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Chapter 1
“Honestly, it’s just not dignified having our mayor labor as a common handyman.”
Abraham Cole wiped the sweat from his brow and turned to Mrs. Earline Peacastle, stalwart cornerstone of Coventry Baptist Church, standing on the sidewalk in front of Opal Matheson’s house. “Ma’am, I don’t see any way in the world I can give up either position.” Abraham added with a gentle grin, “Truth be told, some folks think I do the town a lot more good as a handyman than I do as mayor.”
She huffed once, turned on her heel, and walked away.
He should have been more tactful with Mrs. Peacastle, and in ordinary circumstances, he would have been, but Opal Matheson’s front door was giving Abraham Cole a bonified migraine. Though he generally enjoyed working with his hands, Abraham hated fixing doors more than just about anything in the world, and that included presiding over town council meetings that never seemed to end. But as handyman for nearly the entire population of Coventry, North Carolina, Abraham couldn’t afford to say no to any job, especially one of Opal Matheson’s. The crotchety, wiry-haired old woman ran Opal’s, a combination diner/pharmacy/gift shop that most of the town visited at least once a week. One bad word from Opal and his business and political career would suffer, though he didn’t expect that to happen. The two of them had been friends for as long as Abraham could remember. Opal had a constant glint in her fierce blue eyes, as if she’d just heard a joke no one else on the planet was privy to.
Readjusting the hinges yet again, the door finally slid softly into place against its jam. About time, Abraham thought, rubbing his hands together. Though autumn was just approaching, there was a chill in the air of the Blue Ridge Foothills that made him glad he’d worn a heavy flannel shirt to work today, despite the sweat on his brow. It would be time to fire up his woodstove before long. In fact, there was already a scent of burning wood in the air. Somebody had gotten an early start, and the smell of smoke mixing with the crisp breeze made Abraham think of pumpkin doughnuts and spiced cider. He caught a glimpse of himself in the glass of the top of the door he’d just repaired. Was that gray hair creeping into the brown really his?
Opal came out and surveyed his work, her hands buried deep inside the exaggerated sleeves of a bright orange sweater she’d knitted herself. Opal was constantly pushing her sleeves back, rolling them up and generally just trying to keep them out of her way, having never quite mastered the knack of proper sizing and being much too proud to ask any of the women in town for instruction.
“Nice job, Mayor,” she said as she swung the door back and forth on its brand new hinges. “While you’re here, I’ve got a toilet upstairs that won’t stop running.”
Abraham checked his watch. “Sorry, I’ll have to come back later, Opal. I’ve got a meeting with the zoning board I can’t miss.”
She frowned, then said, “Abraham Cole, I never would have voted for you for mayor if I’d known I couldn’t get my toilet fixed on time.”
Abraham offered her a slight smile. “Well, there’s always another election right around the corner.”
Opal said, “I’m just having at you, Mayor. You know you’ve got my vote. If,” she added after a pause, “you promise to come back later and fix that blasted toilet. Peter’s been gone thirty years, but if I didn’t know better, I’d swear he’s come back to haunt me.”
“I doubt he’d have the nerve, even in the afterlife,” Abraham said with a smile as he made a note in the small notebook that contained the schedule for his life. “I’ve got you down, I won’t forget.”
As he started gathering his tools together, Opal asked, “How’s that daughter of yours liking her first year at college?”
Abraham said, “As a matter of fact, Hannah called last night. She’s a little homesick, but I think she’ll be fine.”
“Hannah’s a good girl. You don’t have to worry about her.”
He shook his head. “To be honest with you, Opal, it’s not her I’m worried about; it’s the other five thousand students at Dunmore I’ve got to watch out for.”
Opal said, “That child of yours has a good head on her shoulders. She’s a lot like her mother, God rest her soul.”
“Amen to that,” Abraham said as he bowed his head briefly, then closed his toolbox. “I’ll see you later, Opal.”
“You can’t hardly avoid it in a town this size,” the woman said as Abraham got into his truck and started off.
As he drove through Coventry toward his meeting at town hall, Abraham marveled at just how little the place had changed while he’d been away. It was more a credit to his predecessor than anything else. Ruth Christine had fought tenaciously to keep Coventry as it had always been, a quaint little place on the way to nowhere, a gem mostly undiscovered by the world around it. Abraham waved to a dozen different folks on the short ride to town hall. The chill in the air was infectious, bringing people outdoors to enjoy the first taste of cool weather the foothills had seen so far. It was lonely without Hannah, there was no doubt about that, but at least he had his neighbors to drive away the isolation.
Sometimes they drove it just a little too far though, even for Abraham’s tastes.
Father Joshua waved him down as he neared St. Timothy’s, his Episcopal church.
Abraham pulled the truck off the road and got out. The priest pushed a hand through his graying crew cut as he said, “There’s a chill in the air.”
Abraham smiled as he gestured to the priest’s bulk. “Looks like you’re storing up for winter. Firewood season’s almost here. Was that a friendly beckoning, or did you need something?”
Father Joshua laughed. The two men had become friends almost instantly upon Abraham’s return to Coventry. “I need a reader for the early service Sunday,” the priest admitted. Abraham served as chalicist and lay reader for St. Timothy’s, but only for the early service. Truth be told, the organ music at the late service gave him a headache and he never could manage the ancient hymns, but he’d quickly found a home at the 8:30 Eucharist. The service was all spoken, and Abraham reveled in the words without the distraction of the music.
“Admit it, you just like seeing me in a dress,” Abraham said.
“What you do on your own time is no business of mine,” Father Joshua said with a grin. “But I’d appreciate it if you’d wear slacks under your vestments for the service.”
Abraham said, “I’ll be there.”
Father Joshua slapped him on the back. “Good. I already scheduled you in the bulletin.”
Abraham chuckled softly as he got back into his truck. “See you then, Padre.”
“Why don’t you come by my office early? We can share a cup of coffee and catch up.”
Abraham said, “Don’t tell me you’re worried about me being alone too.”
Father Joshua said, “It’s not that at all. I just hate drinking alone.”
Abraham nodded as he started the truck. “Sounds good then. Make mine tea and I’ll be there.”
Before Beth had died, Abraham had been faithful enough in his church attendance, but losing her had driven him back into his beliefs instead of away from them, and he’d quickly found himself serving at the Altar. The only peace for him was his belief that losing Beth was a part of God’s plan, that it was beyond his understanding, but that he had to put his trust in a Divine scheme he wasn’t privy to.
It was the only way he could sleep at night.
Abraham Cole liked to fix things; he always had. That was probably why he’d left Coventry twenty five years ago, heading off for Stanford to study psychology. After all, what could be more rewarding than helping people fix their own lives? His high school sweetheart, Beth Raston, had enrolled at Stanford as well, to no one’s surprise, but neither of them knew she was pregnant with Hannah at the time. They’d had a tough time scraping by after a hasty wedding and an apartment too small to turn around in, but things had improved dramatically after Abraham graduated and started his practice on the outskirts of San Francisco. The day Hannah started kindergarten, Beth went back to college to get her degree. He’d been so proud of his wife as she walked across the stage three years later with a diploma in her hand. His work was rewarding, he loved his family more than anything, and Abraham counted himself among the most fortunate people in the world. Their life together was a grand one, the years drifting into one another until they all became a happy blur.
And then, in an instant, a careless driver changed his world forever. Thank God Hannah hadn’t been in the car with Beth when the accident had happened. He couldn’t have survived losing them both.
With Beth suddenly gone, Abraham realized that he’d lost his desire to help other people with their problems. He knew deep inside that his time trying to aid others had taken some of the very parts of his heart he should have given to his wife.
And Abraham wasn’t about to make the same mistake with Hannah.
So he’d packed up his daughter over her protests and moved back to the small town he and Beth had grown up in. Abraham still owned the house his folks had left him after they’d died, and the insurance money plus their savings was enough to tide the two of them over comfortably, but a man needed something to do with himself during the day, so Abraham had taken his joy of working with his hands fixing things and turned it into a second career. No one in Coventry had been more surprised when they’d elected him mayor a few years later.
Abraham walked into town hall and stopped by his office before facing the zoning board meeting. Janet Hastings, his secretary who helped keep his hectic life in order, was behind her desk wading through a stack of papers, obviously searching for something. Though Janet was his age, she sported the look of a woman from the fifties, including a mass of big hair and eyeglasses on a chain around her neck. Janet’s husband Chester worked for the town sanitation department, but he always bragged to anyone who would listen how things would change when his ship finally came in. Janet liked to say that if it ever docked, the ship would most likely be named the Titanic, but the love in her eyes for her husband belied her words.
“Lose something?” Abraham asked, trying to hide the smile creeping across his face.
“I’ve misplaced another pencil, if you can believe it,” Janet said, agitated by the fruitless search. “I can’t imagine where they keep hiding.”
Abraham reached over and plucked one out of her substantial hairdo. “Is this pencil one of your lost sheep, or were you looking for one in particular?”
Janet patted her hair and removed two more pencils hiding there. “I’m having one of those days, Mayor. If I weren’t staring at a calendar I’d swear it was Monday.”
“There’s been a lot of that going around.” He grabbed a fancy jellybean from the jar on her desk, thinking it was Root Beer. When it turned out to be coffee, he nearly choked trying to swallow it; Abraham definitely preferred to get his caffeine from sweet tea. “No chance the zoning board meeting’s been canceled, is there?”
“Don’t you wish. No, they’re in there chomping at the bit waiting for you.”
Abraham shrugged. “I don’t suppose there are any town emergencies I need to see to first, then? Anything?”
“Well let’s see,” Janet said as she riffled through the stack of papers in front of her. After a minute of deliberation, she shook her head. “Nope, this stuff can all wait. Sorry.”
“Traitor,” he said with a smile. “I’ll see you later. Don’t be afraid to buzz me. For anything.”
She nodded absently, already diving back into her stack.
Abraham took a deep breath as he put his hand on the door, then walked on in. After all, how bad could it really be?
Bad enough, it turned out.
The zoning board was made up of three town folks besides the mayor. Oscar Moore was Opal’s new pharmacist, there to represent her interests in his first official meeting of the board. Oscar looked stunned behind his thick glasses, still bewildered to find himself sitting there, but Opal had finessed him in as her replacement without asking anyone else first. Tom Shuford owned The Hardware; he was the driving force behind this meeting, there was no doubt in Abraham’s mind about that. Tom’s mustache was bristling, a sure sign that Abraham was in for trouble. Tom had been the former mayor’s staunchest ally, protesting when someone planted the wrong color pansies on Main Street. Then there was Reverend Rick, an ancient, retired Methodist minister who served on every committee and board he could manage. With his shock of white hair and his booming voice, the man was a natural at imposing his will on others, but Tom and Abraham were both long immune to his ways and had learned to take the man in stride. The Reverend had taken city government up as a hobby while his peers were growing roses and grandchildren.
“Gentlemen,” Abraham started, “shall we get this meeting under way?”
Oscar asked, “Is this going to take long? I have to open the pharmacy in half an hour.”
The reverend, who would have been quite content spending all day there, said, “There’s a proper way to go about this, young man, and we’ll follow it.”
Abraham checked his watch again. He had three small jobs he absolutely had to get to today. He was about to say just that when Tom said, “Rev, we have businesses to run. Let’s cut to the chase. Abraham, you’ve got to do something about that blasted crystal shop.”
