go on without me this time," I said. "I need to stop in and see Agnes. Why don't you bring Mickey Mantle by her room when you're done?"


      "Okeydokey." Ivy gave a slight tug on her dog's leash. "Come on, boy. We better get to Gordon before he conks out for the day."


      I lingered by the nurse's station a minute. "How's Agnes doing these days?" I asked.


      She fussed with some papers on a clipboard. "Agnes? She's doing quite well. I wish she'd get out of her room more, but she seems content."


       


      My visit with Agnes was not what you would call "usual." I found her sitting in her wheelchair staring out the window. I loved my sister, dearly. Everyone knew that—even Agnes. Although to look at her you might wonder about us. Agnes weighed nearly seven hundred pounds when she checked herself into Greenbrier. Life had gotten too hard for her. Just getting from her bed to the bathroom was chore, and I usually had to be home to help her. But looking at her now I can see how the nursing home was helping. They estimate that she had dropped almost sixty-five pounds in the past several months and was well on her way to losing another sixty-five. I wish I could say her clothes hung on her like the skin on a hound dog after losing so much weight. But no, she still wore muumuus and housedresses—sometimes with pretty flowers and other times just white or pink.


      She was wearing a beat up pair of slippers with the heels bent in, and her brown hair had been cut short for ease of handling. Her right arm rested on the arm of the wheelchair and the skin kind of dripped off the edge like expanding foam. But I noticed a sweet smell, like magnolia, wafting around the room, and it did my heart well to know that she was being cared for.


      "The leaves are pretty this year," I said from the doorway. "All that rain and then that blast of sunshine and heat in August really helped."


      Agnes turned. "Griselda. I'm glad you're here."


      I moved closer. "Really? Why? Is something wrong?"


      Agnes pushed her chair closer to me. "I'm not sure. I'm not sure at all, but something is strange."


      I thought of the red tricycle. "You mean like Haddie Grace's trike?"


      "You saw it then."


      "Yeah, Ivy saw it too. She came with Mickey Mantle. I asked Nurse Sally about it. She says Haddie has been riding it through the halls like she's three years old."


      Agnes slapped her knee. "Land o' Goshen, I know! She rides that trike and rings the bell. If it ain't a sight to see."


      I sat on the visitor's chair. "Sally said they're having that psychiatrist check her out."


      "I know, I know. Thing is that I don't believe that Dr. Julian will find anything more than simple elderly senility stuff going on."


      "Well, Sally did mention something about a brain tumor."


      "Brain tumor?" Agnes slapped her thigh. The fat under her housecoat rippled like sea waves. "I doubt that. I get the feeling what's going on around here has nothing to do with tumors or diabetes or senility. Because it isn't just Haddie. It's other folks also. There's something more going on. Something stranger than all that."


      "What are you talking about? You mean there're more tricycles? More strange happenings?"


      "Look out that window and tell me what you see."


      "Grass, trees, a gazebo—when did they put that in? I hadn't noticed it before." It was a large octagon-shaped building with a crooked railing and a cedar-shingled roof with a crooked cupola on the top, and on top of the cupola was a rooster that seemed to be crowing to the west. "It's nice, a little cockeyed but nice."


      "Never mind the crooked. Look at what, or I should say, who is in the gazebo."


      I stood and moved closer to the window. "Who is that?"


      "That, my dear sister, is Clive Dickens and Faith Graves. They've been out there swaying around and dancing with each other like they was sixteen years old again. I tell you, Griselda, it's like that scene in The Sound of Music."


      "Ah, that's OK. Old people can fall in love too."


      "I suppose so, but those two? I hear that old man hasn't been out of his room in three years except when they make him go to the barber or the doctor, and Faith Graves is, well, let's just say she has one foot in and one foot out. We've had more code reds on that woman in the last six weeks than anyone. But now, all of a sudden she's up and dancing like a teenager."


      "Code reds?"


      "Well, yeah, that's what we call it when someone walks into her room and can't tell if she's dead or alive on account of she lays there still as an ironing board and just as stiff. She is, after all, ninety-two years old."


      "I guess it does seem strange, come to think about it. What do you suppose is causing this?"


      Agnes shook her head and clicked her tongue. "I'm telling you. It's like a magic spell has fallen over Greenbrier. A spell of rejuvenation."


      "Is it really such a problem? Maybe it's a good thing."


      "But why? What happened to all these people to make them start acting like they were sixteen years old again, or in Haddie's case, three?"


      I patted Agnes's hand and filled her water glass from the pitcher. "All what people. You're talking about three people."


      "Then explain that." Agnes pointed to the window.


      I looked in time to see Jasper York, who was Greenbrier's most recent reluctant resident, shimmy up a tree—or at least try to. He slid back down and sat on the ground.


      "OK, that's weird," I said. "Jasper York would never act like that."


      "What do you suppose is causing this?" Agnes asked.


      I couldn't begin to imagine. "Oh, I wouldn't worry about it. It's autumn. The holidays are coming. Maybe folks are just feeling the holiday spirit. Maybe it makes them feel young again."


      "I suppose that could be it, except I have this gut feeling that something ain't right around here. Not right at all."


      "Try not to worry about it. You'll make your blood pressure go up or trigger an asthma attack."


      "Oh, don't worry about me. I'll be fine. I just kind of wish a little of whatever virus bit them would bite me."


      "Um, no, let's hope not, Agnes. That would not be fun."


      But I had to laugh when I heard Haddie Grace whiz past Agnes's room singing her ABCs and ringing her bell. "Or you might be right. It could be something more than the holidays."
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      I visited with Agnes for nearly an hour. It wasn't that we had a whole lot to talk about except, of course, Cliff Cardwell. It seems that ever since that pilot fella landed in Bright's Pond, he and I have been the talk of the town. It's probably because I started taking flying lessons from him and now everyone naturally assumes we're an item or something.


