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    PART ONE


    THE EDGE OF THE

    STORM



    All afflictions are not chastisements for sin;

    there are some afflictions that have

    quite another end and object.


     


    —C. H. Spurgeon

  


  
     


     


     


    1


     


    7:00 a.m.


     


    “Good morning Rawston, heart of the American Midwest! We’ve got seven a.m. straight up on your Saturday, May 3rd, and you are listening to Mike and Julie on 101.5 K-RAW. Keep it right here for traffic and weather on the tens as head meteorologist Ron Donovan’s got some breaking news about a thunder boomer headed our way, right after this!”
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    The bell over the Doo Drop-In Hair Salon’s front door jangled as it opened. “I got wings!” Isuzu Nakamura shouted as she did every morning when she arrived for work. As usual, she gave the door a healthy, window-rattling slam.


    “Mmph.” Twenty-eight-year-old Abigail Durham, the salon’s owner/operator jerked awake and blinked around the break room. Ah, man. She’d been dozing. And the day hadn’t even begun. What on earth had possessed her to stay out so late last night? Isuzu’s massive purse crashed onto her workstation table and moments later, Abigail could sense her standing at the door, frowning as she sat up and peeled a granola bar wrapper off her cheek.


    “You look terrible.”


    Abigail yawned up at Isuzu-fresh-as-a-lotus-flower-Nakamura. She might be tiny in stature, but the dainty Japanese national was as tough as the acrylic she used for her customers’ French-tip nails. Isuzu rummaged through the cupboards. “I make more coffee. You stay out too late at Kaylee bachelorette party last night?”


    “Golly, mom. Why do you ask?” A person would never guess that Zuzu was three years younger than Abigail, the way she acted like such a granny at only twenty-five.


    Isuzu dropped the metal coffeepot into the sink and turned the water on, full blast. “You wear two different shoe.”


    “Oh?” Abigail frowned at her feet. “Oh. Don’t worry. I’m not actually here yet. I just came down to check my appointment calendar. I don’t have anyone till 8:30.”


    The smell of the coffee beans Isuzu had ground began to tease Abigail awake. “So? How was party?”


    “Kaylee hated it . . . so, it was fun.” Dancing and party shenanigans had never been the virginal bride’s bag. Probably would have left before the whole thing started, but Kaylee wasn’t one to hurt anybody’s feelings. Had Kaylee been an animal, she’d have been a dainty, coal-black poodle, all soft curly hair, soulful brown eyes, and perfect manners.


    “Too bad you miss Friday service at church last night. They dedicate big, fat baby to Jesus. Baby cry and smack pastor in nose. Blood everywhere. Very exciting.”


    “Ah. Yeah. Well. Next time.” As if. Abigail ducked her head and crossed her eyes. Church on Friday night? Isuzu needed to get a life. Sunday morning was enough for any normal person and even then, only if one couldn’t come up with a good excuse for sleeping in.


    The door jangled again, and Isuzu glanced up. “I do prom nail for my niece, Brooke, this morning. She invited to prom dance with nice boy tonight. Fresh coffee in two minute, okay?” Isuzu pointed at the hissing machine and then rushed to greet her niece, leaving Abigail to mull over memories of last night while she waited for her java to perk.


    Kaylee’s bridesmaids had gone all out. A piñata filled with party favors and gifts, line-dancing lessons, and some dude named Bob Ray Lathrop—part-time personal trainer—had dressed as a cop, arrested Kaylee for “breaking hearts everywhere,” and then proceeded to do a dance that had everyone howling. They’d all taken a turn on the dance floor with Bob Ray, and he’d passed out business cards and coupons for one free personal training session down at his gym, The Pump.


    But, to Abigail’s way of thinking, the best part of the night had arrived too late. “Whoooie! Get a load of the Marlboro man!” one of Kaylee’s bridesmaids had shouted over the blaring country music, just as Abigail staggered off the dance floor and flopped into a chair to rest up. Craning to see, Abigail had snapped to attention. Oh, my. Yes, indeedy. Cute, cute, cute. Real cute. He wore his plaid shirt untucked, and his Levi’s and cowboy boots gave the impression that he’d just climbed off the rodeo bull. In her professional opinion, he could use a good haircut, but it was hard to tell as he’d covered most of the offense with a backwards ball cap. She ignored the niggling voice of caution that cried, Anybody that good-looking has to be a womanizing jerk. Don’t you have enough scar tissue on your heart from meeting guys like him in places like this? Feeling rebellious, Abigail had pointed her fingers, like twin revolvers, at cowboy-man and pulled the trigger, then blown at her fingertips.


    “Abigail! He saw you!” the bridesmaid had shrieked and ducked her head in a fit of laughter.