Oh, no. Abraham could feel his headache returning. Skye Jenkins had opened her shop selling crystals and books on healing after getting her trust fund from Abel Stout, the man who had discovered the Carolina Moon Emerald four decades ago. Abraham had seen the gemstone on a field trip as a kid, amazed at the pure green depth of the stone’s facets. Before Abel had died, he’d set up a trust for his granddaughter, knowing she was prone to eccentric behavior from early on. Everyone in town had expected Skye to take off the day of her twenty fifth birthday when the trust came into effect. Instead, she’d stunned them all by opening her own New Age Mecca, a constant thorn in Tom Shuford’s side, since her place was directly across the street from his old fashioned hardware store.
“What is it this time?” Abraham asked.
“It’s that awning of hers. Have you seen it?”
Abraham shook his head. “Not lately. What’s the problem with it?”
“She’s painted it like some kind of psychedelic trip! Look at these,” Tom said as he scattered a handful of Polaroids across the desk.
Abraham reached for one of the photographs and saw that Skye had indeed been busy with her paintbrush. The awning, once a stately emerald green like the rest of the town’s businesses, now sported a wild array of colors and swirling designs. She was an artistic sort, there was no doubt about that. Still, it did look out of place against the weathered stone of her small shop, as if a dignified old matron had suddenly decided to start wearing a fright wig.
“What do you suggest?” Abraham asked.
“We need to form a subcommittee to look into this,” Reverend Rick said. “I’d be honored to serve as its chairman.”
Oscar looked at his watch again. “I don’t have time for this.”
Tom said sternly, “We don’t need another committee, Reverend, we need action.” The hardware store owner pulled out a thick book Abraham was well familiar with, the Book of Town Ordinances, then opened it to the place where a sticky note marked the page. “It says right here that awnings must be in keeping with their buildings, and she doesn’t comply!”
Abraham couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “What do you want me to do, have Sheriff Cassie arrest her?”
“No, I don’t want to see her in jail; just make her comply with the law,” Tom said heatedly. “You’re the mayor; you go talk to her!”
Abraham started to say something when Tom added, “All in favor, say ‘Aye.’”
Oscar quickly yelped out his agreement, while the reverend reluctantly added his own. Tom said triumphantly, “Motion carried. I vote we end this meeting.”
Oscar said, “Seconded,” and before Abraham knew what had hit him, he was suddenly charged with confronting Skye Jenkins about the awning over her store.
Being mayor of Coventry wasn’t exactly what he’d expected, but settling squabbles was fast becoming the rule rather than the exception. His training and practice as a psychologist paid off in ways he couldn’t even have imagined. For a split second, Abraham thought about chucking it all and just focusing on his life as a handyman, but the thought died as quickly as it came. He’d agreed to serve as mayor, and he was going to do exactly that while he was in office. Besides, it promised to keep his days interesting now that Hannah was off to school.
Whether he was going to run for reelection was an entirely different subject altogether.
Tucking the Book of Town Ordinances under his arm, Abraham headed off to talk to Coventry’s newest business owner, suddenly wishing he was back on Opal’s stoop working on that pesky door.
Chapter 2
Abraham was nearly blinded outside The Crystal Shop as he approached, the sun bouncing off a hundred different pieces of quartz displayed in the front window and heading straight for his eyes. If Tom was going to complain about something, why didn’t he raise Cain about that? Abraham wished he still had that pair of polarizing sunglasses to cut the glare coming from the window, but he’d lost the only ones he’d ever owned fishing from a boat he hadn’t wanted to be on in the first place. The glasses slipping from his head into the cloudy water of nearby Lake Hickory had been an omen, at least as far as he’d been concerned, and he’d never gone back since.
He was still trying to get his vision back as he stumbled into the shop.
“Abraham, are you all right?”
He recognized Skye’s voice, though he still had trouble making out her features through the dazzling imprints on his retinas.
“I’ll be fine in a second,” he said, rubbing his eyes as the Book of Ordinances fell out of his hands and crashed to the floor.
Skye said, “You know, I’ve got a crystal that helps improve eyesight.” She paused in thought, then muttered, “Now where did I put it?” as she started rummaging through a host of drawers behind the counter.
Abraham knelt down and retrieved the thick book from the floor, happily surprised to discover that his vision was finally returning, though it would still probably be a few minutes before he could read the fine print in the book.
Skye popped up from behind the counter with a gleam in her eye. “Found it. Now here’s what you do. First, you have to—”
“There’s nothing wrong with my eyes, Skye,” Abraham said a little too loudly, though they were the only people in the store. How she managed to keep afloat, even with her trust fund, was a mystery to him.
Skye said, “Now, Abraham, aging is a most natural process, one you should embrace, rather than deny. This crystal will help if you just give it the chance.”
“I’ll have you know I’m only forty three years old. There’s absolutely nothing wrong with my eyesight, at least there wasn’t until your shop window blinded me.”
Skye said placidly, “The intensity can be rather inspiring, can’t it?”
Abraham took a second to study her face to see if Skye was pulling his leg. No, the serenity in her amber eyes was sincere. She was a lovely young woman with fiery red hair. The wild print of her shift did little to disguise her size 16 figure; if anything, it only enhanced the strong lines of her cheekbones and the gentle curve of her neck. A neck Tom Shuford was ready to wring, Abraham reminded himself.
“Skye, I really need to talk to you about your awning.”
“Lovely, isn’t it?” she said.
“You should look at this.” Abraham opened the Town Book of Ordinances to the marked page, but the sticky note had shifted in the fall and retrieval, and he found himself pointing to the section that covered dog licenses.
Before he could say a word, Skye said, “I assure you, Mayor, if I ever decide to keep an animal as a pet, I will most certainly obtain the proper approval from Town Hall before doing so.”
“Blast it all, that’s not it. Hold on a second,” Abraham said as he leafed through the pages. There it was, the page dog eared by the fall. “This says you can’t have the awning like it is. It’s got to match the building.”
“Have there been any complaints?” Skye asked coolly, her gaze going to The Hardware across the street.
“Now I’m not about to go into that. I’m sorry, but you’ll have to make a change, Ma’am.”
Skye thought a moment, then said, “Do you mind if I have a look at that?”
“Be my guest,” he said as he turned the book around to face her.
As she read the subparagraph on awnings, Abraham glanced around the shop now that his vision was back to normal. There were bookracks filled with tomes on healing, energy, and things he couldn’t even begin to decipher. And the stones. The place looked like a gem show had exploded. He saw more than just quartz, though that was absolutely the prominent stone displayed, populated with clear, rose, smoky, and more. There were samples of garnet, amazonite, moonstone, agate, and a dozen other stones he didn’t recognize spread throughout the room mounted on lanyards, chains, and rings with many more just laying out on the countertops. He doubted there was a decent semiprecious stone left in all of nearby Hiddenite. How she ever managed to find anything she was looking for was beyond him.
Skye studied the page in question a moment longer, then said with a sigh, “It appears I don’t really have much choice, do I? Very well, Mayor, I will comply with the letter of the law.”
It was a much easier victory than he’d expected. Abraham decided to get out of there before Skye could change her mind. “Thanks, Skye, I appreciate your cooperation. Be seeing you around,” he said as he collected the book and headed out the door.
“I don’t doubt it for an instant,” Skye said, a glint in those golden eyes.
He was still wondering about it when he heard a car horn outside the shop and saw a battered old Cadillac pull up on the sidewalk in front of him. It was Zach Greenfield, and from the look on the man’s face, it appeared that Abraham’s troubles were not nearly over for the day.
“Mayor, I need to talk to you.”
“Get in line,” Abraham said under his breath. It was turning out to be that kind of day, the type that made him want to go home, unplug the phone, disconnect the doorbell, and hide in his basement workshop. He had just started making Shaker boxes, and Abraham would have liked nothing better than to play with the thinly sliced, veneered wood, steaming it, shaping it, and making something elegantly simple from it. A friend in Hickory who worked at a furniture factory had brought him several long pieces of maple veneer with a few pieces of cherry thrown in for good measure, and Abraham had been playing with it in his shop ever since.
Zach got out of the car, leaving the door open into traffic. He was a wiry little guy with the tenacity of a bulldog. Once Zach got something in his head, it took dynamite to remove it.
He said, “Mayor, this is serious.”
“So is your parking. Sheriff Cassie’s going to have you towed if you leave it like that.” Cassie Wilson was the town sheriff, and she took all of her duties seriously, from illegal parking all the way to homicide, though Abraham couldn’t remember the last one of those they’d had, thank the Lord.
Zach seemed to notice his parking job for the first time. “You stay right here.”
Abraham watched as Zach found a spot across the street in front of The Hardware, and briefly considered bolting while the junkman/artist’s attention was distracted, but he stood his ground. The man would most likely track him down if he ran.
Zach crossed the street and before Abraham could say another word, the junkman said, “I’ve got a real problem with Chester Hastings. He’s stealing my stuff again.”
“Wait a second, Zach, take a deep breath and start over. Now why in the world would Chester take anything that belonged to you?” The battered old Caddy was Zach’s finest possession, not exactly the stuff of dreams that others coveted.
Zach snapped, “People keep leaving donations for my sculpture on the curb for me, but Chester and his crew keep coming by and swiping everything before I can get to it.”
Abraham shook his head. “Zach, that’s what he does. Chester runs the sanitation crew.”
“It’s not garbage,” Zach said fiercely. “Some of the stuff they take to the town dump is criminal.”
Abraham explained patiently, “Zach, if it’s on the curb, Chester’s going to pick it up. That’s his job.” Before Zach could interrupt, Abraham said, “If folks are putting things out just for you, have them do it on a different day, or leave their stuff in the yard instead of by the curb.”
“So you’re not going to help me?”
Abraham held up his hands. “I’m trying to, but you’re not making it easy.”
“The next mayor will have a different view on things, I’ll guarantee you that.”
Abraham laughed for the first time that day. “Zach, if you can find somebody else crazy enough to take this job, you’re welcome to it. Is that all you wanted to talk to me about?”
Zach stared down at his shoes. “It’s not fair, Mayor. Nobody around here respects my art.”
Abraham had seen some of Zach’s pieces, welded sections of bicycle frames, washing machines, and automobiles joined in the most nightmarish ways. He shuddered every time he saw the pieces, wondering how Zach ever managed to sleep at night with those images running through his head during the day.
Abraham patted him on the shoulder. “A lot of artists aren’t really appreciated until after they’re gone, isn’t that true?”
At the thought of his own demise, Zach brightened considerably. “You know you’re right. I shouldn’t keep expecting recognition now. I’ve been going about this the wrong way entirely. Thank you, Mayor, you just made my day.” As Abraham tried to keep from shaking his head in bewilderment, Zach added, “Don’t worry about what I said before, you’ve got my vote come the next election.”
Abraham waved good-bye, realizing he’d just garnered another vote he wasn’t at all sure he wanted.
His stomach grumbled, so he looked at his watch and was surprised to find that it was time for the noonday meal. The only problem was, he generally ate lunch at Opal’s, but there was no way he was walking through that door until he had her toilet fixed. With a sigh, Abraham headed for her house, dug the key out of the flowerbed where she always kept it, then got to work.
At least it was an easy repair job. Twenty minutes later he was on his way to her restaurant, satisfied that he’d taken care of at least one of the things on his list before lunchtime.
What would come after he could only imagine.
Opal’s was a throwback to another time, and Abraham, for one, was darned glad for it. He walked in through the chiming door, nodded to Oscar behind the pharmacy glass on one side of the store, and headed for the lunch counter near the back register. All the tables were taken, and there were several calls of greeting from his fellow residents. Before Abraham could claim his seat at the long counter, Opal said with a frown, “Did you take care of my other problem?”