      "You still involved with him?" Agnes asked with a bit of a grin.


      "Who? Cliff? I keep telling you and everyone else that Cliff and I are just friends and he is only teaching me to fly his airplane, nothing else."


      Agnes peered out the window. "Uh-huh, I suppose there can be more than one connotation to the word fly."


      "Agnes. That's ridiculous. Just because Zeb and me broke up again doesn't mean I'm flying—that kind of flying—with Cliff Cardwell."


      Zeb Sewickey and I had been dating on and off since high school. I would have married him a long time ago—I think. But he always had one excuse or another. It usually had to do with his business. Zeb owned and managed The Full Moon Café in town. It was kind of a diner and looked a bit like a solid steel train car with windows. Zeb was also the chief cook and bottle washer, as he always said. Or he would use Agnes as an excuse to break up. But that was back when Agnes still lived with me. Except, he still finds ways to blame Agnes. I suppose everyone wants to blame things on something or someone besides themselves.


      "But you do like Cliff," Agnes said. "And you did break it off with Zeb."


      "I just got sick and tired of the way Zeb smothers me, and orders me around like I was one of his waitresses. I need space, room to breathe. And up there, in the clouds, is where I have felt the freest. It's like being almost weightless."


      "Now that fat Agnes isn't taking up your living room," Agnes said in her best little-girl voice.


      "I didn't say that, but I am not going to lie and tell you or anyone that I haven't enjoyed living by myself." I looked into her beady little round eyes. "But that isn't to say I don't miss you. I love you, Agnes. I do miss you. Many nights I wish you were still at the house, and I was making tuna sandwiches for you."


      "You do make the best tuna salad in Bright's Pond."


      I patted her hand. It felt warm—too warm. "Maybe I'll sneak one in the next time I come."


      "Will you? That would be scrumptious."


      "But I don't want to mess your diet up too much. You look like you're losing some weight. Lots of it. Seems just last week that wheelchair was a snug fit."


      Agnes moved her butt in the chair. "It does feel a bit roomier. My rear end doesn't rub so much on the sides."


      "Pretty soon you'll be up and running down the halls."


      "Nah, not me—not unless whatever bug bit Haddie bites me too."


      I was glad we had gotten off the subject of Cliff Cardwell and Zeb Sewickey.


      "Well, look Agnes," I said. "If you don't need anything else I should be getting back to town. I'm taking Ruth into Shoops to shop for Thanksgiving." I saw the change in Agnes's countenance.


      "Thanksgiving? You having dinner with Ruth?"


      "Me and a few others. But I'll be coming by to see you. I promise to bring you a plate. I doubt even Nurse Sally would deny you Thanksgiving dinner with all the trimmings."


      Agnes didn't say a word. The look in her eyes was enough to tell me that missing Thanksgiving at home would be hard. I patted her hand and then hugged her the best I could. "I know it's hard. But look, I'll come by the nursing home with Ruth and Stu and Ivy and whoever else wants to come along. We'll make it a party—just like old times."


      Agnes pushed herself toward her bed. "It'll be nothing like old times. No matter how you slice the pumpkin pie, the fact remains I'm here. It's not home."


      She was correct. People are supposed to go home for Thanksgiving. "We'll make the best of it. You'll see."


      "You ever eat nursing home food?"


      "No, well, at the cafeteria—a little. It was pretty wretched."


      "Imagine Thanksgiving nursing-home style."


      "It's not all about the food."


      Agnes looked up at me. I watched her eyes glisten with tears. "I know that, but good food goes real well with good friends, like hand and glove, Starsky and Hutch."


      "We'll find a way for you to have both." That was when Ivy appeared at the door with Mickey Mantle. "Hey, Agnes," Ivy called with a wave. "I saved the best room for last. I always said you have the best view."


      "Howdy, Ivy. Bring that pooch over here."


      Ivy dropped Mickey Mantle's leash and the dog trotted in his own three-legged style to Agnes. She held his snout and looked into his big brown eyes. "What a good dog. How've you been, Mickey?"


      The dog licked her cheek.


      "Maybe you can bring Mickey Mantle for Thanksgiving." Ivy looked at me.


      "I was telling Agnes about our plans for the holiday. I told her we'll all come by her room on Thanksgiving and bring her a plate of food and pie and we'll have a party, right here."


      "Oh, s-s-sure, Agnes. You got that right. Wild horses couldn't keep us away from Greenbrier on Thanksgiving."


      Agnes smiled. "What time? What time will you all be coming?"


      "Well, I can't say. Not just yet," I said. "I'm not certain what time Ruth is planning dinner. But I'll let you know. We still have a week to work it all out."


      Agnes's mood deflated again. "I had no idea it would be such trouble."


      "It's not trouble. It's just a matter of coordination and timing. But we'll be here with plenty of time to celebrate—good friends, good food, our many blessings."


      "Blessings. Phooey," Agnes said. "I haven't been feeling very blessed lately."


      "But you are," Ivy said. "You have friends. You have folks looking after you. You're getting skinnier by the day and pretty soon you'll be back in town."


      My stomach wobbled. I refused to think about Agnes actually getting healthy enough to leave the nursing home and move back in with me. At least not yet. I wasn't ready. But I smiled anyway. "That's right, you'll see. Just stick with the program."


      "All right. If you say so, Griselda. It gives me something to look forward to."


      "Good, now like I said. I need to get back and get Ruth. Anything you need from Shoops?"


      Agnes glanced around her room. "Nah. Nothing really. They give me everything I need, nothing I want but everything I need. Except maybe lemon squares. I need lemon squares, oh, and deodorant—the roll-on kind."