    “Uh-oh,” she’d said and laughed. Right about that time, the bride, killjoy-Kaylee, began making noises about heading home. Seemed the bachelorette had family arriving from Seattle over the weekend and wanted some beauty rest. Plus, her fiancé had called her twice, which Abigail had razzed her about, teasing that he was probably worried about Kaylee’s virtue.


    “Marlboro,” as the girls had nicknamed the newcomer, stood just inside the door, arms folded—making it obvious he spent time in the gym—and surveyed the joint for a few minutes. Then, much to the bridal party’s delight, he strode across the room and asked Abigail to dance. It had been like something out of a movie.


    “My hero!” she’d shouted for the benefit of the girls. They’d all catcalled and whistled as she’d skipped out to the dance floor after him. Abigail’s hands had felt feminine in his work-roughened ones, but his touch had been gentle and polite and his smile genuine. He was all beautiful teeth and twinkling eyes and five o’clock shadow. He’d taken enough time to slap on a little aftershave that morning. Armani. It wasn’t cheap. Abigail knew this because she carried it at the salon. Mm-mm. Such deep blue eyes. And eyelashes? Long enough to sweep her off her feet.


    As she reminisced, Abigail found a mug and poured herself a cup of coffee.


    “Come here often?” he’d asked in a deliciously rich baritone.


    She’d leaned back in his arms and grinned at the dopey line. “Nope. You?”


    “To be honest, the only reason I’m here now is because I just finished some work I was doing on a charity project and I’m starving. If I come here at all, it’s usually with a group of work buddies for burgers and to catch the game scores.”


    “Sounds fun.” Charity thing. Yeah. Sure. Whatever. It was true, however, that Low Places offered burgers as big as your head and a trough of fries for a song.


    “Your boyfriend mind me asking you to dance?”


    She’d laughed. “No boyfriend. No husband.” He’d seemed inordinately pleased, which pleased her. Inordinately. “You?” she ventured.


    “None of the above.” He was probably feeding her a load of baloney, but she was a sucker for a pretty face.


    “Ah. What about a girlfriend or wife?”


    “Nope. I’m relatively new to the Midwest. Haven’t lived here a full year yet.”


    “Welcome to Rawston,” Abigail murmured and smiled into his shirt. Oh, yes. He was a great dance partner. Nice and tall, which made her 5’ 6” plus heels feel perfect.


    Just as things were getting interesting, Kaylee appeared at her shoulder and announced that the clock had struck midnight and she was leaving the ball. And, since Kaylee had driven most of them, it was time to bid Prince Marlboro adieu. Abigail’s friends were all laughing as they pulled her off the dance floor.


    “Goodbye,” Abigail had mouthed and thrust out her lower lip in disappointment.


    “Next Friday?” he’d answered, seeming just as disappointed.


    What the hey? Maybe this time it would be different. Maybe he was that rare combination of good-looking and unmarried good guy. Eeh. Probably not. But she’d nodded anyway, grinned, given him a thumb’s up, and that had been that.


    Abigail couldn’t wait for Friday. She opened the fridge for some creamer and suddenly remembered.


    “Oh, no,” she muttered and stared at the refrigerator door. “I forgot to ask his name!”


    “What?”


    “Nothing. Hey, Zuzu? I’m gonna go home and shower.” She headed toward Isuzu’s nail station. “I’ll be back in by 8:15 for my first appointment. Aunt Selma is scheduled for 8:30. Oh, and if she gets here before I do, put her in the chair and give her a magazine.”


    “Okay. Look at this polish Brooke pick. Nail going to be perfect for tonight.” Isuzu held up a bottle of sparkly color and waved it at Abigail.


    “Hey, Brookie-cookie. How you gonna dance without any ice under your feet?” The Olympic hopeful and her figure-skating twin brother were the local celebs. “Excited?”


    Brooke snorted and laughed. “Uh, yeah? To finally dance with a normal boy, and one who won’t be tossing me into the air and then not catching me? Totally.”


    “What’s his name?”


    “Nick Gleason.” Her face flared crimson, and Abigail had to wonder if there was more to the story than that. “He’s my best friend.”


    “That’s cool. Friendship is more important in a relationship than the mushy stuff, trust me.” Abigail sighed. “Not that I’d know. I haven’t had a date with a friend in . . . ever. But hope springs eternal.”
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    7:10 a.m.


    “It’s time for weather on the ten’s with head meteorologist, Ron Donovan.”


    “Thanks, Jack! Right now, we’ve already got 72 degrees; looks like it’s gonna be a sizzler today. There’s a cold front moving in from Canada, bringing a strong chance of a thunderstorm arriving by six or seven o’clock tonight. Possibility of some hail and lightning, so park in the garage and keep the kids and pets inside this evening. Stay tuned here for any changes in the storm’s severity and direction. Traffic and weather brought to you by Quilty Pleasures Quilt Shop.”