He nodded as he slid onto the stool. “You’re good to go. I just came from there.”
Opal’s frown disappeared. “Then sit down and have a bite. Today’s special is forty bean soup, grilled cheese or tuna fish, and iced tea.” Since the special was always the same price, there was no need for her to add that. A tourist had wondered into Opal’s one day, no doubt mistaking the town for Blowing Rock, and had asked Opal haughtily about the prices. Without batting an eye, she’s quoted a figure seven times the correct amount, and with an incredulous look, the tourist backed out of the store and fled down the street. Abraham had been sitting there with a look of wonder on his face. “Remind me not to put you on the Tourism committee. What happened to a warm friendly welcome?”
Opal had sliced the air with the spatula always in her hand at the diner. “Did you see those shoes? They were worth more than I pay a month in rent on this place. Still, if he hadn’t been so uppity, I might have told him the truth, but I didn’t like his attitude.” She waved the spatula in the air like a flaming sword as she added, “No lip from you or I’ll double your bill, mayor or not.”
Abraham had pretended to study the menu, though he knew it by heart. “I’m just trying to decide. It all looks so good,” he said with a grin, and Opal burst out with one of her rare laughs.
There wasn’t a tourist in sight at the moment. They were all probably in the mountains for the changing colors of the leaves. Abraham personally thought the tones and hues in the foothills around town were much prettier, though he knew he was probably prejudiced whenever it came to Coventry.
As Abraham settled in with his soup of the day and grilled cheese sandwich, Chester walked up behind him. The man was nearly as round as he was tall, and Abraham wondered how Janet managed to keep him in clothes that fit.
“Afternoon, Mayor.”
“Hey, Chester. I was just talking about you not thirty minutes ago.”
Chester frowned. “What have I done this time? I told Janet to stop telling the world about every little problem we’re having.”
He didn’t doubt for a moment that was true. Abraham’s secretary was apt to share the most intimate details about the problems she was having with her husband, though Abraham tried to avoid the discussions whenever he could.
Abraham said, “No, Zach’s the one complaining about you today.”
Chester’s face reddened. “He’s a junkman. When is he going to get that through his head? That man has been griping all over town that my crew’s been stealing his art supplies. If that garbage he welds together is art, then I’m a ballerina, and you can bet your last dollar you’ll never see me in a tutu. I have half a mind to head over to that junkyard and haul it all away, statues included.” Chester looked at him suspiciously as he added, “What did you tell him, that I’d back off?”
Abraham shook his head. “No, sir. You’re a town employee doing what you’re being paid to do. I told him to make different arrangements for his collections and let you do your job.”
Chester slapped Abraham hard on the back. “Oh man, I would have loved to have been there when you told him that.”
Abraham said, “Just don’t go out of your way to antagonize him, okay?”
Chester grinned. “I promise I won’t go out of my way to do it, but to be honest with you, it kind of comes natural to me.”
Opal shoved a bag in Chester’s hand and said, “Pay at the register.” It was no secret she didn’t like any of the sanitation crew eating in her restaurant, to the point where she gave them a discount on their meals if they’d get them to go. What she didn’t realize, but the rest of the town did, was that Chester and his gang had never had any intention of eating inside.
After Chester was gone, Opal asked, “Mayor, do you have any idea when the new librarian is getting here? Ms. Miller wants to retire already, but she can’t leave until her replacement shows up.”
“Last I heard she was held up by something unexpected, but she should be here soon. I wasn’t on the committee that hired her, so if you want any more information than that, you’ll have to talk to one of those folks.”
Opal tapped her spatula on the counter in front of him. “Let me guess who the chairman of the committee is.”
Abraham laughed as he polished off the last of his soup. “No prizes for guessing. The good reverend said the town was lucky to get her, that she’s got excellent credentials to run our library, and is happy to be joining us.”
Opal scoffed, “So why’s she coming here then, if she’s so all fired qualified? Coventry’s not exactly the hotbed of the library world.”
Abraham laughed as he slid his money under his plate. “I don’t have a clue. See you later, Opal.”
“I’m kind of hard to miss,” she said as he walked away.
The rest of the day was thankfully uneventful, and Abraham managed to catch up on the rest of his work. It was one of those rare afternoons when everything seemed to go right.
By the time he finished up his last job, it was too late to start on another task, so Abraham decided to call it a day and head home early. He’d been dreading the evenings since Hannah had gone off to school, and though this would be his third night alone, he wasn’t getting any better at it. His daughter had been more of a ghost than anything else over the past summer, stopping in at home for a few dollars, a meal now and then, and a place to sleep at night, but he missed her presence, her things piled up at the foot of the stairs, even some of her habits that drove him crazy, like playing her music too loud. It was amazing how quiet a house could be with only one person in it.
For the first time in his life, he was living completely by himself, and Abraham was not adjusting well to it at all. There was something about having another living thing sharing his space. He’d been thinking about getting a dog, they hadn’t had one since Hannah was a little girl, but Abraham wasn’t sure he wanted to go through paper training and all that again. No, he’d just have to get used to his new life, and the sooner he accepted the fact that he was alone, the better off he’d be.
Lost in his thoughts, it took him a moment to realize someone was standing on his front stoop as he pulled his truck into the driveway.
Now what was this all about?
Chapter 3
Abraham was startled to find Amelia Ledbetter standing on the stoop waiting for him, a casserole dish clutched in her hands as if it were a life preserver.
Just as Abraham got out of his truck and approached her, it started to rain. Was it some kind of omen for what was to come? Abraham was certain of one thing; he would have remembered if he’d invited Amelia or anyone else over for dinner.
“Amelia, what brings you here?”
She stammered, “I thought you’d still be working.” The woman had barely spoken six words to him since he’d moved back to Coventry, and yet here she was on his doorstep like some kind of foundling. Abraham knew she worked at Sew Fine, Coventry’s own little fabric and notions store, and had heard it said at Opal’s that she made everything she wore. It wasn’t much of an advertisement for the store, since the woman’s wardrobe had a certain sameness to it that reminded him of assembly line production. She obviously used the identical pattern over and over again until it was probably a tattered mess.
Amelia suddenly remembered the casserole in her hands. She thrust it toward him as if it were radioactive. “I made this for you.”
Abraham said, “Hold on to it a second and I’ll unlock the door.” As he slipped past her, he caught the aroma of the Mexican dish battling with the heavy jasmine perfume she was wearing. The combination made his stomach lurch as she followed him inside.
As Abraham turned on a few lights in the growing gloom of the evening rain, Amelia said, “I figured you’d need something to eat, what with Hannah gone and all. I just decided to walk this over, Abraham. I’m really close if you need anything.” The meek little woman’s words rushed out in a tumble, though she’d faltered at the use of his given name.
Abraham said, “Kind of you to think of me,” just as the doorbell rang.
“Excuse me one second,” he said as he went to see who else was paying him a visit.
It was Maggie Jance, and lo and behold, she had a casserole dish of her own.
“Hi there, Mayor. I thought I’d keep you company for a while tonight, if you’d like. I don’t have to start work till eight.” There wasn’t anything shy or meek about Maggie, evidenced by the low cut of her blouse and the high line of her skirt. She worked the snack counter at Bowl A Rama, and judging by her outfit, Maggie was definitely going after more than her share of the tips on Men’s League night.
Abraham stepped aside, speechless for a moment as Maggie walked past him into the house. What in the world was going on here?
Maggie’s smile frosted over the second she saw Amelia standing there, the casserole dish still clutched firmly in her hands.
Maggie said, “Sorry, I didn’t realize you had company already.”
Amelia and Abraham both started speaking at once, but Amelia quickly backed down to let him explain, “It appears the two of you had the same idea tonight. I’d be happy to grab a few extra plates and we can all sample what you’ve brought. They both smell delicious.”
Maggie shoved the dish in his hands. At least it wasn’t hot, or he was certain he would have blistered his fingers. “Maybe another time, when it’s not so crowded,” she said as she stared at Amelia. Maggie was gone before Abraham could say another word.
Amelia plopped her dish down on the kitchen table, barely waiting to see it land before she bolted as well. “Hope you enjoy it,” she called out as she headed for the door.
Abraham stared out the window until both women disappeared from sight, wondering what exactly had just happened.
He stared at both dishes a full two minutes before he picked up the phone and dialed his best friend next door. “Jared, do you have a second?”
Abraham looked out the window and waved to Jared across their yards. The two men had grown up side by side, stringing tin can telephones between their bedrooms until they could afford Junior Space Cadet Walkie Talkies. Jared Grant had come back to Coventry after law school, promptly married Alicia Griffith, his high school sweetheart, and hung out his shingle to practice. They’d waited a while to have kids, but when they’d finally decided to do it, they’d had three daughters in a row. The oldest was fourteen and the youngest ten, bathing the house in a sea of estrogen, as his friend liked to say.
Jared said, “What’s up, Buddy? It looks like you’ve got a line coming in and out over there.”
“Thanks for watching out for the place,” Abraham said, taunting his friend, as had long been their custom.
“Yeah, well, Hannah’s worried about you. She called last night and asked me to keep an eye on you. The kid actually thinks you’re lonely. Imagine how relieved she’ll be when I tell her about the parade of women I just saw leaving your house.”
Abraham said, “If you tell Hannah a thing, I’ll round up your daughters and tell them about the time you went out with Judy Marie Slater and didn’t bring her back home till the next day.”
“I’ve told you a thousand times, we fell asleep on the couch in the basement. Nothing happened.”
“Your parents might have bought that story, but I never did. So, do you want to agree to keep our stories between us, or is this going to get bloody?”
Jared sighed. “I’ll keep my mouth shut if you will. Alicia’s still frosty to Judy Marie, if you can believe it. I don’t need another batch of Grant women on my back about something that didn’t happen twenty five years ago.”
Abraham smiled. “It’s a deal then. Listen, this parade, as you call it, is exactly what I wanted to talk to you about. Is there something going on around here that I don’t know about?”
Abraham looked through the window to see his friend fighting his laughter. “Buddy, haven’t you heard the news? You, my friend, are the hottest new bachelor around Coventry, in case you didn’t realize it.”
Abraham shook his head in disbelief. “I’ve been widowed a long time. What’s suddenly changed?”
“Hannah, you clod! Now that the last woman’s out of there, they’ll be lining up around the block to take her place.”
“I don’t believe it,” Abraham said. “I’m not interested in pursuing any of them.”
“Well, brother, until they get the message, get ready for a long line of dinner invitations and casseroles. Did you get anything good tonight?” His voice lowered as he added, “We’re having some kind of tofu surprise over here. The only surprise those four women are going to get is when I refuse to eat it.”
Abraham lifted one casserole lid, then the other. “I’ve got some kind of Mexican dish in one and a spaghetti concoction in the other. If you can sneak out of there, you’re welcome to join me.” He’d never admit it to Jared or anyone else, but he really could use the company.
“You’ve got it. I’ll see you in a few minutes if I can break away.”
There was a tap on the back door less than thirty seconds later as Jared joined him.
“That was quick,” Abraham said, happy to see his best friend.
“Hey, what can I say? I told them you were lonely over here by yourself and it was my job to take your mind off Hannah being gone. You owe me big time, buddy. They wanted me to invite you over for tofu night.”
“As much as I love your family, I wouldn’t have crossed my lawn for that.”
Jared grabbed a fork Abraham had laid out for him. “Yeah, but now we both get something good to eat.”