      "OK, then I'll be back tomorrow." I kissed her cheek. "Yuck." I laughed. "Isn't that where Mickey Mantle kissed you?"


      Agnes put her hand to her cheek. "Ah, there's nothing like some good dog slobber."


      Mickey Mantle whined.


      "Mickey Mantle doesn't slobber," Ivy said.


      "No offense," Agnes said.


      "Oh, I'm fine." Ivy chuckled. "But Mickey Mantle needs an apology."


      Agnes scratched behind his ears. "I'm sorry, pooch. I didn't mind you kissing me."


      Mickey Mantle licked her cheek again.
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      Ruth was, of course, waiting for me when I pulled up to her house. Ruth lived in an old farmhouse on the edge of town—next door to the eccentric artist Filby Pruett. She pretended she wasn't annoyed I was late, but I saw through it. Ruth didn't exactly have what you would call a poker face. She wore her heart on her sleeve and was the closest person to a best friend I had. She was a little older than me, a widow for quite some time and enjoyed staying busy as a member of SOAP—the Society for Angelic Philanthropy—which did secret charitable acts.


      "Oh, Griselda, I just this minute stepped out on the porch. Perfect timing."


      I smiled. But I knew she was probably standing there for the better part of half an hour. "I'm sorry I'm late. I got tied up at Greenbrier."


      We walked to the truck.


      "Everything OK with Agnes?"


      "Oh, sure. She's fine."


      I turned the ignition and off we went toward Shoops—the next town over. Bright's Pond had pretty much everything a person could need, but Shoops was a bigger town and had more shops and services. So it wasn't unusual for us to drive there for some things or just because it was nice to slip out of town on occasion.


      "Glad to hear it. I think moving Agnes to Greenbrier was the best decision. I know it was hard on her. But it was best."


      "I agree, Ruth. But I got to tell you. When I was over there today I saw some pretty strange things going on. Things that gave me pause."


      "I'm not sure what you mean by strange? In what way?"


      "It's hard to explain exactly—but it's like the old folks are getting younger or something—they have more of a spring in their step."


      "Ah, it's just the holidays coming—it makes people happy."


      "That's what I thought, but if you saw it, you'd know what I mean. That old woman, Haddie Grace, has been riding a tricycle through the halls. You should see her—ringing her bell, singing songs. It's like she's three years old."


      Ruth laughed. "No, really? A tricycle? Maybe she slipped a few gears. Maybe her elevator stopped reaching the top floor finally, you know what I mean?"


      "I do." I turned the truck onto the main road into Shoops. "But she's not the only one. Grown people—old people holding hands and kissing in the gazebo."


      "Gazebo? When they get that? The last time I was out to visit Agnes I didn't see a gazebo. Is it white? I love a white gazebo—so Victorian."


      "No, it's just that wood color and a little strange itself. Kind of crooked with a crooked rooster on top. But that's not the point. There was this old couple out there acting like teenagers."


      "Ah, it's good for their hearts. And who's to say what old is? Why my Hubby Bubby and me were always what you might call frisky, even when we were fifty years old. Leastways until that nasty tumor ate his brain away but—"


      "I hope you're right. I hope it's nothing. But Nurse Sally suggested that Haddie could have come down with a tumor in her brain."


      "Oh, dear me, I hope that isn't the case. It's a terrible thing. Them brain tumors are like piranha, eating away. But I do remember my Hubby Bubby acting a little . . . off at times."


      "I think we should pray it isn't that and instead something much simpler. Somebody once said that when you hear hoofbeats you should think horses, not zebras."


      "Then we pray for horses," Ruth said. "But let's not be surprised if it's a zebra."


      "Sounds like a plan. Now, where to first?" I took a breath and stepped on the gas as the road opened up. "I bet everywhere we go will be crowded. Even if it does look like rain."


      "Let's see." Ruth reached into her handbag and pulled out a white envelope with what looked like a list written on it. "I need to go to the Piggly Wiggly, of course. I like their produce selection better than the one in town, even though we got all these farms around us. It's just easier to go to the Piggly Wiggly. Next I want to go to that specialty store with all the pretty linens and doodads. I was thinking to buy some new cloth napkins and—"


      And Ruth was off and running. This would be the first year in I don't know how many that Thanksgiving was not celebrated at the funeral home where I had lived my whole life. Dad, the town funeral director, had been gone for many years, yet the house still looked like a funeral home. Hunter green trim, black shutters. A wraparound porch that saw many, many mourners file in and out. It was hard not to remember my mother sitting on that porch waiting to greet the loved one. She always had a compassionate smile and a plate of cookies and pot of coffee percolating in the kitchen. The Sparrow Funeral Home was my home but so much more, and now it seemed she was losing importance.
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      Even though everyone agreed it would be kind of sad that Agnes would not be joining us at the Thanksgiving table, it was agreed to have our celebration at Ruth's. And besides, as Studebaker pointed out, it would make a nice change.


      "If the weather is nice I thought we could take our dessert and coffee outside. I was talking to that nice Charlotte Figg from Paradise—did I tell you I invited her and her friend Rose Tattoo to dinner?"


      "No, you didn't. When did you see Charlotte? She's the pie lady."


      "When I was up in Paradise the other day, you know doing some work for The Society. She's a very nice woman, they both are, her and that Rose Tattoo. Rose has got her arms covered with pictures, Griselda. Pictures of the whole gospel played out."


      I felt my eyebrows rise. "Really?"


      "Yes indeedy, seems there's some story behind them but she didn't tell me, and I figured that was fine. It's her business if she wants to have those pictures on her body."


      "I hope Charlotte brings pie to Thanksgiving." I felt a smile creep across my face. "Not that yours won't be good, Ruth."


      "I understand, and to tell the truth, I hope she does also. I think I might just ask her. I got my hands full with everything else."