    “Thanks, Ron. Hey folks! If you’re looking for some family fun, be sure to head over to the 17th annual Rawston Quilt-o-Rama May 17th and 18th. That’s just two weeks away, so be sure to put it on your calendar. My family went to that last year, Julie, and I gotta tell you, the quilts are beautiful, but the food? Oh, man. Good eats down there at the Rawston Taste!”
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    The thing Justin Girard appreciated about living in a small town like Rawston was the charm, he thought as he snapped off his radio and pulled the keys from his truck’s ignition. Partially because the city planners insisted on it and partially because the shopkeepers down here had a ton of civic pride, all the shops in the entire Old Town area were required by city ordinance to have western storefronts and covered wooden sidewalks. Barrels and baskets of flowers were encouraged, as were benches, twinkly lights, and alfresco seating for diners. The stores all had catchy names like Quilty Pleasures, Quick Draw McGraw’s Art Supplies, and The Sarsaparilla Soda Fountain. The trees that lined the streets were huge and shady and a hundred and fifty years old if they were a day. The area was so quaint and welcoming that even in times of heavy recession it flourished.


    This friendly, slow-lane lifestyle was new to Justin. Last summer, he’d transplanted from the East Coast to escape the rat race and a failed relationship and also because he needed to be closer to his grandparents. They still lived by themselves but were now in their eighties and beginning to have some health problems. Since he was the only one in the family who wasn’t saddled with a spouse and kids, Justin had been elected to head out to the Midwest to help them and to keep an eye on things.


    For the most part, small-town, middle-American life really agreed with Justin, except that he missed his friends and family. Although he had to admit, venturing out on his own for dinner last night had been a step in the right direction. The place he’d selected? Normally, he avoided the bar-and-grill scene in favor of a drive-thru window. And dancing had certainly been the last thing he’d expected to be doing. But the smell of charbroiled burgers wafting from Low Places had been more than his rumbling gut could ignore as he’d driven home late last night, so he’d given in to his hunger pangs and pulled into the crowded parking lot.


    Loud country western music greeted him before he even got out of his rig, and he’d followed the thrumming bass through the front door. When he’d entered the room, a tall, curly-headed blond was jumping to the beat and was obviously the life of a bachelorette party. Even from across the room, he could see she was different. A real spitfire, yes, but there was something else. Something unpretentious and oh-so-joyful. As he’d laughed out loud at her antics, he decided that he had to ask her to dance before the night was over.


    Her huge green eyes seemed to miss nothing, and she had a single, deep dimple in one cheek that only appeared when she laughed. Her hair was wonderful—wild, shoulder-length blond stuff done up in a big old mess of curls that was losing its gravitational hold with every jerky dance step. Like a compass needle to due north, her carefree abandon had drawn the attention of every guy in the place. He’d zeroed in on her, a decision that had given him second thoughts in the middle of the night. A pang of guilt had him regretting his promise to meet her next Friday night. Just because he’d lived here for a year and hadn’t met some nice girl who shared his beliefs didn’t mean he had to start looking in bars.


    He shook his head. Focus on business, Girard.


    The pungent smell of hair chemicals assailed him as he stepped into the upscale hair salon.


    “I help you?” A petite Asian lady sat painting the toenails of a kid who he assumed was her daughter. They were both pretty as porcelain dolls.


    The nail lady eyed him with suspicion. Must not get a lot of guys in tool belts looking for hairdos and nail jobs. “Uh. Yeah.” Justin fumbled in his shirt pocket for her info. “I’m supposed to talk to somebody named . . . uh, Abigail Durham. She around?”


    “Abby? No. You just miss her. She go home for little bit. Maybe one hour. I give message for you or you come back later.”


    Coming back held no appeal. “Yeah. Okay. Tell her Justin Girard stopped by?” He dug around in his shirt pocket some more and produced a business card. “I’m donating the labor for the Quilt Fair food cart? I hear—since Jen Strohacker is having a baby any day now—Ms. Durham is taking over her job for the high school booster club.”


    “Yeah, yeah. Abby doing that. She used to be Rawston Rah-Rah so she think she qualify for running little restaurant.” The nail lady seemed to find that hilarious. “This long message. You want to wait and tell her? Sit there.” She waved at a comfortable grouping of chairs in the corner. “Sit, sit, sit! She be here later to work.”


    “Oh, no. I just wanted to tell her that I ran into a bit of a permit problem, and we need to talk before I put on the awnings. City ordinance won’t allow us to build it the way it’s designed without more fees. It’s going to be expensive, so we need to discuss options. Have her call that number when she gets a chance, okay?”
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    “It’s 8:10 here at K-RAW 101.5 FM. Hey, Julie, don’t know about you, but I’m already sweating. Feels like you could just grab the air and wring it out, huh?”