As the two men dined on the casseroles, Abraham marveled about how much his friend had changed over the years. In high school, Jared had sported a ponytail and an earring before they were fashionable with the rest of the world. His friend’s sleek frame now bulged like a pear and what was left of his hair was nearly all white, though both men were the same age. The only thing that had remained of the old Jared was the fire in the man’s eyes, a love of life that made just being around him an event.
Jared took a last bite from his serving of the Mexican dish and pushed back his plate. As he sipped his beer, he said, “Tell you what, why don’t you string all of them along for a while? We could eat a different meal every night, my friend. I wonder if they’ll take requests?”
“I don’t get it,” Abraham said as he watched the rain suddenly intensify. “I’m not all that eligible, and I have no intention of getting involved with anyone else. How am I going to stop this?”
“You know what, Buddy? Maybe it’s time.”
Abraham glanced at his watch. “You have to go already? You just finished eating.”
Jared threw his napkin at his friend. “You know exactly what I’m talking about. I’m serious, Abraham. I’ve seen you rattling around in this house all by yourself. You should think about dating again.”
The words hit Abraham like a hammer. Date? He couldn’t even dream about it. Beth’s memory was still so strong in him that he could smell her hair if he closed his eyes, hear her joyous laughter if he set his mind to it, even feel the soft brush of her lips against his skin. “Nobody’s ever going to be able to take my wife’s place,” Abraham said.
Jared patted him on the shoulder. “Nobody’s ever going to try. Listen, you’re not all that old. Forty three is too young to be all by yourself. Give somebody else a chance, Abraham. You deserve more happiness than you are giving yourself.”
Abraham stood, then paced around the room before he trusted himself to speak. “I appreciate the sentiment, but it’s not going to happen. Beth was all there was for me. Our marriage wasn’t perfect, we disagreed every now and then like any couple will, but there was something so real with her, a connection between us I couldn’t even begin to explain. Sure I’m lonely right now, but I’ll get used to it.” Trying to lighten the mood, he said, “Besides, I’ve always got you right next door.”
Jared refused to let him off the hook that easily. “You need someone in your life, Abraham. You could hide behind Hannah while she was growing up, but she’s gone now. It’s time to move on.”
“It’s not going to happen,” he said fiercely. “Now drop it.”
Jared shrugged, then said, “Okay, I’ll back off.” He peered around the kitchen.
Abraham asked, “What are you looking for?”
“I was wondering if anybody brought you a dessert. I’m still hungry.”
Abraham laughed. “Sorry, all I got were casseroles.”
“Give it time, my friend, give it time.”
After Jared was gone, Abraham walked around the house, feeling the emptiness of it all over again. He strolled up to Hannah’s door but wouldn’t let himself go inside. If he kept her door closed, it was almost as if she was still there with him. Abraham could imagine her room as it had been before she went away to Dunmore, clothes haphazardly thrown in piles, books stacked all around the floor, and likely as not a dish or two forgotten by the bed. The space had an abandoned feel to it now that saddened him.
Abraham knew in his heart that Jared was worried about him, but blast it all, the man didn’t have any business meddling into his life. He was fine.
Wasn’t he? Abraham decided he’d have to pray about it, ask God for some way to accept his new life alone.
Feeling sorry for himself was certainly no solution. Abraham decided the night merited a fire, even if it was early in the season. He always found comfort in the presence of the gentle flames.
The crackling of the burning wood eased his burden somewhat, distracting him from his best friend’s advice. The thought of Beth was still so strong in him he couldn’t imagine holding another woman’s hand, kissing her softly, or caressing her cheek. No, that part of his life was as dead as the fallen leaves surrounding his house; nothing could ever stir that in him again.
And the sooner all of Coventry realized that, the better off they’d all be.
Abraham got up from the couch in front of the woodstove, prowling around the darkened house, fighting the emptiness inside. For once, the dancing flames of the fire held no real comfort for him.
He walked to the telephone, picked it up, started to dial, then put it back in its base. He couldn’t call Hannah again, not after he’d promised to give her some time to get used to her new life. She needed a chance to adapt to her surroundings, and he wouldn’t help matters letting her know how lonesome he was. Abraham couldn’t believe she’d actually called Jared to check up on him. Another call from him would just make her that much more unsettled, and he didn’t want to be the cause of any more worries for her; Hannah had enough on her plate as it was.
So why did his hand keep going to the phone?
He had the telephone in his grasp for the sixth time that night when it suddenly started to ring. He was so startled he nearly dropped it, and it took three rings before he managed to hit the right button and say hello.
“Dad, is everything okay?”
It was Hannah, and suddenly all was well with the world again.
“I’m fine. How’s college life?”
Hannah sighed. “We’re working so hard already. You wouldn’t believe the stuff they assign the first day of class.”
He laughed softly. “Honey, it isn’t kindergarten. They work you pretty hard all the time.”
“I’ll say. So what did you do tonight?”
He thought about telling her about his visitors, considered making it a funny story to entertain her, but in all honesty he didn’t feel all that humorous. “Jared came over and we had a bite to eat.”
There was an awkward pause, then Hannah said, “Dad, I’m sorry about that. I asked him to check up on you. I’ve been worried about you being there all by yourself.”
That was his daughter, her honesty and caring worn outwardly like a fine set of clothes.
“Honey, I appreciate the thought, but I’ll be fine. Not that I don’t miss having you around, but I’ve got a feeling Coventry isn’t about to let me get too lonely.”
“You really do love that place, don’t you? I thought you might head back to California to reopen your practice once I started school.”
“Hannah, Coventry is my home. I’m not about to leave it.”
Her voice softened. “So you’re truly all right? You swear?”
Abraham said, “I promise, I’m fine. Now don’t you have work to do?”
“A ton of it. Why do you think I called you? I’m putting it off as long as I can.”
That was just one of the things he loved about Hannah. Beth had been the same way; you could hear their smiles in their voices when they were happy.
“Crack that whip, girl. And if you need anything, and I mean anything at all, call me day or night. I love you.”
“I love you too, Daddy. Good night.”
“Good night.”
After the call was over, Abraham stretched back out on the couch, more at peace with the world than he’d been since Hannah had left. He’d get through this. It just might take a little longer than he’d expected.
On the plus side, he had just about all of Coventry doing their best to keep him busy in the meantime.
Chapter 4
“She’s gone too far this time,” Tom Shuford said as he stalked into Myra Hanford’s basement. Myra’s furnace was giving her problems, and Abraham had found a loose wire leading to the igniter a few minutes after getting there. He didn’t ordinarily work on furnaces, but Myra had been his second grade schoolteacher, and Abraham never had gotten the knack of saying ‘no’ to her. When it came to furnaces, anything more than cleaning out filters or sweeping chimneys he usually left to the experts, and he’d told Myra that, but she’d asked, so he’d come. Abraham had gone through the kitchen to get to the basement, overwhelmed with the wonderful aroma of several freshly baked apple pies.
He’d asked Myra, “Having a bake sale?”
She fluttered her apron at him. “It was chilly in here, so I picked some apples off the tree out back and decided to warm my kitchen with my stove.” She’d surveyed the countertops, absolutely resplendent with pies, then said, “It appears I got a tad carried away. I don’t know what in the world I’m going to do with them all.”
“I should have such problems. Well, I’d better see what I can do to get you up and running again.”
He could still smell the pies all the way in the basement, and though it was just after breakfast, his mouth was watering from the heavenly fragrance.
The owner of The Hardware looked as if he was about to have a stroke. Abraham said soothingly, “Settle down, Tom. Catch your breath, then tell me what happened this time.”
Something was bound to happen; Abraham knew things had been too quiet around Coventry lately.
Tom sat on a pile of old newspapers in the cluttered basement and said, “I thought you said you’d taken care of that rock nut across the street? You’re not going to believe what she’s done now. It’s an outrage, Mayor. I’m telling you, she has to be stopped.”
Oh, no. He should have known it was Skye again. “Are you telling me she didn’t repaint that awning like she promised? She’s had a full week to do it. Don’t worry, Tom, I’ll have another talk with her,” he said as he put the service plate back on the furnace and hit the switch.
“Abraham, you’ve got to listen to me.”
He held up his hand. “Tom, you’re going to have to wait a minute, unless you want to be the one to tell Myra why her furnace isn’t getting fixed.”
Tom looked cowed by that idea. “Fix the blasted thing then. I’m not going anywhere until we hammer this out.”
Abraham watched through the peep hole as the burners jumped to life and blue flames leapt through the small window. A second later the fan came on, sending a racket through the entire basement. He’d offered to lubricate the fan, or even replace it, but Myra had insisted that the noise kept her company in the old house. She’d even claimed that she wouldn’t be able to get to sleep in the winter without its squalling protests through the night.
Tom groaned. “Don’t tell me you’ve got to fix that too. I don’t have all day.”
Abraham smiled and yelled over the din, “She likes it that way, and she specifically ordered me not to mess with it. Let’s go upstairs.”
Myra met them at the head of the basement door. “I feel heat again. You’re a magician, Abraham.” She clutched her purse tightly in her hands. “Now tell me what I owe you. I’d like to settle up before you go.”
Abraham said, “It’s on the house, Ma’am. All I found was a loose wire, so I didn’t really do anything.”
Myra’s eyebrows knitted up in a tight frown. “Now don’t give me that guff and nonsense, Abraham Cole. I was freezing, and suddenly I’m warm again, all because of you. Now please present a bill so I can settle my account. You know I won’t owe anyone a dime if I can help it.”
Abraham scratched his head, took out a billing form, then scribbled a few minutes on it. As he handed it over, he saw Myra’s knuckles whiten as she reached for the bill.
A smile crept across her face. “I think we can settle this satisfactorily,” the former teacher said. Tom watched in wonder as Myra retrieved a pie and handed it over to the handyman. Abraham put it down on the counter, plucked the bill out of Myra’s hand, scrawled PAID IN FULL across the face of it, then handed it back to her.
“Abraham, you always were such a scamp.”
“It’s good to know I’m consistent anyway. See you later, Ma’am,” he said as he retrieved the pie.
Tom offered his own good bye as well, then followed Abraham out to his truck.
The Hardware owner said, “I don’t suppose you’d want to share a slice of that, would you? I skipped breakfast again and I’m starving.”
“Sorry, this one’s all mine, Tom, but I’m sure she’d be delighted to give you a pie if you’d ask her. Take my advice, though, and find something little to do for her. She’s a firm believer in quid pro quo.” Abraham put the pie carefully on the front seat of his truck, then added, “I noticed that basement was a real mess. Why don’t you get your scout troop to clean it out for her as a service project?” He gestured around the weedy yard. “They could clean up out here while they were at it.”
Tom nodded. “That’s a great idea, Mayor, but you know how Myra feels about charity, no matter how tight her budget is, and not everyone is as good at talking her into things as you are.”
“She needs to be around kids again, Tom. I’ve been worried about her ever since she retired. I know. Get her to bake a batch of pies for the boys, she’d love doing that, and it would be good for your troop to meet her.”
Tom said, “You broker the deal and we’ll do it. One condition though; you have to come by and help too. We’ve got a meeting already set for Saturday, so it’ll be perfect.”
Abraham said, “Let me talk to her a second and see if I can set it up.”
Tom said, “Don’t forget, I still need to talk to you about Skye.”
Abraham said patiently, “I’ll just be a minute.”
Abraham found Myra sitting at the table having a slice from one of her pies. The second she saw him, she said, “There’s nothing wrong with your pie, is there?”