      I pulled the truck into a spot at the Piggly Wiggly. The closest one I could find to the entrance.


      "I bet she'd love to bake pies for the dinner," I said. "I'm eager to taste them."


      "They're delicious. I ate a slice of cherry when I was up there. It was incredible. Not too tart or sour—you know how cherries can be—or too sweet. Perfect."


      "Is that right. I wonder how Zeb will take to having competition in town," I said.


      "He's fine with the notion. I was at the café the other day and he said he'd welcome her pies. Maybe even put them on the menu, let them ride around in the pie carousel. He was tickled pink."


      Yeah, tickled pink as in nearly fuming red. Zeb had the market on pie cornered in town. And he did serve some of Charlotte's, particularly her amazing lattice-top cherry. But I couldn't imagine him being glad to have Charlotte Figg's pies next to his in the pie carousel. Unless he had an angle I didn't see.


      It was one week before Thanksgiving and the grocery store was crowded with shoppers, just as I figured. Ruth snagged a cart. She rifled through her handbag. "Now I know I put my list in here. Just this morning after adding a few last-minute items. There's always last-minute items."


      "You just had it in your hand. You were looking at it in the truck."


      "I know, but I shoved it back inside when we pulled into the parking lot."


      "I guess you're planning a pretty traditional Thanksgiving dinner—turkey, stuffing, mashed potatoes, glazed carrots, yams with those tiny marshmallows—all the trimmings."


      Ruth was up to her elbow in her bag. "Ah, there it is." She pulled a folded page from the depths of her purse. "Not exactly. I thought we'd do something more . . . exotic."


      I swallowed. The page she held had disaster written all over it. "Really, Ruth. No turkey?"


      "Of course, we'll have turkey. It wouldn't be Thanksgiving without one. But I saw this fancy-dancy tropical Thanksgiving dinner in a magazine while I was waiting for the doctor the other day—I had to go see the gynecologist even though I'm way past all that stuff—"


      "Ruth."


      "Oh, sorry. Anyhoo . . . " She reached back into her bag. "I asked the nurse permission to take the magazine home. She said I could so I ripped out the picture." She came up with a second folded sheet—this one colorful and glossy. "Look at this. Isn't it the most scrumptious table you have ever seen? It's a Hawaiian Luau Thanksgiving. Look at all the colors and the flowers and those fancy drinks with the paper umbrellas."


      Oh, dear. Ruth Knickerbocker has done some crazy things in her day, but I did not think anything other than a traditional Rockwellian Thanksgiving would pass muster with the gang. "Are you sure about this? A tropical Thanksgiving?"


      "Look at this. It's a turkey with a pineapple and mango glaze. And I'm going to make a macadamia nut stuffing— not that tired old chestnut stuffing people expect every year. Macadamias are the official nut of Hawaii."


      I just hoped our friends wouldn't be calling Ruth the official nut of Bright's Pond. "To be honest, Ruth, I never liked chestnuts, but are you sure about macadamia nuts? Where are you going to find them?"


      "I called ahead. That fancy teashop down the road has them. I don't need many."


      "Tea shop?"


      "Yeah, I saw it the last time I was here. It's the very last shop on Main Street. It's a little scary on account of she has a sign outside—one of them wooden tent signs touting something about having a tarot card reader psychic woman in there. And it is called Madam Zola's Teashop and Psychic Fare."


      "Ew, that's weird. Not sure how I feel about all the mumbojumbo."


      "Well, I'm sure. I hate it, too, but it's the only place to get my macadamia nuts this time of year without going all the way to Hawaii, and I can't do that. And I figured with you along it will be less scary. Hope she doesn't have skulls and voodoo stuff in there. We'll just pop in, buy the nuts, and pop out."


      "OK, Ruth, let's get inside the grocery store. It looks like a storm is rolling in."


      "Oh, gee, you don't think it's because I want to go into a voodoo shop, do you? Do you think maybe the Good Lord is trying to warn me?"


      "Nah, I think it's because the clouds are heavy and need to rain."


      "Know-it-all."


      It took the better part of an hour to find all the ingredients Ruth needed for her Thanksgiving luau at the Piggly Wiggly. I was surprised we found fresh pineapple. Mangos were another issue but she found a jar of already sliced fruit that had some mango in the mix. She grabbed three jars. She bought canned pineapple also—lots of cans. I pushed the heavy cart to the checkout and we waited and waited for the line to move. It gave me an opportunity to read the sensational headlines on those extraordinary news magazines. My favorite that day read, "World's First Mutant Turkey Over Five Feet Tall."


      "I ordered our turkey from Brisco's Butcher Shop," Ruth said when I showed her the headline. "But it won't be here until next Tuesday, so I'll need to come back. I ordered a twentypounder. Do you think that's big enough?"


      I nodded. "Yep. I don't think we need a mutant turkey."


      "Probably tough and dry as shoe leather," Ruth said. It was hard to know if she believed the headline or not.


      "And just let me know when you're ready next week," I said. "I'll drive you back down."


      We finally had all the groceries bagged and out the door. We placed them in the truck bed. I pushed some other boxes I had in there near them, like a wall, to keep the bags from toppling over when we drove over the bumps on the way home.
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      The Madam Zola Teashop was the last in a row of stores that included Yost's Hardware, a Rexall Drug Store, and Mrs. Deeter's Fabric and Notion Shoppe. Ruth was not kidding; there was a yellow plywood tent sign outside touting psychic readings, tarot cards, and crystals in giant red letters with an image of a crystal ball on it. It gave me the willies just to look at it.


      "Are you sure you want to go in?" I asked.


      "Well, it's the only place I can get my nuts, Griselda, unless you want to drive to Hawaii, and that's just not very practical now is it?"


      "Whoa, fine. The place is just a little spooky. But come on, let's go inside."