    “Yeah, Mike, you know I’ve been thinking about starting a new fad and making all my clothes out of beach towels. Attractive, yet functional.”


    “Hey, that’d be cool! Make me something fetching?”


    “Aaanyway! We’ve got a set of concert tickets for the fifth caller in our Name That Hair Band contest sponsored by Doo Drop-In Hair Salon! So let’s wake these sleepyheads up with some rock and roll! Who’s performing this oldie but goodie?”
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    A refreshing shower, some fruit, oatmeal, and a huge cup of coffee later, Abigail felt as if she’d rally. She lingered another moment on her back balcony lounge chair, knowing that in a few minutes she’d be inside for the rest of the day. It would be too hot to do otherwise. Feet propped on the deck’s railing, she jotted down a quick grocery list as she watched a small cloud, like a puff of meringue, float across the crystal clear sky. Ron Donovan predicted a T-boomer, huh? Wouldn’t be his first misdiagnosis. Wouldn’t be his last. Seemed like he’d been wrong every day this week. Even so, she added batteries to her list. Her flashlight was dead.


    Man. It was gonna be a hot one. Tiny beads of sweat were already collecting on her upper lip. She’d changed out of her sweats and mismatched shoes and into a bright, flowery mini-skirt, a periwinkle blue tank top and flip-flops. Wielding the blow dryer in this heat would no doubt make even this skimpy ensemble too much by midday. A quick glance at her watch told her Aunt Selma was due any minute now. She was notoriously early for everything.


    Standing, she stretched and then paused, straining to listen to a low rumble in the distance. What was that? Leaning over the railing, she glanced up and down the street, looking for the semi-truck that sounded as if it was rumbling by. But there was none. She eyed the lone cloud with skepticism. Wasn’t thunder, that was for sure. Must be traffic from the next street over.


    Skipping downstairs to her salon, Abigail headed to her whitewashed, antique lobby desk. A quick scan of the appointment book told her she had five haircuts, a perm, a complex color job, and two prom up-dos. Busy day. She dropped the pencil on her blotter and stepped back to survey the newly decorated room. The cream n’ java paint she’d chosen for the lobby walls last month looked perfect. Chic. Especially with the brown and blue curtains she’d made herself. She’d splurged on a fabulous blue vase for the coffee table and kept it filled with fragrant white roses. A special shelf held her North American Hair Stylist of the Year award and other trophies, certificates, and honors. Abigail was good at her craft. And people knew it.


    It had taken her three years to achieve this magazine-cover perfection for her shop. Three years of garage-saleing and sanding and scraping and painting and arranging everything just so. But it had been worth it. Between her creativity with the shears and the beautiful salon, she was attracting new business in droves. Luckily, she was able to add two part-time stylists and a manicurist last year to deal with the overflow. She was even thinking about renting the spare room to a masseuse.


    Then again, though Abigail loved her salon—and Rawston— an offer hovered over her, never far from her thoughts. Abigail had received a call from an exclusive salon in Los Angeles, one that catered to a number of celebrities. The money would be great. And it would be nice to finally bust out of small-town USA with the small-town busybody mindset. But she’d miss her aunt. And her friends. And her clientele. Some more mulling would have to happen before she made a decision that drastic.


    Just outside her plate glass window, Selma Louise Tully’s 1972 Oldsmobile Cutlass Supreme, driven by Selma herself, jumped the curb for a moment before settling back into the parking spot in front of Abigail’s salon. The car was an ungainly machine that seemed to drive Selma, rather than vice versa, and had more than one dent to make that case. Riding so low in her seat that she had to peer through the spokes of the steering wheel, Selma regularly drew goggling stares from folks who thought the car careened down the road without a driver.


    Selma was as saucy as a plate of spaghetti and never failed to infect everyone she met with her unbridled enthusiasm for life. Though she was eighty-seven, she was still glass-shard sharp, and her dry sense of humor and boundless energy made her seem decades younger. She’d just renewed her driver’s license for another five years and ran the quilt shop two doors down—Quilty Pleasures, one of the most famous quilt shops, among the quilting set at any rate—in America. She wore her white hair in a close-cropped cap, and her clothing was usually gaudy enough to glow in the dark. She claimed it kept folks from stepping on her.


    A blast of hot air charged into the room along with Selma. “Hi, honey. I’m early. Came straight here from home. Wanted to give you some extra time to turn me into a bombshell for the Quilt Fair. I have to look good for my adoring fans.” She grabbed Abigail into a crushing embrace and standing on tiptoe, noisily kissed her cheek. “Hey, Zuzu,” she called and climbed into Abigail’s hair chair.


    “Hi, Auntie Selma,” Isuzu called back as she guided Brooke to the blue light machine to cure her nails. “You getting ready for quilt people to come mob you?”


    “You know, I’ve been doing this thing for years, and I still get butterflies.”