“Are you kidding? It smells so good I may never get around to cutting it. Listen, I was wondering if you could do me a favor?”
“Just name it, Abraham. You know I’m always here for you.”
“Well, I was just talking to Tom about his Boy Scout troop, and to be honest with you, they need something to do. Would you mind if they came by on Saturday and cleaned out your basement, maybe raked a few leaves, as a service project?”
“You know I don’t take charity,” she said curtly.
“You’d be helping him. If you feel bad about it, you could always bake more of your famous pies. Myra, I can’t believe you’d stand in the way of those boys getting a community service badge under their belts. It’s not like you to be that selfish.”
She frowned a moment, then said, “I don’t remember you being so sneaky when you were a young man, Abraham Cole.”
He shrugged. “I can’t imagine what you mean. So what do you say? Can they come?”
She nodded. “Yes, I’ll allow it.” She thought about it a moment, then said, “I’ll make some mulled cider too. I know the kind of appetites boys can work up. Maybe I’ll make some sandwiches as well.”
“Didn’t I tell you? I’m bringing my grill and we’re cooking out hamburgers and hotdogs. It’s going to be a regular picnic,” he said, deciding on the spot that he would do just that. Abraham loved his daughter dearly, but he’d often wondered what it would have been like to have a son of his own. Being around the scouts could be just the tonic he needed.
“You’re on,” Myra said. “I’ll see you bright and early Saturday morning.”
Abraham found Tom leaning against his truck, a scowl still plastered to his face.
Abraham said, “We’re all set for Saturday. I’m bringing my grill over and we’ll cook some hamburgers and hotdogs too. How does that sound?”
“Good, but you’re still not out of the doghouse with me. What are going to do about Skye?”
“I guess you should tell me what she’s done first,” Abraham said with a sigh.
“She’s painted her whole building to match the blasted awning. What did you say to her, anyway? The dang woman has lost her mind.”
Abraham couldn’t believe it, even after seeing it himself. Skye had indeed painted the lovely, weathered old stone of her building in glowing swirls of color. It was as if a paint truck had exploded outside, depositing random splotches of color all over the staid old building.
Skye met him at the door before he could put one hand on the knob. At least it was cloudy out, so he wasn’t blinded by the dazzling stones in the front display.
“Can I help you, Mayor?” she asked sweetly.
“You can explain this,” Abraham said as he gestured at the front of the building. “I thought we cleared this up last week?”
Skye said, “I’m just following the letter of the law. It says I have to match my awning to my building, so I just did it the other way around. There’s nothing you showed me that says I can’t.”
He scratched his head. “Skye, can I ask you something? Do you actually like it like this?”
Skye frowned at the stones. “Actually, I preferred it the way it was, but I felt I had to make a point or let that man across the street run my life.”
Abraham shook his head. “So you did all this just to spite Tom?”
Skye frowned. “Not that I would ever admit it to anyone else, but that’s a fair assessment of the situation. It is rather garish, isn’t it?”
“You’ve got that right. Tell you what, why don’t we rent a pressure washer and see what we can do about cleaning your building up?”
“That would certainly work.” She lowered her voice, though no one was near. “I used children’s Tempera paint, so it should wash off easily enough. But I don’t want to give up my awning.”
Abraham said, “I’ll go talk to Tom and see what I can do.” He grinned softly at her. “Skye, I never knew what a rascal you could be.”
“Then you haven’t spent enough time around me,” she said. “You should know I’m taking that ‘rascal’ comment as a compliment,” she added with a slight smile.
Abraham walked across the street, and Tom met him at the door to The Hardware. Abraham could see the old oaken floors inside, worn, dark, and scuffed with decades of foot traffic and abuse until they glowed with their honest history. He loved the sights and smells of The Hardware, and spent a great deal of time at the store just marveling over the broad array of stock they carried there.
Tom said, “I bet that settled her hash. When’s she going to fix it back to the way it was?”
Abraham shook his head. “I’m afraid we can’t make her do anything, Tom. She’s following the letter of the law. The awning surely matches the building now, and that’s all the ordinance calls for.”
“I’ll sue her,” he howled. “I can’t stand looking at that place. I thought the awning was bad, but this is ridiculous. I wish I’d never said anything about that blasted awning in the first place.”
Abraham pretended to consider it for a moment, then said, “Maybe there’s a way out of this. If you agree that she can keep the awning, I might be able to talk her into letting me get that ugly paint off the building.”
Tom grabbed Abraham’s hand and pumped it. “If you can do that, I’ll pay for the cost of removing it. She can keep her tie dyed awning, just as long as she gets rid of that junk on the building itself. It breaks my heart to see the stone covered with that mess.”
“I’ll see what I can do.”
Abraham had a tough time hiding his smile as he walked back across the street. He hated tricking Tom, but if it meant no more complaints about Skye and her shop, it would be worth it.
Skye said, “What did he say?”
“You can keep the awning if you agree to get rid of the paint on the stone.”
Before Sky could say a word, Abraham added, “There’s one more thing. If I ever find out you told anybody about this little deal, I’ll see that you’re shut down myself. Are we clear on that?”
“Yes, sir, we are,” Skye said. “Thanks, Mayor. All I ever wanted was to live in peace.”
“Then you might want to think about getting some shades,” he said as he walked back to Tom.
“I had to push pretty hard, but she went for it,” Abraham said.
Tom pumped his hand again. “You are a miracle worker, my friend. I don’t know how to thank you.”
“Take it easy on your neighbor, will you? Between the two of you, I’m not getting a lick of work done.”
Tom slapped him on the back. “It’s a deal. As long as she doesn’t give me any reason to fuss, I’ll be as good as gold.”
As Abraham went home to get his power washer, he wondered how long the truce would last between them.
If he got a week of peace out of the deal, it would all be worth it.
Saturday morning started out in a glorious way, with a nip in the air and a crispness to the sunshine with rays that held the caress of autumn instead of the hard fist of summer. The boy scout troop, as good as Tom’s word, worked like soldiers on Myra’s house, even managing to prune the bushes in front and cut the grass while they were at it. The retired schoolteacher would be able to see outside again through the front windows from her rocking chair after the boys took buckets and suds to the panes.
Myra was torn between the crew working outside and the one cleaning her basement, flitting between the groups like a hummingbird tempted by two flowers. The scouts had managed to fill Abraham’s truck with newspapers to recycle, while Tom’s truck bed held a collection of magazines dating all the way back to the twenties. They were destined for Yesteryear, Coventry’s antique store, to see if anything was worth selling. There might be some good finds in the stacks, and Norma Youst had promised to split the proceeds of any sales with Myra.
“How about another hamburger?” a brown haired kid in faded jeans asked as he held his plate up to the grill.
Abraham said, “Wait till everyone else has one first. How about a hotdog to hold you over?”
The boy shook his head. “You got any idea what’s in those things? I did a science project on them once. No, sir, not me.”
Abraham took a bite of his hotdog beside the grill. “You don’t know what you’re missing.”
“Mister, you can have my share of chicken lips,” he said, heading for the chips and sodas laid out on a picnic table Tom had brought on the back of his truck.
The kids were good for him, with their enthusiasm and their laughter, but Abraham was suddenly quite glad he’d had a daughter instead of a son. Even though he’d suffered through hundreds of tea parties with Kool Aid and animal crackers and stuffed bears, at least he hadn’t had to deal with the sheer rambunctiousness of the boys.
He was certain the fathers of these boys felt the same way about their sons as he did about his daughter.
It was a good day, and Abraham hadn’t been lonely once all the way through it. Myra got a clean yard and basement out of the deal, the scouts got the opportunity to give something of themselves, and Abraham got the best company he could ask for.
It was one of those rare times that everybody won.
He decided to enjoy it as long as he could. After all, being mayor meant that come Monday morning, chances were he’d have a brand new set of problems to face, not to mention the remodeling of Irene Gray’s bathroom, a job he’d put off as long as he possibly could.
Chapter 5
Abraham riffled through the vestments as Father Joshua came into the classroom where the cassocks and surplices were stored.
“What’s the matter, Abraham, can’t find that perfect fit?”
Abraham said, “Somebody’s done something with the rig I normally use. Half the cassocks in here are missing.”
The priest said, “Tricia Gravely must have done another sweep and forgot to pick them up from the cleaners. Last Sunday, half the choir had to wear robes from storage. I barely kept from sneezing during my sermon from all the mothballs.”
“It’s good that something kept you awake,” Abraham said as he finally pulled out a set of the black and white vestments that might fit. As he snapped the black cassock, he felt the snugness of the cloth, but it was the best he was going to be able to do. The surplice should hide the tight fit.
“Putting on a little weight?” Father Joshua asked.
“Hello, pot, said the kettle.”
Father Joshua patted his bulk, much more pronounced than any slight weight on Abraham. “This is a hazard of the job. When you’re a priest, everybody wants to feed you all the time.”
Abraham grinned after he slipped the shorter white surplice in place over the black cassock. The shorter material was somewhat looser than he liked, but it would have to do. Abraham chose a simple wooden cross from the rack, always going to the farthest one in. He always rotated them, so that one wouldn’t get more attention than the others. As he kissed it and slipped it over his head, Father Joshua said, “My, you clean up rather nicely, Abraham.”
Abraham nodded. “Hadn’t you better vest yourself?”
Joshua glanced at his watch and nodded. “Back in a moment.”
After he was gone, Abraham adjusted the cross in the mirror so it faced forward. He still couldn’t get used to the vestments that came with being a lay reader and chalicist. He’d grown up a Baptist, and if someone had told him he’d be wearing a dress serving communion and reading at a lectern at an Episcopal service someday, he would have laughed in their faces.
Father Joshua came in a moment later, fully adorned, and caught Abraham looking in the mirror. “Yes, you’re a handsome sight. Now if you’re ready, let’s go.”
Abraham followed the priest out of the classroom to the sanctuary. There were a dozen parishioners there already, a good crowd for the early service. As Father Joshua and Abraham took their places at the back of the church, a few last minute stragglers came in, nodding briefly to both men before taking their seats.
Abraham solemnly walked up front and lit the two candles on the altar. In the late service, each participant did only one job, but Abraham lit the candles, read the reading, and served the chalice too. He liked it that way, the two men working side by side, a smooth delivery from years of practice.
When Abraham rejoined the priest at the back of the church, Father Joshua held out his watch, and Abraham matched him. The two men were always a few minutes off the 8:45 mark, and they always split the difference. Father Joshua said a quick prayer, Abraham said Amen, and they started down the aisle side by side.
The congregation stood as they neared. Abraham felt his pulse speed up as they approached the altar, and he said the same silent prayer he always did at that point. “Lord, help me to do my best for You in this service. For Your honor and glory. Amen.”
It always calmed him just as he bowed before the altar.
Later, after the service was concluded and everyone else was gone, Abraham approached the altar again. He cupped a hand behind the Old Testament flame and blew, always keeping in mind the Gospel candle never burned alone, and extinguished the flames in the reverse order he’d lit them. It was his favorite part of the service, knowing that he’d done the best that he could.
The next week was one Abraham wished he could forget.
Irene Gray said behind him, “I’m just not sure about that color, Mayor. I was hoping for something more the shade of a shagbark brown, but I think you’ve crossed the line all the way over to umber. Do you follow me?” Irene asked plaintively as she frowned at the bathroom walls Abraham had just finished painting. She squinted through her thick glasses as she peered into the small room. “It’s awfully dark in here.”