      "I'm sorry," Ruth said. "I think I might be a little nervous about making such a large and difficult meal. I never cooked all by myself for so many people, and I'm trying some new recipes and, well, that's always nerve-racking."


      "It's OK. I understand. And don't fret, I'll be there to help, and Ivy will pitch in. And I hear Studebaker mashes a pretty mean potato—you are having mashed potatoes?" I had just that moment realized Ruth did not purchase any potatoes— yams, yes, but no regular russets.


      "At a Hawaiian Thanksgiving luau? Nope." Ruth picked a stray hair off her wool coat.


      My heart sank. Thanksgiving without mashed potatoes is like a face with no eyebrows, Snap and Crackle with no Pop.


      "But Ruth. You gotta have spuds. Mashed potatoes are the most important side dish. They're like the second-in-command of the dinner."


      "I bought sweet potatoes—they're more . . . tropicallooking."


      "Are you gonna mash them?"


      "Yes."


      "OK," I said even though I knew I would not be the only guest at Ruth's table missing traditional white, creamy mashed potatoes with butter and gravy. But believe me when I tell you there will be a bunch of us meeting at the café afterward for some serious albeit sneaky turkey and gravy snacking. Zeb would most likely have some Thanksgiving specials left over.


      Ruth and I took deep breaths, and I pulled open the teashop door. A buzzer buzzed as we stepped across the threshold. The store felt and looked creepy with all manner of odd items everywhere. A wide assortment of teas was arranged on a large bookcase that looked like it came out of a medieval castle. The teas were in jars and cans. A metal scale hung from the ceiling. Tables strewn with all sorts of crystals and incense burners, and other strange apparatuses made it difficult to negotiate the tight little store.


      Madam Zola sat behind a counter with an old-fashioned cash register. She was heavyset, wearing a dark blue scarf with yellow stars on her head. Frizzy red hair shot like flames from underneath. She wore a long striped skirt and a gauzy white blouse. Chains hung around her neck, and long earrings with crescent moons dangled from her ears. I figured her to be in her sixties.


      "Velcome, Velcome to Madam Zola's," she said not looking up from what she was doing. "I can see you've come for zomething . . . out of zee ordinary today."


      I waved with three fingers. Ruth took a step back and whispered, "How does she know that?"


      "Look around," I whispered back. "Everything in the store is out of the ordinary. It's not a tough call."


      "Vhat vill be your pleasure today?" She spoke with what I decided was an affected quasi-Russian-slash-Transylvanian accent. I'll bet she was from Northeast Philly.


      "Macadamia nuts, please," Ruth said as though she had just approached the Wizard of Oz.


      "For tea. You like for tea? I have some nice macadamia nut tea here." She reached behind her on a shelf and pulled off a small yellow tin with orange writing. "Ve only stock zee best. And this tea is right from the island of Molokai vhere zee lepers are."


      I swallowed. It didn't sound good.


      "Oh," Ruth said. "I don't zink—I mean think—I want leper nuts."


      Madam Zola chuckled with a boisterous chuckle. "Oh, no, no." She clicked her tongue. "Zay are harvested vis only ze best hands but grown in the most sorrowful soils—making ze best tastes for you."


      "But I need whole nuts," Ruth said.


      "I got those," Madam Zola said. "Zay are over dare." She pointed a gnarled finger toward the front of the store. She moved from behind the counter and took hold of a long, rickety cane with a serpent head and glaring green eyes. She tapped the cane twice on the floor. "Follow me."


      We did. She limped and dragged one of her legs behind.


      "Polio," she said.


      Madam Zola pointed to a top shelf with jars of nuts, all manner of exotic nuts. She, of course, being chief among the nuts in my opinion. I saw walnuts, Chinese chestnuts, pawpaw nuts, and something called Allegheny chinquapin nuts.


      "Zere zay are," Madam Zola said. "To ze right."


      I reached up and grabbed the small jar.


      "I might need two," Ruth said.


      I grabbed a second jar.


      "Excellent," Madam Zola said. "Vould you like me to read your palm today?"


      "No, thank you," I said. "My palms are boring."


      "Yeah," Ruth said nervously. "It's hard to find a palm that holds your interest these days."


      We paid for the nuts and skedaddled out of there but not before Madam Zola made a second offer to gaze into her crystal ball on our behalf.


      "Not today," Ruth said. "I'm in a hurry."
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      Once we were safely on our way back to Bright's Pond, Ruth looked at her palm. "Do you suppose it's true?"


      "What?"


      "That palm-reading stuff. Do you think Madam Zola can really see my future?"


      I winced. "Why would you want to?"


      "That's true."


      "And creepy."


      Ruth clung to her bag of nuts. "I hope they're not cursed or something."


      "Nobody curses nuts."


      "Just the same, I think Agnes should pray for—"


      "Your macadamias?"


      "For the whole party."


      I took a moment and looked straight ahead. "Agnes is a little sad about not having Thanksgiving at the funeral home this year."


      "Criminy," Ruth said. "I didn't even think about that. Maybe we can do something."


      "Don't know what. She's not ready to ride in the truck yet."


      "The forklift?"


      "She swore she would never be driven down the road on a forklift again."


      "Then we'll bring the party to her," Ruth said.


      "Oh, I don't see how. I thought we'd make a plate up for her. You know, pile it up with everything—maybe make two plates and some pie and bring that to her."


      "I guess that makes more sense."


      "Sure. That way not everyone has to go. Maybe just you and me and Stu if he wants."


      "You're a good sister," Ruth said.


      I looked down the road. "No, I don't think so. Sometimes I think if I was really a good sister Agnes wouldn't be in the predicament she's in."


      "Now you stop that talk," Ruth said. "You did what you had to do. Agnes let you . . . she let everybody feed her and mollycoddle her. It's not your fault."