    “That’s because every year fair get bigger.”


    Isuzu was right. Selma’s darling shop was a seriously big deal in Rawston and not simply because of her huge selection of vintage fabrics and notions. Nor was it a destination point because of the treasure trove of beautifully crafted quilts that hung from every wall and the high rough-hewn ceiling rafters. Though those things were true, the real reason for the shop’s notoriety was the annual Quilt-o-Rama Selma founded seventeen years ago. What had started as a little quilt show was now an event that literally took over the streets of Rawston as quilters from all over the nation flocked to partake of the festivities. Quilts dangled off railings, gutters, rooftops and any other thing that sat still long enough to act as a display stand. The carnival atmosphere consisted of a nationally renowned quilt contest, sack races, pie-eating contest, Mrs. Grandmother America pageant, quilting bees, and more.


    Abigail was rummaging in her closet for a cape for Selma when Isuzu shouted, “Oh, Abby you have message from handsome guy who come in for you.”


    “Seriously?” For a second Abigail thought it might be the guy from last night, until she remembered they hadn’t exchanged names. “What’d he want?”


    “He leave his card. Call him. City won’t allow you to build booster food cart. You fix. Very expensive problem.”


    “What?” Abigail moved to the door and stared at her, completely flummoxed. “You have got to be kidding me! The Rawston Taste is in two weeks! And we don’t have our new food cart? For the love of—” Spinning around, she gave Aunt Selma’s cape an agitated snap before she fastened it around the old woman’s neck. As if she didn’t have enough to do already for this Quilt-o-Rama booster club deal. Now she had to fix the food cart?


    “Try not to let the stress get to you,” Selma clucked sympathetically. “You just do what you can do, and then let the rest go. It seems like every year there’s a crisis. Which reminds me, you know each year I host the team speed-quilting contest?”


    Zuzu’s niece, Brooke, laughed from across the room. “That just sounds hilarious.”


    “Oh no, missy. This is serious stuff. Even an Olympian such as yourself hasn’t seen competition until you’ve witnessed a dozen teams of quilters come in from all over the United States and start quilting Saturday morning and not stop until Sunday night. The prize is six thousand dollars for the charity of your team’s choice. The quilts are all auctioned off for that charity, too.”


    “Whoa.” Brooke was impressed.


    “Yeah, whoa. Well, anyhow, The Rawston Raw-Edges have not won in six years, and we’re tired of eating crow. We’ve all been trying to come up with a great theme, but so far,” Selma stuck out her tongue and blew, “Ppfft. Nada. Zippo. Thelma Edwards suggested a garden patch theme with flowers. Mae Dewsbury suggested berries or grapes. I’m thinking those are just . . . oh, what’s the word?”


    “Mind-numbingly dull?” Abigail yanked her shear drawer open and stared inside. What was she looking for again? Ooo, this food cart thing honked her off.


    “Okay. I might not put it that way, but sure. Anyway, I don’t know what is wrong with me, but this year I just can’t seem to think of a winning theme. Nothing seems to . . . to . . . to just jump out at me, you know?”


    “That’s cool.” Abigail was only half listening as she was still fuming about the guy who’d just dumped the food cart problem in her lap. Thank heavens Jen Strohacker was coming in at ten. Maybe she could help her untangle some of this mess.


    “I know God will eventually show me the perfect idea, because I’ve been praying over it for some time now,” Selma said. “I’m sure that I’ll know it when I hear it.”


    Abigail closed her eyes so Selma wouldn’t see her rolling them. Like anyone—let alone God—cared about cool ideas for quilts. All her life, Abigail had listened to Selma natter on about the tedious subject of quilting. All those little pieces of material, making all those little designs and filling them with all those little stitches . . . Just thinking about it had her falling into a coma on her feet. Because, come on. Who cared? A quilt was a quilt was a quilt. Booooring.


    “Quilting isn’t just sticking pieces of material together,” Selma liked to say, “it’s about putting the pieces together.” Abigail wanted to ask, “Putting the pieces together? Sticking the pieces together? What did that even mean? And why should I care?” But she didn’t because she loved her quirky aunt, and so she tried to listen and feign interest.


    The bell over the door jangled. Isuzu’s sister-in-law was here to pick up Brooke.


    “Hey, Mieko.” Abigail put on her professional façade of tranquility, though on the inside she still fretted. “You guys have something going on today?”


    “I’ve gotta get the kids up to the Southshire ice rink for a training session with their coach,” Mieko said.


    “On Saturday?”


    “Every day.” Mieko sighed. “Monday through Friday the kids practice from three to seven, then we have to drive back in time for school. It’s a hassle.”