It was a blasted black hole, Abraham thought, but then he’d told her that from the start, not that she cared one whit about his opinion. He was covered from head to toe with flecks of brown paint from the two coats, but he managed to bite his lip and kept his retort from thundering out. Shagbark or umber, all he knew was that this just might be the last job he ever did for Irene Gray, no matter how much she was willing to pay. The confounded woman had pulled a chair to the threshold a week ago when he’d started the simple remodeling project, and she hadn’t left him a minute since. If she’d just sat there and watched it would have been bad enough, but no, she felt compelled to share every bit of gossip she could dredge up until Abraham was ready to plug his ears with the rags he’d been using to clean up after himself.
After arguing until he was hoarse, Abraham had finally ended up slapping the paint on the walls in an effort to drive her off, doing his best to hit her with an errant splash or two as he worked, but she’d been too nimble for him, even sitting down.
Looking in the bathroom vanity’s mirror, he saw through the gloom that he hadn’t been nearly as lucky. Covered in what seemed to be streaks of dirt, Abraham couldn’t believe the mess he could make if he put his mind to it.
He was about to say he was finished for the day when Irene said, “You know, now that I see the walls, I’m thinking I might rather go with a more cheerful color, maybe robin’s egg blue, only not so intense.”
“I’d be glad to do it, Irene,” Abraham said, forcing a lightness in his voice he didn’t feel. “But I’m afraid it’s going to cost you double to paint this again. Either way, it’s your call.”
She shook her head. “The cost doesn’t matter; I don’t want a powder room that looks like a cave. Go ahead and get the blue, I’ll pay the extra.”
Abraham said, “It’ll have to wait till Monday before I repaint it.”
“You’re not running off on more mayoral business, are you? I need this room finished,” she said.
“I’m going to wait at least a day for this coat to cure before I paint over it, and there’s no sense doing the floor until I finish up with that.” He could have repainted in four or five hours, but he needed a respite from the woman’s constant, sandpaper voice.
“Very well, I’ll see you then, Mayor. With the blue paint, I hope.”
Abraham was suddenly struck with inspiration. “Tell you what. Why don’t you stop by The Hardware and pick the color out yourself? I’ll call Tom and tell him you’re on your way. That way you’ll be sure to get just the shade you’re looking for.”
He had to fight the grin as new light appeared behind Irene’s thick glasses. Tom Shuford was fresh territory for her.
She said, “I think that’s an outstanding idea, Mayor. Can you finish up here yourself? I need to get to The Hardware before they close. After all, this isn’t a decision to be taken lightly.”
Abraham said, “You go on ahead. I’ll lock the door behind me on my way out.”
He should have felt bad about siccing the old woman on Tom Shuford, but Abraham needed a break from her, and if it meant Tom had to suffer, so be it.
He was just washing his brushes in the vanity sink, not a problem since he used only latex paint that cleaned up with soap and water, when his beeper went off. It was the number at Janet’s desk at Town Hall, and Abraham wondered what was up this time.
He dried his hands on his shirt and picked up Irene’s telephone.
“You called me?”
Janet said, “Opal needs you to give her a ring. Says it’s urgent.”
“I’m working here, Janet. Did she give you a hint what it was about?”
“Something about the library. Sorry, that’s all I got from her.”
Abraham dialed the number, and after a few moments Opal picked up. “Opal’s. If we don’t have it, chances are you don’t need it.”
“Man, that’s some kind of promise,” Abraham said, having a hard time suppressing his laugh.
“Just feeling my oats, Mayor. What can I do for you this fine day?”
“You called me, remember? Or did Janet mix up her messages again?” There had been a brief spell when his secretary had kept confusing digits on phone messages, but she’d snapped out of it the second Chester had come back from his first and only hunting trip. A near miss from another hunter’s gun had ended every last bit of his desire.
Opal said, “Yes, sir, I called you indeed. Ms. Miller let me know there’s a few things that need fixing at the library, so I told her you’d be right over.”
“Can’t you call somebody from the town maintenance crew? The mayor shouldn’t have to do everything around Coventry that needs doing.”
Opal laughed. “Yes, sir, Janet told me you were working at Irene’s. She’s most likely driving you crazy, but remember, she’s just a lonely old woman, and you’re going to be old and alone yourself someday.”
“I feel that way right now, if you want to know the truth,” he said with a smile fighting through his dark mood.
Opal must have heard it in his voice. “That’s the spirit. Listen, I’m talking about a paying job here, not a mayoring job. You go take care of Ms. Miller’s list and send the bill to me. One thing,” she added as her voice eased to a whisper. “Nobody’s to know I did this, not even Ms. Miller. Are we clear?”
“As a bishop’s conscience,” Abraham said. “I’m just finishing up here for the day. Give me ten more minutes and I’ll get right on it.”
Since he was going to have to paint Irene’s powder room again, Abraham left his brushes behind and headed for his truck. He glanced at his watch and saw that it was just a little after five, the usual hour when the library closed on Thursdays, but he knew if he hurried, Ms. Miller would still be there.
Racing across town, Abraham showed up ten minutes later. He’d leave his toolbox in his truck until he knew exactly what needed fixing.
The front door was locked.
Should he walk around back to see if Ms. Miller’s Saturn was still in the parking lot? No, he’d try pounding first.
A few sharp raps and he was about to give up when a stranger came to the door.
“I’m here to have a look around,” he shouted through the thick glass.
The woman looked perplexed by his message, then pointed to her watch. “We’re closed,” he thought he heard through the door, or she could have been saying, ‘wear clothes’ for all he could tell.
“I’m here to fix something,” he shouted.
She shook her head again, then yelled out, “There’s a soup kitchen downtown. They’ll feed you there.”
With that she turned and walked away.
It wasn’t till Abraham got to his truck that he realized he’d left Irene’s without cleaning the brown paint off his face. Still, that wasn’t any reason for the woman to turn him away. If she was the new librarian, as he’d guessed on first encountering her, she was going to have to ease up when it came to judging books by their covers. Abraham thought that a librarian, if anyone, should know that.
He’d just gotten out of the shower when he heard the front doorbell ring. Blast it all, folks always seemed to know when he was tied up.
Throwing on his tattered old terry cloth robe, Abraham made it to door just in time to see the woman from the library walk away.
“Good evening,” Abraham said, pulling his robe sash tighter as he ventured out onto the porch.
The woman, a striking blonde with hazel eyes, said, “Oh goodness, you are the mayor, aren’t you? When I told Ms. Miller what I’d done, she realized you were there to fix a few things around the building. I’m so sorry.”
He said, “It’s not a problem. When I got back to the truck, I glanced in the rearview mirror. I must have looked a real mess.”
She peered through the partially open door around the room and said, “We had quite a few of the homeless trying to hide in our stacks at closing time at my last job. You were painting quite vigorously, weren’t you?”
Abraham said, “It’s a long story. Listen, it was nice meeting you, but it’s a little chilly for bathrobes on Main Street. I’d ask you to come in, but I’m not exactly dressed for entertaining.”
“Oh, certainly. I am sorry about that. I hope we can start over.”
“No problem. And Miss?”
He waited for her to supply her last name. “It’s Ashe. Rena, actually.”
“Rena it is. I’m Abraham. Rena, there’s one thing you should know about Coventry. You can’t always tell who the players are without a program.”
“I’ll be sure to remember that,” she said stiffly as she walked away.
Well, he certainly hadn’t meant to be so abrupt with her, but the least the woman could have done was to open the door and let him speak his piece at the library. He saw some real stormy weather ahead, since he loved the library more than just about anything in Coventry, and he planned to spend a lot of time there now that Hannah was off to school.
So why hadn’t he made more of an effort to get along with the new librarian?
Just grumpy, he supposed, still not used to coming home and having no one to share his day with.
And suddenly Abraham knew a little better just what Irene Gray had been going through the last four years since her husband Harry had died.
When he got back to work on her bathroom, Abraham promised himself, he’d be a little kinder to her than he had been this past week, even if it killed him.
As to the jobs Opal had wanted him to do at the library, she’d just have to get herself another handyman. He wasn’t all that sure he was ready to cross paths with Ms. Rena Ashe again any time soon.
So he thought.
What Abraham didn’t take into account was the fact that Opal wouldn’t feed him breakfast the next morning until he promised to go back to the library and take care of the things that needed attention.
“I’m busy,” he’d grumbled after he placed his order with her.
“You think I’m not working my fanny off back here?” Opal had said, swinging the spatula in his direction. “We’ve all got things to do, Mayor, and this is one of the things on your list today. The first one, I’d say, if you plan on getting any breakfast here.”
“What would you say if I told you that I tried to help yesterday, but the new librarian turned me away?”
“I’d say you’ve been smelling paint fumes at Irene Gray’s too long.” A sly look came over her face. “I’m serious, Mayor. If you want breakfast, you have to promise to go over there after I feed you.”
Abraham said, “And if I say ‘no’?”
“Then I might just be too busy to make you those pumpkin pancakes I know you love so much.”
“That’s blackmail, Opal,” Abraham said.
“So it is. I’m still waiting for your answer, Mayor.”
“I’ll go over as soon as I finish breakfast,” Abraham reluctantly agreed.
A plate of pumpkin pancakes suddenly appeared before him, along with a side of sausage patties. “Hey, I didn’t order these,” he protested.
Opal moved in close enough to whisper in his ear, “They’re on the house, Mayor.”
He hated to admit it, but her bribe did make going over there later a little easier. After all, he couldn’t afford to lose one of his favorite spots in Coventry over a silly misunderstanding.
Abraham checked his face in the rearview mirror for any last traces of paint before he headed for the library. All clear.
Rena Ashe was at the information desk when he walked in, and Abraham had the opportunity to get a good look at her as he made his way over to her station. Tall and leggy, she looked to be just a little bit younger than he was, though there was a sadness in her face that made judging her age hard for him. Oddly enough, there was something about her that reminded him of Beth. Not her physical appearance, that much was certain; Beth had been short and petite, with auburn hair and flashing gray eyes. No, there was something in the way she stood, the way she moved, that made him think of his late wife.
Blast it all, he felt a tear creeping up at the memory, but he drove it back down inside before anyone else could see it. It wouldn’t do to cry in front of the new librarian, not after their rocky start the day before.
He cleared his throat, then said, “I understand you’ve got a few things that need fixing.”
“I’ve prepared a list,” she said without really looking at him.
It was time to apologize. “Ms. Ashe, Rena, I’m sorry about yesterday. I guess I was a little peeved about being locked out of my own town library.”
She studied him a moment, and her gaze softened when she saw the sincerity in his eyes. “We’ve gotten off to a rocky beginning, haven’t we?”
“We have indeed. Any chance at that fresh start you offered yesterday?”
She stuck out her hand and said, “I understand you’re the mayor of Coventry. My name’s Rena Ashe. I’m pleased to meet you.”
“And I, you,” Abraham said, taking her hand and shaking it. “My name’s Abraham Cole.”
They both smiled at the exchange, then Abraham glanced down at the list she’d given him. “Let me see what I can do about taking care of this.”
“I really do appreciate it. If you have any questions, I’ll be working here most of the morning.”
“You’re at the right place, then,” he said, gesturing up at the sign above her head that said INFORMATION.
She offered a brief smile, then dove back into the book she’d been perusing when he’d walked up.
Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad after all, having Ms. Miller retire to the mountains as she’d threatened to do a thousand times before shocking the town and actually going ahead with her plans.