      I drove a little farther before speaking again. "Thanks, Ruth. But it's still hard to let go of those feelings. Maybe that's why Zeb and me never got married and keep breaking up."


      "What do you mean?"


      "Maybe I'm not my own person—like Zeb says. I spent my whole life catering to Agnes so much that I got lost along the way."


      "Well, look at you now. You're flying an airplane, living alone, running the library. You'll see, God will help you make up for whatever time you lost."
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      I helped Ruth with the groceries and then headed over to the café. Even though Zeb was not speaking to me, I still wanted to see him. After what Ruth said I was hoping he'd want to talk and see if we could work out our differences. Maybe I did let Agnes get between us.


      It was by now nearly four o'clock in the afternoon. The café would not be busy this time of day, but Zeb was probably busy getting ready for the dinner rush.


      Dot was wiping down tables as only one customer—a truck driver from the look of him—was chomping down a fried baloney sandwich with a piece of Full Moon Pie waiting in the wings. Dot Handy was a good egg. She took over the waitress job after Cora passed away. Dot was a skinny woman, maybe not as skinny as Cora was but skinny nonetheless. Besides her work at the Café, Dot also took the minutes at all the town meetings—a job she took very seriously, carefully writing every word, rushing home to her IBM Selectric, typing it all up, and snapping it into a blue binder she kept under lock and key like she held the secret formula for Pepsi. I suppose it was her jobs that made her a natural busybody. She knew everyone's business.


      "Hey, Dot." I sat at the counter so I could snag a glimpse of Zeb in the kitchen.


      "Hey, Griselda," Dot said between swipes. "Zeb ain't here, if you come to see him."


      "He's not? Where is he?"


      "Not sure. Just said he had something to do and that he should be back in plenty of time for dinner. But he also told me to start cooking if he didn't make it. I hate cooking on the grill, so he better get back." Dot tossed her wet rag in a bucket of water under the counter. "Can I get you anything, or you just come in to make yourself feel bad?"


      "No. I don't want anything. I didn't come to make myself feel bad, either. I was hoping to talk to Zeb a minute."


      "He's still pretty sore at you, you know. How come you went and broke up with him anyway?"


      I fiddled with a saltshaker. "Oh, I don't know. I never know. Sometimes it's me. Sometimes it's him. Guess it was my turn. I needed some space and time. It's been different since Agnes left. I kind of like having no ties, well, at least such tight ties."


      "Freedom," Dot said. "Well, saying that won't make Zeb feel good. He misses you. The boy loves you, you know."


      I looked past Dot out the café window. "I know he does."


      "Do you love him?"


      That was a question I couldn't answer. I thought I loved Zeb, but lately I had been feeling a bit mixed up.


      "Well?" Dot said. "Because if you don't, then you better let Zeb know for certain, one way or the other, so he can move on with his life." She looked into my eyes. "Although to tell the God's honest truth, I can't imagine Zeb with any other woman."


      I nodded.


      "And you got to admit," Dot said. "The pickins are slim around here. Least you got Cliff Cardwell to turn your head."


      "How many times do I have to say there's nothing going on between Cliff and me?"


      "Don't tell lies, Griselda. You might not be doing anything about it, but you're attracted to more than just his air-o-plane, and it don't take a brain surgeon to see he likes you. Zeb is off in the distance somewhere."


      I nodded again. "I guess I need to figure this out."


      "You ain't getting any younger, Griselda. How old are you anyway, forty-one, -two?"


      "Three. I'm forty-three."


      "Old enough to make up your mind—and fast. Zeb or Cliff."


      "Thanks, Dot. Tell Zeb I stopped by—"


      "No. Not me. This is between you two."


      "OK, OK. Then I'll stop by later."
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      I left the truck parked at the café and walked toward home. I will admit that sadness had been creeping into my spirit since Zeb stopped talking to me. The town, now in its autumn best, usually cheered me but not that day. I usually enjoyed the crisp air and the smell of wood smoke wafting through the streets. The crunch of leaves underfoot was always so playful and reminded me of my childhood. But not that day. That day the sadness I carried suddenly trumped anything that even smacked of joy. I wanted Zeb to understand that I only needed time. But he was in a hurry—a hurry that took him the better part of a quarter century to work up to.


      We had been what you would call an item since our junior year of high school, but every time we even thought about marriage, something got in the way—usually it was Zeb's great big cold feet or Agnes's great big behind. This was not the first time I had called things off for some reason or other. Maybe there was some truth to what Dot said about me and Cliff Cardwell.


      The dark clouds that threatened earlier had moved on leaving a brilliant cerulean sky—the kind I usually enjoyed, with wispy, wind-tussled clouds that moved like lace through the sky.


      I walked on until I saw Cliff Cardwell strolling down the street. He wore his leather bomber jacket and blue jeans. He was tall, handsome and had shoulders that I would have to be dead not to admit I found . . . nice. His timing was impeccable. My knees went a little rubbery when he got closer, and I could smell his aftershave.


      "Hi, Griselda," he said.


      I needed to catch my breath. "Hey, Cliff. What's up?"


      "I'm glad I found you. I haven't seen you in a few days. We need to talk about your pilot's test."


      "I know." I looked at the ground. "I guess I'm a little nervous about taking it."


      Cliff draped his arm around my shoulders and pulled me close, but not like boyfriend and girlfriend. More like chums. "Ah, you'll do great. You are my best student."


      "I'm your only student, Cliff."


      Cliff Cardwell had made an emergency landing on Hector's Hill several months ago. He only needed some repairs. But as it turned out, he liked Bright's Pond so much he stayed, and now he keeps his plane parked on Hector's Hill and makes deliveries for folks. I fell in love that day—instantly. Not with him, but with his plane, a cute little blue and white airplane. Cliff had been giving me flying lessons and that, I suppose, is what had started the latest problem with Zeb and me. Zeb had a jealous streak (the color of a gherkin) running down his back. I didn't know if I should have been flattered or angry.