    “Wait, you’re talking three a.m.?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Wow! And you and your husband still have to work all day at the restaurant?” Abigail occasionally ran over to the Sakura Garden for sushi. As far as she knew, aside from Isuzu pulling some evening shifts in the kitchen, Mieko and her husband were the only people who worked there. “When do you guys sleep?”


    “Sleep?” Mieko laughed. “What’s that? The kids sleep in the car to and from, and I doze while they practice. It all works out. And, in the end, God willing, it will be worth it. Come on, Brooke. Tyler’s waiting in the car and he’s hungry. Let’s go!”


    Abigail looked back and forth between mother and daughter. “Are we still on to put your hair up this afternoon for prom?” she asked Brooke.


    “Oh, yeah!” Brooke was wriggling like a puppy.


    Mieko’s smile was exhausted. “Four-thirty. Okay. Zuzu! You coming to help roll sushi tonight?” Isuzu answered in Japanese, but because her head was bobbing, Abigail figured that’s where she’d no doubt go after closing.


    “And I thought I had a busy schedule,” Abigail deadpanned as she began wetting down Selma’s still thick, snow-white hair.


    Selma tsked. “They are too busy. Everyone is these days. Busy, busy, busy. No time to sit back and enjoy the splendor of God’s creation. The devil must get a real charge out of all this stuff we think we need to do.”


    “You preach, sister!” Isuzu shouted from her station.


    “Who needs it? I’m telling you, Zuzu, I miss the good old days. The days where people turned off the boob-tube and went outside and visited with their neighbor—”


    Abigail tuned the sermon out. Nobody ever said anything about her having to help build the stupid food cart. That was his job. For pity’s sake. She was a volunteer. She had already put dozens of hours in on this project, and all she ever got was complaints. Well, this was the last time she was ever gonna step up to the plate. Let some other poor slob take the heat. Just as soon as Selma was out of here, she was going to call this goon and give him a piece of her mind.
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    8:30 a.m.


     


    “Mike! We’ve got Elsa Lopez on the line! She says she knows who performed that last Hair Band number from 1988! Come on, Elsa! Tell us who it is!”


    “Guns N’ Roses?”


    Horns blared and Mike and Julie shouted in jubilation. “That’s right, Elsa! Who are you going to take to the concert with you?”


    “My mom.”


    “Your mom must be awesome!” Julie shouted. Elsa’s giggles and heavy breathing cracked over the phone line. “How old are you, Elsa?”


    “Sixteen.”


    “You weren’t even born when Guns N’ Roses performed that hit! Congratulations, Elsa and Elsa’s mom! What are your plans for the day, kiddo?”


    “I’m going to prom.” More giggling.


    “Prom! That’s right. Tonight is the big night out at Rawston High, huh? Have fun, Elsa! And, don’t forget to keep an eye out for some rocky weather this evening. Bring an umbrella, because you won’t want to get that prom dress wet, okay?”


    “Okay.” More giggling.


     


    Twenty-year-old Heather Lathrop was sitting in the kitchen of her single-wide mobile home, feeding her toddler son, when her husband staggered into the room and yanked the cord to the radio out of the wall. Without glancing at them, Bob Ray plugged in the blender and began to assemble the ingredients he needed to whirl up a batch of his special protein drink. He spent hundreds of dollars on that stuff and the majority of his time in the gym, sculpting his beautiful body. Heather eyed his bulging muscles with distaste.


    Whenever they argued about how little time and money he spent on his son, Bob Ray would claim that his body was his investment. Without it, how would he support her and the brat? He acted like his massive biceps were the gold that would someday get them out of the trailer park and into the good life.


    “Morning.” She forced herself to smile at Bob Ray.


    “Da-da!” Robbie shouted and smacked the tray with his spoon.


    “Shut him up, will you?” Bob Ray grunted.


    Heather touched Robbie’s lips with her fingertip. “Shushie, Robbie.” How typical. Bob Ray was not a morning person. And, since the baby had been born, he wasn’t an afternoon or evening person either. “Are you going to be around today?” Heather asked as she snapped the lid on her two-year-old’s sippy cup.


    “No! I’m not going to be home today!” His tone had lost any pretense of civility about a year ago.


    “Tonight?”


    “No.”


    Bob Ray spent every day down at The Pump where he served as a personal trainer to bored and lonely housewives and young singles in pursuit of a bikini bod. Heather knew the women who congregated there were young and slender and eager to steal her man.


    “Da! Da! Da!” Robbie held his arms out and squirmed, anxious to be noticed by his father. But Bob Ray rarely touched the kid anymore.


    “Here, honey.” She poured some Cheerios into a cup for Robbie to mangle. The blender screamed, and Bob Ray’s batch of miracle juice was born.


    Heather knew that Bob Ray saw Robbie and her as an anchor around his finely sculpted neck. She had yet to lose the baby weight she’d gained with Robbie, and there never seemed to be enough money for her to go out and get some new clothes or a haircut. She was a mess—and she knew it—a mere shadow of the Rawston Rah-Rah who’d stood on the high school football field’s sidelines and cheered for Bob Ray only three short years ago.