Sometimes new faces were what a town needed. Coventry had certainly proved that, embracing his shattered family when he and Hannah had limped back home.
Abraham would make it a point to help the new librarian feel welcome in his town.
He looked down at the list and realized she had enough jobs on there to keep him busy the rest of the day. It was a good thing he’d told Irene he wouldn’t be back till Monday, not that she’d have a color picked out by then.
On his drive over to the library earlier, Abraham had glanced in The Hardware’s front window and had seen Tom Shuford exasperated, as he helped Irene pick out the perfect shade of blue.
If his friend found out what he’d done, he’d never forgive Abraham, mayor or not.
Chapter 6
“Now we’re going to be gone five days, but if you need me for anything, just call this number. I’m sure I can walk you through whatever trouble you manage to get yourself into while I’m away.”
Abraham took the slip of paper from his secretary as he said, “Janet, I’m not going to interrupt your trip to Indiana. We’ll manage to muddle through somehow. How long has it been since you’ve seen your sister?”
Janet sighed. “I can’t believe it, but it’s been nearly a year. Ruth’s husband Herbert doesn’t like to leave the house, so Chester and I have to go North if we want to see them. The old bear won’t stop grumbling. He’s known about these plans for three months. I have half a mind to leave him in Coventry and go by myself.”
“So why don’t you?” Abraham asked. “You could take one of your friends with you.”
“No, sir, I tried that five years ago. Ida Mae Pickering went with me. Now don’t get me wrong, we had a wonderful time, even if Ida did snore like a tractor, but when I got home you’ve never seen such a pigsty in your life. It nearly killed me cleaning up a week of Chester’s mess. No, Mayor, he’s going with me. That man stood up before God and everybody and pledged he’d be with me for better or for worse, and I aim to collect on that promise.”
Abraham knew the battle was over before it had a chance to get started. Janet was not one to be trifled with once she made up her mind about something. A part of him was secretly glad she was taking a week off. Though he liked and respected his secretary, she had a tendency at times to try to run his life for him.
Abraham said, “Well, have a good trip and come back safely to us.”
“I’ll do that, Mayor.” Abraham looked up to see the sheriff heading toward them as Janet dove into the pile of notes on her desk and said, “Lands, I nearly forgot. The sheriff wants you to call her ASAP.”
Sheriff Cassie Wilson was not smiling as she approached them. Her short blonde hair was cut in a severe style, and her uniform fit snugly to show proof that the woman took her physical conditioning seriously. He wasn’t exactly sure why, but the two of them had never really warmed up to each other since he’d come back to Coventry. “I left an important message for you,” the sheriff said.
“And I was just getting ready to call you back. What can I do for you?”
“Do you have a spare hour? I need you to take a ride with me.”
Now that was interesting. The sheriff had never invited him for a ride along since he’d been mayor. In fact, though the two worked at odd times in the same small town, their paths didn’t cross all that often.
Abraham turned to Janet and said, “Anything pressing on either front?” Janet kept track of his business calls as well as his mayoral ones, since she needed to be able to find him at a drop of a hat. He’d been uncertain about the arrangement at first, but the Town Council had convinced him that he had their blessing, and in all honesty, it had worked out just fine.
Janet glanced at a copy of his planner and said, “Nothing urgent, you’re clear for the rest of the day.”
Abraham told the sheriff, “Let me grab my jacket and I’ll be ready to go.”
He stepped into his small office and reached for his jacket hanging on the back of his chair. Abraham still marveled over the fact that he was actually the mayor of the town he’d grown up in. He ran his hands over the ancient leather chair behind the desk as he retrieved his jacket. He’d sat in that particular seat long before he’d taken his oath of office. Abraham had been the Young Pioneers Mayor For a Day when he’d been eleven. Janet had dug up the photograph from The Coventry News and had it framed as a gag Christmas present his first year in office, but Abraham had kept the photo on his desk as a reminder of where he’d come from, along with shots of Hannah and Beth together, then one of Hannah at her high school graduation. The resemblance between his wife and daughter was eerie, and he marveled at how his little tomboy had grown into such a poised, lovely young woman.
“Are you coming, Mayor?” the sheriff asked as she poked her head inside his office.
“Be right there,” he said as he touched Hannah’s photo, then lightly brushed Beth’s. Maybe Jared was right; maybe it was time to move on. But how could he, when he still had a gaping hole in his chest where his heart used to be?
Abraham looked over at Cassie Wilson as she drove the patrol car expertly through what little traffic Coventry offered. She had a firm grip on the steering wheel, the old ‘ten o’clock, two o’clock’ recommended in Driver’s Ed back when he’d taken it in High School. When the sheriff normally spoke, it was as if each word cost her a dollar a piece and she was close to flat broke. Abraham had heard rumors around Opal’s that there had been a ‘Mr. Wilson’ somewhere in her past, but as far as he knew, the sheriff’s social calendar was as devoid of entries as his own.
Abraham said, “So, Sheriff, are we just cruising, or is there a purpose to our little excursion?”
“You’re a friend of Zach Greenfield, aren’t you?” she asked.
Abraham thought about it a second, then said, “We don’t hang out much together, but we’ve known each other quite a while. Why, what’s up?”
“I don’t mean to alarm you, but it appears that he’s missing.”
The fun went right out of Abraham’s voice. “What do you mean, he’s missing?”
“We had an anonymous call, it’s probably nothing, but I wanted to follow up. Mr. Greenfield missed an important appointment today, and the caller was quite concerned.”
“So we’re driving out to his place to check up on him?” Abraham asked. “Do you honestly believe something’s happened to him?”
“That’s what we’re going to find out.”
Suddenly the leisurely drive wasn’t fun any more. What could have happened to the man? Abraham thought about all the abandoned junk that littered Zach’s place and wondered if something might have fallen on the man, crushing him completely, or at least pinning him to the ground so he couldn’t get help.
“Shouldn’t you be driving a little faster?” Abraham asked, his gaze fixed on the horizon ahead of them.
“Having an accident along the way won’t help him,” the sheriff said, but Abraham noticed that her foot did press harder on the accelerator.
They finally got there and found Zach’s old Caddy pulled up at an odd angle in front of the trailer he lived in. The clearing was surrounded by the worst collection of junk and debris that Abraham had ever seen. Thank the Good Lord it was all outside of town limits and not his personal headache. His zoning board would have a field day with the junkyard. Some of Zach’s ‘creations’ loomed over them like the skeletons of someone’s worst nightmare as he looked around the clearing. Was it art? Not in Abraham’s opinion, but then he was more comfortable with the French Impressionists than junk sculptures. No doubt there were admirers for this work as well.
He just couldn’t imagine who they might be.
In all honesty, calling Zach’s home a trailer was probably too generous, since the man’s living space was nothing more than an old ice cream delivery truck gutted and turned into a bachelor apartment, or at least what Zach thought might pass for one. Whether the man had ever had company inside, male or female, was more information than Abraham cared to have.
The sheriff slid her hat on as she got out of the patrol car, and Abraham followed her to the back door of the truck.
“Greenfield, are you in there?” she called out.
Silence.
“We’re coming in,” the sheriff said loudly as she put her hand on the doorknob. Abraham was startled to find that it was one of those old crystal knobs just like his grandmother’s house had sported, and wondered idly if Skye featured any in her shop. It certainly looked like a precious stone to him, glittering in the sunlight.
“Last chance,” the sheriff called out, and Abraham was startled to see her pull out her revolver.
“Is that really necessary?” he asked in a whisper.
“We can’t be too careful. It could be foul play,” she said as she took a deep breath and threw the door open.
Either Zach lived like a pig or someone had torn through his things, leaving everything heaped on the floor.
Abraham didn’t know whether to be relieved or not when they quickly realized that no one was at home.
“Something’s not right here,” the sheriff said.
Abraham answered, “On the other hand, isn’t it entirely possible this is the way Zach normally lives? Let’s consider this for a moment. What possible reason would anyone have for doing something to Zach?”
“I hear he’s been arguing with Chester lately. There could be motive there.”
Abraham said, “You can’t be serious. They’ve been squabbling over junk, literally. Chester wouldn’t hurt Zach on a bet, you can take my word for it.”
“We’ll see,” she said as she left the small living space. “Don’t touch anything. I’ll get my crew out here to fingerprint the place.”
As she went to the car’s radio, Abraham started out into the field where Zach stored all of his raw materials. Stepping around an iron dinosaur that had gears for eyes and grass clippers for toes, Abraham started searching for the junkman among the cast offs.
Sheriff Cassie shouted, “What are doing? You should stay near the patrol car.”
“I’m looking for Zach,” he said, refusing to halt his search.
“It could be dangerous out there alone,” the sheriff said.
“I’m willing to take my chances, Sheriff. He could be hurt somewhere in all of this mess and need our help.”
Sheriff Cassie took a deep breath. “Mayor, I never should have asked you to come out here in the first place.”
“But you did, didn’t you? Now are you going to help me look for him, or not?”
“Let’s go,” she said as she headed out into the massive piles of junk.
Thirty minutes later, the sheriff’s team showed up to dust the ice cream truck for fingerprints, but neither the sheriff, nor the mayor had found a single trace of Zach Greenfield among the acres of discarded junk.
It was as if the man had disappeared off the face of the earth.
It disturbed Abraham to think that one of Coventry’s citizens was missing, though technically Zach lived outside the town limits. What could have happened to him? The fact that the man’s Cadillac was still there had unsettled him, but then again, Zach usually followed his own band, not merely settling for a different drummer, and he could, in all honesty, be anywhere. Most likely he’d gone off with one of his friends and had forgotten to tell anyone, even the person he’d had an appointment with.
On thing was certain; worrying about him wouldn’t do any good. Sheriff Cassie had promised to let him know as soon as she learned anything about the disappearance, so Abraham put it out of his thoughts.
He had a town full of residents who demanded enough time and energy without adding anyone else to the load. Besides, he was pretty sure Zach would show up before long with a wacky explanation for where he’d been.
Abraham wasn’t in the mood for his own cooking, so he popped in at Opal’s before going home for the night. He’d just settled in on a swivel stool at the bar when he heard Jeff Gregory say from the booth behind him, “That new librarian is something else, man. Have you seen her?”
Was Jeff talking to him? Abraham swiveled around just as Barry Leone added, “I wouldn’t mind checking out a book or two there myself,” then gave the crowd at Opal’s a quick sample of his cackling laughter.
Opal shook her spatula at them, barely missing Abraham’s ear with her wild gyrations. “Now you leave her be, you hear me, or you’ll both end up eating each other’s cooking for supper tonight.”
Jeff said, “Come on, Opal, we were just saying…”
She interrupted him with another stab of the spatula, “I don’t want to hear it. We’re lucky to have her, and I won’t allow you boys to start your yammering before she’s even settled in.” Opal tapped the counter in front of Abraham, then said, “You’ve met her, Mayor. Tell these boys what a fine lady she is.”
Could he do that, in all honesty? They hadn’t exactly gotten along initially, but he wasn’t about to say that in front of Opal. “She’s a welcome new member of Coventry,” he said, as even as he could manage.
“She’s more than that,” Opal said as she slammed her spatula down in front of him. “She’s just what this town needs: Fresh Blood. The woman’s got grand ideas, and I for one am going to back her to the hilt.”
Barry said softly, “Get a grip,” forgetting for a moment that there wasn’t a thing wrong with Opal’s hearing.
“You, mister,” she said tightly, “are not welcome here tonight.”
Barry protested, “Come on, Opal, I didn’t mean anything by it.”