      "I can reserve a place for you at the Scranton airport," Cliff said. "Just let me know."


      "Oh, I don't know. Maybe I should take a couple more pretest test flights."


      "I don't think you need it. But we can do that if it'll make you more comfortable. We can go up right now if you want. I was just heading down to the Full Moon for a sandwich, but I can eat later."


      I looked back toward the café, and a feeling burbled up inside me. Zeb had brought this on himself. I might have been with him right now if he wasn't acting like such a jerk.


      "Fine. Let's go."


      The walk to Hector's Hill was not long, but it was uphill and by the time we got there, I was huffing and puffing a little. The plane looked great. It had been a week or more since I had flown and just seeing her there made all the sadness of the day drain right out of me.


      "Matilda looks great," I said. Just seeing her helped me forget my trouble with Zeb. "Did you wash her or something?"


      "Yep, and I even touched up the paint."


      I walked toward the plane. I ran my hand over her wing. It was cold and smooth.


      "You might as well take her up," Cliff said. "I wish you could just fly her yourself, but rules are rules."


      "I know. That's fine. I'm just eager to get behind the stick."


      After going through the preflight checklist I started Matilda down the small makeshift runway, and just before the ground ended at the edge of the cliff, I pulled back on the stick and in seconds we were off and climbing into the wispy clouds. There was no feeling in the world like it when the plane left the ground.


      "Why not head over to Greenbrier?" Cliff said. "You can tip your wings to Agnes."


      "Ha, sounds good. Even if she'll never see me."


      "Maybe someday she'll see you fly."


      I had to bank just slightly north, then east, and then straighten her out for a direct shot to the nursing home. We flew over the Paradise Trailer Park first. "Hey, look," I said. "What's that in the middle of all those trailers?"


      "Looks like a fountain of some sort."


      "No kidding? I think you're right." I took Matilda around for another look. "I can't believe it. They got that old fountain up and pumping again. It's been years since water has flowed through those old pipes."


      "It's pretty," Cliff said. "All trailer parks should have a fountain."


      I had heard that Charlotte Figg and that Rose Tattoo woman had started to make some important changes in Paradise. And now that Studebaker's cousin, Asa, was the new manager, it looks like they had started to accomplish a few things. It made my heart glad to see some more bright spots in Bright's Pond.


      "Next stop, or next flyover, I should say, is Greenbrier," I said.


      From the air, the nursing home complex looked like a military installation with scattered flat-top buildings and clumps of trees and the flagpole in the center of the complex.


      "Thar she blows," Cliff said.


      For a second I didn't know if he was making a nasty reference to Agnes or just being silly. I figured silly. It was just my mood that translated even innocent things into sarcasm.


      "I guess you haven't been inside Greenbrier recently," I said.


      "Nah, not since that whole debacle a few months ago."


      "Yeah, well, I'm glad that's cleared up, but I was there earlier today and there are some strange things happening."


      "Like what?"


      "Well, old people riding tricycles up and down the hallways and even older people making out in the gazebo."


      "Making out? You mean like kissing and stuff?"


      "Well, I don't know about the stuff but definitely kissing."


      "Ah, it's OK. Old people are just old, not dead."


      "I know but it's weird in there. It's like some kind of spell has fallen over them."


      "Now you're talking weird. No spell has overtaken the nursing home. Oh, watch your airspeed."


      "Right, sorry. I know, but it is weird over there. Agnes said she'll keep an eye on things and let me know if she sees anything else unusual."


      I banked the plane and headed back for Hector's Hill.


      "How is your sister?" Cliff asked.


      "She's OK. They got her on that diet, so she feels a little deprived."


      "I'll bet. But is it working?"


      "Yeah, I believe it is. Whether she likes it or not, she's losing weight. But the doctor said she'll lose quickly at first and then start to have plateaus when it gets harder."


      "I really do hope she gets it under control. It can't be healthy. Doesn't she miss being part of the world—going out, doing things?"


      "That's something I never understood. She was always just so content to sit home and pray, watch TV. It was like she wanted to hide from the world."


      Minutes later, Hector's Hill was in sight and I lined Matilda up for a landing.


      "So what do you say? How about we schedule your pilot's test for next week?"


      "Next week is Thanksgiving."


      "Oh, that's right. Then the week after."


      "I guess. Are you sure I'm ready?"


      "I am, but how do you feel? Are you ready?"


      The feel of the stick and foot pedals was secure, certain. I enjoyed the way my back pressed against the seat and the sounds inside the plane. Everything about it felt right and good.


      "I am," I said. "I'm ready."


      I landed the plane perfectly, smooth as butter on toast. Maybe even the best landing of my career.


      "Good job, Griselda," Cliff said.


      After securing Matilda, Cliff and I headed back to town.


      "Are you having Thanksgiving with Nate and Stella?" I asked. Cliff had been living with them until he found a place of his own. But to be honest, I think Cliff enjoyed it on the farm, and Nate liked having Cliff around to help with chores and to have someone other than Stella to talk to.


      "No, they're going out of town. Stella's brother is taking them to Bermuda. Must be nice having a rich brother."


      "Oh, wow, that will be nice. Looks like we'll all have exotic Thanksgivings."


      Cliff walked on ahead and then stopped short. "A what Thanksgiving?"


      "Exotic. Ruth is planning a Hawaiian Thanksgiving. That's where I'll be, I'm sure you'd be welcome if you want to come."


      "Will Zeb be there?"


      "He's supposed to be, but who knows, Cliff? He's acting like a baby. We broke up again."