    Heather tried not to think about the pretty, starry-eyed, college-bound girl she’d been. The future had been filled with the thrill of untapped potential. That is, until junior year when the tiny plus sign appeared on the pregnancy test stick and life as she knew it changed forever. Within a month, she and Bob Ray had bowed to her daddy’s demands and married the day after Bob Ray’s graduation. Robbie had been born at Christmas. Seemed Bob Ray wasn’t wild about his gift.


    Heather peeled and sliced a banana for Robbie, and he clutched a chunk of it until it squished out between his fingers. “Robbie gave the pastor a bloody nose last night at his dedication.”


    Bob Ray snorted as he poured himself a drink. “That’s my boy.”


    “I’m sorry you weren’t there. It was really very sweet.”


    He slammed the glass blender pitcher on the counter, and Robbie jumped. “Climb off, will ya? You know I have to make a living, okay?”


    Robbie’s face screwed up and his lower lip stuck out. He glanced at mama to make sure everything was okay.


    Heather patted his slimy fist before she bowed her head and squeezed her eyes shut. God, give me strength not to throw this butter knife at Bob Ray. Please love him for me. Please love him through me. Because I can’t stand him, and he’s the father of our son.


    Bob Ray was even more miserable than she was, she figured, as she watched his Adam’s apple bob. They’d had to grow up so fast. The stress was horrible. But deep in her heart she believed that it didn’t have to be this way. They’d been happy once—best friends since she was in first and he was in second grade. With a little effort, she believed they could be again. She didn’t even want to think about trying to raise Robbie on her own. “Sorry. Anything you need at the grocery store? I thought I’d head out this afternoon. We’re low on milk.”


    “Just don’t spend any money, okay?”


    Heather frowned. What was she supposed to spend? A number of ludicrous ideas flitted through her mind: Dirty diapers? Bob Ray’s golden muscles? Rocks?


    Moving to the sink, she rinsed and wrung out a cloth to mop up the mess under Robbie’s high chair.


    Bob Ray finished chugging the magic elixir that kept him beautiful and then belched. He left the room without a word.


     


    8:55 a.m.


     


    “Remember to be thinking about that speed quilting idea for me,” Selma called as she left Abigail’s shop. “Something snappy, now!”


    “Right,” Abigail called back. Not gonna happen. “See you at lunch.” She waved at her aunt, then scanned the business card that Isuzu had given her. Justin Girard, owner, J.G. Construction Company. But the address was Dan Strohacker’s Lumberyard. Must have an office there? She stabbed his phone number into her lobby’s desk phone and drummed her nails on the tabletop while she waited for him to pick up.


    “Hello?”


    “Oh. Uh. Hello.” Now what. She hadn’t really thought out how she was going to express her dismay. Touching her tongue to her suddenly dry lips, she glanced at the card again. “Is this, uh . . . er . . . Justin Girard?”


    “Yes, ma’am. What can I do for you?”


    Didn’t he just sound chipper? “This is Abigail Durham? You were in my hair salon a little while ago?”


    “Right!”


    “I understand that the food cart for the Quilt Fair’s Rawston Taste is not finished yet.”


    “That’s right. There are some permit issues. In fact—”


    “Why am I only just now hearing about this?” Her eyes narrowed at his business card.


    “Beee-cause the county just told me?”


    “Well,” the fact that he was innocent only exasperated her further. “How’m I supposed to get it to the field and set up on time if it’s not already done? The fair is in less than two weeks. We can get this permit thing squared away in two weeks, right?”


    “Actually, no. The city planning commission is really cracking down on food carts lately. They have new, very particular ordinances and—”


    “Excuse me?” Abigail wound the phone cord around her finger so tightly the tip began to turn blue. “What . . . ordinances?”


    “As long as the awnings are supported by the cart, it’s fine. But, the minute the poles touch the ground, it becomes a structure. And, if it becomes a structure, you are looking at permits and other costs, and the permit process is . . . involved.”


    “What? You have got to be kidding me! That is the stupidest thing I have ever heard! We are trying to raise money, here, not spend it. And we can’t wait around for some stupid awning thing to be . . . to be . . . approved! The booster club just spent their last dime on tortillas and frijoles. Plus, we have to use this thing for football and baseball games in the future. I don’t want some skimpy old shrimpy excuse for awnings! I want the big ones we planned for! Can’t you just build the thing the way we originally designed it, and I’ll deal with the commissioners when, and if, they catch us?”


    “No can do. Besides, the fines would be more than the permit fees.”