“Not another word. OUT.”
There was no room for debate in that voice. Barry picked up his cap and quietly scuffled out of the restaurant.
“You were kind of hard on him, weren’t you?” Abraham said softly.
“You care to join him?” she asked icily.
Abraham appeared to think about it a moment, started to stand, then shook his head. “No, I think I’ll hang around here a little longer just to see what you’ll do next.”
It was touch and go for a minute as he grinned widely at her, but Opal finally cracked a smile. “Sit down, you rascal, and I’ll get you something to eat.”
“Order up,” Maddie Breen, the cook, called behind her, and Opal walked over to the window between the main kitchen and the eating area.
Maddie asked softly, “Opal, what should I do with Barry’s food?”
Opal whispered something to her, then called over to Jeff Gregory. “Change of plans. Your food’s ‘to go’ now.”
Jeff knew better than to protest his own sudden eviction. At least he was going to get the chance to eat. Abraham saw Opal whispering something to him, but he couldn’t quite catch it.
After Jeff handed over his money and left, Abraham said, “Why, you old softy.”
“What are talking about?”
“There’s no way Jeff Gregory is going to eat two of your specials. You gave him Barry’s food too, didn’t you?”
Opal said softly, “I can’t bear to think of that boy going hungry because of my foul temper. I’ve been looking to blow off some steam all day, and that fellow just happened to get me at exactly the wrong time.”
“So what’s got you so fired up?” Abraham asked as he took a bite from the Country Style Steak in front of him. Opal made the gravy from scratch herself, and there was nothing low fat or low calorie about it. That’s what made it so good. Now that Hannah was gone and not nagging him about his weight, Abraham figured he could loosen his diet up a little.
Opal said, “I got stood up, if you can believe it. Zach Greenfield was supposed to come over and weld part of my grill back together, but the man never showed up.”
Chapter 7
The telephone was ringing as Abraham unlocked his door. His first thought was that it was Hannah, a call he desperately wanted to take.
“Hey, Mayor, are you busy?”
“Oh, it’s you. Hi, Tom.”
The owner of The Hardware said, “I’ve had warmer greetings, I’ll tell you that right now.”
“Sorry, I was hoping it was Hannah.”
Tom said, “I’ll bet. Listen, Mayor, I don’t want to horn in on your personal life, but that’s sort of what this call is all about.”
Abraham said, “Tom, I don’t have a clue what you’re talking about.”
Tom took a deep breath, then said, “I need a favor, and in the process, I think I’ll be doing one for you at the same time. Are you game?”
Abraham laughed softly. “I need to know a whole lot more about it before I agree to anything. I’ve been mayor too long to get trapped that easily.”
“It’s no trap, Mayor. I happened to notice one of the boys took a shine to you at Service Project last week. Marty Lane. Do you remember him? He has brown hair and is skinny as a rail.”
“That describes half the boys there; you’ll have to give me something more than that to go on.”
“Well, he has a particular fondness for hamburgers, and he’s equally unattracted to hot dogs.”
“Okay, that did it, I know who you’re talking about,” Abraham said as the boy with the ‘chicken lips’ comment came to mind. “What about him?”
“His Momma’s been single for a long time, and she’s been asking me to find a good man around town to spend a little time with the boy. I can’t do it myself, I’ve got enough on my hands taking care of my own brood, but I was thinking, since you’re all alone now, you might like to do it.”
It was the most outrageous request he’d heard in his entire time back in Coventry. Abraham’s life was just fine without throwing a little boy into the mix. Besides, he’d raised his child, the last five years of her life by himself. The last thing he wanted to do was to take on the responsibility for someone else.
“Mayor? Are you still there?”
“I’m here. I don’t think I’m going to be able to help you out, Tom.”
Tom laughed. “I’m not asking you to take the boy to raise. Just spend a few Saturdays with him, kind of on a trial basis to see what happens. Are you free tomorrow?”
“Slow down, Tom. I’m not sure this is something I want to get into right now.”
Tom laughed. “Because your social schedule is all filled up on Saturday afternoons, is that it? Take him to a football game, you can even play toss with him in the park, it’s up to you, but it would mean a lot to him, and I know his mother would be beholden to you.”
Abraham said sadly, “I’m sorry, I’m just not interested in doing this right now. I’ve got enough on my plate as it is.”
“I understand,” Tom said, his voice clearly belying his words.
After he hung up the telephone, Abraham wondered if he’d been too harsh turning Tom down without even giving it some real thought. Blast it all, he wouldn’t even know what to do with a boy that age. He’d had a thousand and one tea parties with Hannah, he’d taken her ice skating, then on to horseback riding lessons and dance classes. What chance was there that he’d even have anything to talk about with a ten year old boy?
No, he’d done right to say no immediately. That way the boy wouldn’t get his hopes up for an arrangement that was doomed to fail from the outset.
Abraham’s one real vice was sleeping in on Saturday mornings, something he’d kept in check when Hannah had been home. But since this was her first full weekend away, he’d planned to be decadent and sleep in till noon if the mood struck him.
Whoever was pounding at the front door had different plans.
Peering at the alarm clock through bleary eyes, he saw that it was barely nine a.m. Pulling a pillow over his head, Abraham sincerely hoped that whoever was rapping so furiously would get the message and go away.
No such luck.
Blast it all, it had better be important, that’s all he had to say as he reached for his bathrobe and tied the sash as he stumbled toward the door.
Yanking the front door open, he was ready to shout at whoever had interrupted his sleep when he looked down to find the boy Tom had been telling him about on his doorstep.
“What are you doing here?” Abraham said.
“Man, you’re grumpier than Momma in the morning, and that’s saying something. Have you had your coffee yet? That always fixes her right up.”
Abraham made an errant pass at his hair, trying in vain to tame it. “I don’t drink coffee,” he said with all the dignity he could muster.
“Then maybe you should take it up. So what are we going to do today?”
“You are going to wait right here while I make a telephone call,” he said as he led the boy inside. “Now sit there and don’t say a word, don’t touch anything, don’t even move.”
“Boy, this sure is turning out to be a lot of fun. Am I allowed to breathe, or is that against the rules too?”
“Only when necessary,” Abraham said as he grabbed the telephone and went into the kitchen.
He got Tom on the line at The Hardware and started blasting away at him before the man could say hello. “Of all the low down sneaky things to do, you’ve reached a new depth. If you think I’m going to let this stand as it is, you’ve got another guess coming.”
Tom said, “Well, I know it’s you, Mayor, but I don’t have the foggiest idea what you’re talking about.”
“The boy,” was all Abraham could force out between forced lips.
Tom said, “Hey, I understand a no is a no. I’m dropping it.”
Abraham said, “That’s the problem. Somebody just dropped him. Here. At my house. Without hanging around to say good bye.”
Tom said, “Oh, no, I was afraid something like this was going to happen.”
“Talk to me, Tom.”
“Mayor, I swear I didn’t mean for this to happen, but Sheila must have taken it the wrong way when I told her you might be willing to help out with Marty. Hang on, before you say anything, I know I shouldn’t have mentioned it to her before I talked to you, but she was desperate for him to have a man around. Let me get her on the phone and find out what’s going on.”
“And what am I supposed to do with him in the meantime?” Abraham asked.
Tom snorted, “For land’s sake, Mayor, he’s not a poisonous snake, he’s just a little boy. Use your imagination.”
Abraham’s next protest died on his lips when he heard the dial tone in his ear. Tom had actually hung up on him.
Taking a deep breath, Abraham steeled himself and walked around the corner. Miracle of miracles, the boy was still sitting exactly where he’d left him. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad after all.
And then he spotted the broken model car Abraham had carved himself lying partially concealed by the skirt of the chair.
“I’ve been sitting here the whole time,” the boy said the second Abraham walked into the room, protesting more than Lady Macbeth.
“Then how do you explain this?” Abraham said, reaching down under the skirt and pulling out the broken model.
Marty suddenly went on the defensive. He snapped, “It fell off the shelf, I stuck it under there because I knew you’d blame me for doing it. You can’t whip me; you’re not my daddy.”
Abraham said softly, “The last thing you said was the first truthful thing to pass your lips. Now I’m going to count to ten and you’re going to try again. The truth, this time, do you understand me?”
The boy looked sullenly down at his hands. For a moment, Abraham thought he might start crying, but that passed and young Marty’s gaze met his.
“I saw it, it was pretty, so I picked it up. I’m sorry I broke it.”
“You’re forgiven,” Abraham said. It had taken courage to meet his gaze and tell the truth. Perhaps the boy was not completely without hope of redemption. “The first rule around here is No Lies. No matter how bad you believe the truth is going to be received, lying is against the law. Do we understand each other?”
Without backing down an inch, Marty said, “Does that mean you won’t lie to me either?”
He hadn’t thought about that, but the boy had a point. “Honesty, that’s the policy around here.”
Marty looked at him defiantly, then said, “You don’t want me here, do you?”
Blast it all, how was he going to answer that? If he told the boy the straight truth, he wasn’t sure how Marty would react. But was it still the truth? Could it hurt to spend a little time with him, as Tom had put it, on a trial basis? “I wasn’t sure at first, and to be perfectly honest with you, I’m still not certain this Saturday deal will work, but why don’t we try it today and see what happens?”
Marty seemed to ponder this offer a little longer than Abraham thought was necessary, but he finally nodded as he struck out his hand. “Let’s shake on it.”
Abraham took the offered hand, then said, “Now let’s see what we can do about fixing this. There’s glue in the shop, along with a few clamps we’re going to need.”
He started for the steps when he realized the boy was not following. “What’s the matter?”
“Why should I help you fix it anyway? If you’d have made it right in the first place, it wouldn’t have just come apart in my hands.”
The boy was pushing him already.
Fighting to keep his voice even, Abraham said, “You have two choices. One, you can help fix something you broke, an offer you’ll rarely get in this life, or two, you can sit out on the porch until your mother comes by to get you, whenever that is, and never bother coming back. It’s entirely up to you.”
Just then the telephone rang, and Abraham answered it while Marty was still pondering. The kid wouldn’t blow his nose without due deliberation, that much was certain.
“Hello,” Abraham said, startled when Tom answered, though he’d been expecting his call.
“I can’t get away right now, the store’s jammed, and I can’t get Sheila on the phone. Give me half an hour and I’ll be over and get him myself. He can spend the day with me at The Hardware. I swear, Mayor, that’s the best I can do.”
“Hang on a second,” Abraham said, putting his hand over the phone. “What’s your decision, Marty?”
“I’d like to help fix this thing, if that’s okay with you.”
Abraham moved his hand and said to Tom, “Tell you what, since you’re busy and he’s already here, why don’t I keep him here for the rest of the day? I don’t want to put you out; I know how big Saturdays are for you.”
“That would be great,” Tom said before quickly hanging up.
“Do you really want me to stay?” Marty asked, a single tear creeping down his cheek.
“Why not? I’ve got a lot of work to do today, though, so we won’t be going to the movies or playing ball in the park. Can you live with that?”
Marty thought about it a few moments, then asked softly, “Will you pay me if I help?”
It was all Abraham could do to keep from laughing. The boy had spunk, there was no doubt about that. “Let’s see how well you work before we start negotiating your salary. Is that a deal? Do you trust me to be fair with you?”
“I think so,” Marty said. “After all, you are the mayor.”
As Abraham led Marty downstairs to his workshop, he marveled at what Fate, Tom Shuford, and a woman he’d never met named Sheila had all conspired to drop into his lap.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/20247 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!