      "Then I'll be there. I mean, that is to say, I'm sorry, Griselda."


      "Oh, it's OK. Maybe it's for the best this time. Maybe it'll stick. We've broken up so many times I lose count."


      We walked a few more paces as dusk settled over town. "Hawaiian Thanksgiving? What the heck is that?"


      "Ruth's idea. It sounds like fun, actually. She saw a picture in a magazine of a pineapple and mango glazed turkey. Started the whole thing. "


      "Hey, that does sound interesting."


      We stopped outside of the Kincaid's farm. The sun was low at the horizon and looked like a giant nectarine with ribbons of purple and red in front of it.


      "The sunset is nice," I said.


      "Sure is." He looked into my eyes. "So, OK, I guess I'll see you later."


      "Are you going back to the Full Moon?"


      Cliff looked at his watch. "Nah, Stella has dinner going by now so—"


      This time I caught myself looking into his sky-blue eyes. My heart pumped as I felt a tingle down my spine.


      "OK. Tell Stella I said hi."


      "Why don't you come in and tell her yourself? I'm sure she'll invite you to supper."


      "No, I think I'll just go on down to the café."


      "To see Zeb?"


      "Something like that."


      "You know, Griselda, if it doesn't work out with you two, I—"


      "Shhh. I know."
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      The café was crowded for Thursday night's meatloaf special. Zeb was at his post in the kitchen. I sat at the counter.


      "Hey, Griselda," Studebaker said on his way past. "How's it going?"


      "Hey, Stu. Not bad." I watched him sit next to Boris Lender. The two of them were always discussing something of importance in Bright's Pond. Boris Lender was our First Selectman—kind of a mayor. He had a paunch that I'm certain made it impossible for him to see his feet while standing, and he always wore gray suits and had misshapen rows of nubby, yellow teeth like corn kernels on the cob.


      I saw Zeb poke his head up in the kitchen. "Come on, Dot, I got orders backing up."


      "Yeah, yeah, keep your shirt on. I'm getting it."


      I wiggled two fingers toward him. "Hi, Zeb."


      I saw a smile, but he quickly turned it into a frown. "Hey, Griselda."


      Dot came by and took my order. She poured coffee without asking. No need. I always wanted coffee.


      "I'll have the meatloaf."


      "Everybody wants the meatloaf," Dot said.


      I heard some grumbles from Zeb.


      "I wish you two would hurry up and work it out," Dot said. "He's more miserable than a bear that woke up too soon for spring."


      The meatloaf was as scrumptious as ever. I ate slowly hoping maybe Zeb would come out from the kitchen and talk to me. But once I realized that wasn't going to happen I decided to take the matter into my own hands.


      "Hey, Stu," I called across and over the busy restaurant. "I went flying today with Cliff." I glanced at Zeb. His head popped up.


      "Yeah, I'm taking my pilot's test in a couple of weeks," I said. "Cliff says I'm ready to solo."


      Stu smiled and waved. "That's great, Griselda. You'll do fine."


      "Yeah," Boris said. "You'll be flying loop-de-loops over town in no time."


      That was when Zeb ventured out of the kitchen.


      "No loop-de-loops," he said. "You'll get killed."


      "Why, Zeb," I said. "You do care."


      "Of course I care. You're the one who doesn't."


      "Whoa," Dot said. "This is going to get good. Wait 'til I set these orders down. Be right back."


      "What?" I said. "I do so care. I just—"


      "Hold on." Zeb grabbed my hand. "Come on. Dot watch the stove."


      "Wait a second. I haven't finished my meatloaf."


      "Later." He gave a slight tug. "We need to talk."


      Zeb took me outside. We stood under the streetlight so I figured everyone in the café could see just fine. Zeb and I grew up together, same schools from kindergarten through high school. We were high-school sweethearts and dated on and off ever since. Zeb was a good-looking man, not what you would call handsome in a movie-star way, but he was cute and if the light shown on him just right I could still see some of the teenager.


      "If you care so much, how come you won't marry me?" Zeb said. "I keep asking and you keep turning me down."


      "Well, before it was you who kept backing away from getting married. And besides, I never said I wouldn't marry you. I said I wanted to wait." I folded my arms against my chest as a chilly wind caught me. "For heaven's sake, Zeb, I haven't been alone in my own home for a year yet. I just want to know what it's like. I want to get to know me—Griselda Sparrow—better before I become Griselda Sewickey."


      Zeb twisted his mouth. "So what you're saying is you will marry me?"


      "I didn't say that. Not yet."


      "Can we at least set a date—how about next week?"


      "No, I'm getting my pilot's license, remember. And I haven't agreed to actually marry you yet. Besides this proposal is not very good. Your others were much better."


      He made a noise and kicked at a pebble in the street.


      "Fine. You let me know."


      "We'll both know, Zeb. In the meantime, can we just go back to dating, hanging out together?"


      "OK, Griselda. But it's driving me crazy."


      I looked into Zeb's dark eyes. This time I felt a tingle that started at my toes and ran clear through my body like a shock. Maybe I was in love with him.


      But before Zeb could kiss me, Mildred Blessing came screaming down the street in her police cruiser with siren and lights. She jumped out of her car.


      "Come on, Griselda, I got to get you to Greenbrier. It's Agnes."


      I looked at Zeb. He looked at me with that gaze I had seen a dozen times before. Someone else was suddenly more important than him.


      "I'm sorry—I'm sorry, Zeb. I . . . I—"


      "It's OK. Go. Your sister needs you. Apparently more than me."


      He walked back to the café.


      I climbed into the police cruiser.


      "What's wrong? Is she all right? Asthma?"


      Mildred stepped on the gas, and we took off toward Greenbrier.


      "Not exactly. Might be a little more serious."
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