    A pang of guilt had her suddenly feeling less like a volunteer and more like a criminal. Her face flamed. “May I ask just what am I supposed to do with the wandering mariachi band and the tables and . . . and chairs and stuff? They’ll cook out there under the sun! We will fry like . . . like . . . something fried! And in the fall, we’ll get soaked! I don’t know if you’ve been down to the Rawston High Football field lately, but there is precious little shade, okay? And you know what, I—”


    “Look, lady. I can see you’re getting a little hot under the collar.”


    Lady? He’d interrupted her to call her . . . Lady? It might have been the humidity. It might have been a touch of sleep deprivation. Then again, it might have been a pinch of PMS. Whatever the cause, Abigail was in no mood for this clown. “You bet I am, buddy! This whole thing got dumped on me, and it’s been a pain in my neck since day one, okay? Last week, it was the salsa guy, recalling the salsa because of e-coli! Before that it was the price of—”


    “Okay. I can see we’re not gonna get anywhere over the phone.”


    Again, with the interrupting! Abigail’s lips screwed into a wad of agitation. Was he even listening to her? Shocking herself—as well as him, she suspected—Abigail slammed the phone down. She snatched her shears off the lobby table and welcomed Guadalupe Lopez to follow her back to her chair. Eyes wide, Guadalupe folded her magazine and stood. “You’re not going to take your frustration out on my hair, are you?”
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    “Phone ringing,” Isuzu called from where she bent over Kaylee Johnson’s bridal nails.


    “Don’t answer it.” A glance at caller I.D. told Abigail it was one Mr. Justin Girard calling, and she was too embarrassed to pick up, so she smiled in the mirror at Guadalupe Lopez instead. “What are we doing for you today?”


    “Something short, but stylish. My daughter, Elsa, wants you to make me look like a glamour puss, okay?”


    Abigail gave her the thumbs up. This would be distracting. Guadalupe was short, stocky, middle-aged and just this side of frumpy. “You’ll be ready for your close-up.”


    Guadalupe jiggled when she giggled. No wonder Aunt Selma loved working with her at Quilty Pleasure, Abigail mused. She had this wonderful, huge laugh that made Abigail smile. And today? That was saying something.
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    Justin fumed as he spun the screwdriver in circles on his desktop and waited for the crazy Ms. Durham to pick up. He had no idea who this broad was, but she must have had a bowl of rusty nails for breakfast. “Hello, this is Abigail Durham at the Doo Drop-In Hair Salon. I’m with a customer right now, so if you’ll leave your name, number, and the best time to call, I’ll get back to you as soon as I can.”


    He hung up and hit redial. Message machine. Again. This was a business. She could hardly take her phone off the hook. So, fine. Two could play this game. He’d just keep calling until she went berserk. Or answered the phone. Either way was fine with him.
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    “Phone ringing.” There was irritation in Isuzu’s tone.


    “Don’t answer it.”


    “Okay.” Abigail could hear Isuzu’s heels tap in irritation across the room where she picked up the phone. “Doo Drop-In and Zu-Zu Nail. I help you?”


    “Zuzu! I said don’t!” Abby hissed.


    “Easy on the hair.” Guadalupe giggled. “My daughter just won concert tickets on the radio, and she’s taking me out next Saturday night. So . . . I’ll need hair.”


    Isuzu’s voice took on a distinctive purr. “Oh, yes. I remember you. Yes. Yes, she very sorry and want to speak to you right now. Abby, Mr. Girard on line one.” The light on the phone in her hair cubicle began to flash. She’d kill Isuzu later. Finger aloft, Abigail smiled at Guadalupe. “One moment,” she whispered and winked.


    Guadalupe held up both hands. “Take your time. All the time you need.”


    Abigail snatched the phone from the cradle, and growled, “Hello?”


    “So, I have about an hour this afternoon to sit down with you, show you what the inspector said, and give you some ideas I have for getting around the whole awnings issue.” The fact that she could tell he was grinning only served to agitate her more.


    “Where?” she asked, tone clipped.


    “Why don’t you meet me at Dan-the-Handyman? There is a little hardware store in front of the lumberyard?”


    “I know where it is. What time?”


    “I’ll be locking up for Dan Strohacker tonight. He’s got an ultrasound up near the hospital in Southshire with his wife after work tonight, so . . . six?”


    “Fine.”


    Justin smiled at his phone as he dropped it into the cradle. This town was filled with some pretty interesting women. He wondered what this one looked like.
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    “Abby? She’s cute. Kinda reminds me of a tall Tinker Bell.”


    Justin laughed at Dan Strohacker’s description of Abigail Durham. They were outside in Dan’s lumberyard and had just finished loading Justin’s truck for a job he was starting today. If Justin trusted anybody’s take on another person, it was Dan’s. In the time he’d known him, Dan had never said a bad word about anybody. But he was a great judge of character. What he had to say about people went a long way toward helping you understand exactly who they were.
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