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    CHAPTER ONE 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Lucy refilled Polly's coffee and allowed the carafe she held to hover over Henry's mug. 
 
    "Henry," Polly whispered. 
 
    He gave his head a quick shake. "What?" Looking up, he grinned at Lucy. "Sorry. Yes, please." 
 
    "Is there anything else I can get for you while you wait?" she asked them. 
 
    Polly looked at Henry, trying not to plead with her eyes. 
 
    "Just a few more minutes," he said. "Will you live that long?"  
 
    She nodded at him. "I won't starve if I only have to wait a few more minutes. But Lucy," she said with a grin, "make sure Joe is ready to drop my tenderloin. And fries. I'm ready for fries." 
 
    Lucy chuckled. "We’ve missed you, too. It’s been a while since you were in here." 
 
    "These last few months have been nuts," Polly said. "In a really good way, but with Cassidy in my world, I don't have free time to wander off. I need a tenderloin." 
 
    "Where is she today?" Lucy asked. "I thought I'd get to see her." 
 
    "With Marie and Molly," Polly replied. 
 
    "Bill said that virus really took Marie down," Lucy said. "How is she?" 
 
    Marie had caught what was going around in January and it took three weeks for her to feel like she could be with people again. The poor woman fretted more about where Jessie Locke’s daughter, Molly, would go than her own health. That meant Polly took care of both girls when Molly wasn’t at pre-school.  
 
    While that had curtailed Polly's life outside the house, it gave Cassidy and Molly an opportunity to learn how to play together. By the end of the third week, they discovered ways to communicate when Cassidy wouldn't speak. Now Polly made sure the two girls played together at least once a week.  
 
    Molly turned four years old on Valentine’s Day with a nice celebration at Jessie's apartment. At nearly a year younger than Cassidy, the two wouldn't be in school together. Polly tried not to worry about her daughter finding more friends, but she couldn't help it. Cassidy had been with them four months and there were days she couldn’t handle the family, much less friends. 
 
    "Go ahead and order," Henry said. "I don't know where he is." 
 
    Polly peered at him.  
 
    "Did you leave me again?" he asked with a smile. "I was telling Lucy about how sick Mom was and what a good and wonderful daughter-in-law you were." 
 
    "I was thinking about Cassidy and Molly. Sorry. You're sure? I was just being impatient. Have you tried calling him?" 
 
    Henry looked up at Lucy. "I'll have the patty melt and onion rings." He stood. "Let me step outside and try his phone one more time."  
 
    As he headed for the front door, Lucy slid into his seat. "How do you like having a toddler around the house?" 
 
    Polly closed her eyes and sighed. "It's the best and worst thing that's ever happened to me." Then she chuckled. "Honestly, I could say that about every single one of my children." 
 
    "Is she speaking full sentences yet?" 
 
    "No," Polly said, shaking her head. "Not really. We can tell that she wants to, but the poor little thing has been through so much that her fears overwhelm her. She wants to be near me all the time. It isn't because she loves me, it's because she is terrified that I will leave her." 
 
    "You don't think she loves you?" 
 
    Polly winced. "Sorry, that isn’t what I mean. In her way, she does." She chuckled. "It's more like a cat versus a dog. Cassidy is a cat. Everything startles and frightens her. She wants to be near you on her terms. She’s prickly and can lash out with no obvious reason. But she's always there, waiting for you to pay attention to her so she can choose whether or not to acknowledge you." 
 
    Lucy stood back up and Polly smiled at Henry, who was coming back to the table. 
 
    "Go ahead," he said, pointing to his chair. 
 
    Lucy laughed. "I have to get back to work. Tenderloin and fries for you, Polly. Right?" 
 
    Polly nodded. "Thanks." 
 
    "He's not answering his phone," Henry said after Lucy left. "That really surprises me. He seemed like such a good candidate for the job. I was ready to offer it to him." 
 
    "So why did you want the two of us to meet?" 
 
    He took her hand. "Because you read people better than anyone I know. When I hire someone to supervise my crews, I want to make sure that he …" 
 
    Polly tapped the top of his hand. "Or she." 
 
    "Yeah, you're right. Anyway, I want to make sure that individual passes muster with the best recruiter I know. It's taken three months to find a single person that felt like a good fit. He's met Ben and Leroy and Jimmy and Sam." 
 
    "Heath, too?" 
 
    "And Heath. They all like him okay. Before I finalized an agreement, I wanted you to meet him. This is disappointing." 
 
    "I hope everything is okay," Polly said. 
 
    "Me too. I spoke with him last night and he planned to be here. I'm so sorry." 
 
    She frowned. "Why? You didn't do this. If he has a problem handling commitment, it's better to find out now rather than later when your customers are angry and call because he didn't take care of something on time." 
 
    "It was just such perfect timing," Henry said, shaking his head. "I saw a light at the end of that long tunnel." 
 
    "No going to the light," Polly teased. "Surely some of your other guys can step up. Why aren't you talking to Jimmy or Sam about taking on bigger roles?" 
 
    Jimmy Rio and Sam Terhune had worked for Henry as long as she'd known him. They were young but seemed to know the business well. 
 
    "I did. The thing is, they know what the job requires, and I don't think they're ready. Maybe Jimmy could do it in a couple of years, but he's not much of a go-getter. He likes working, he likes the guys, but he also likes having freedom to punch a clock and be done at the end of the day." 
 
    "Not a Type-A kind of a guy," Polly said with a smile. 
 
    "Nope and honestly, I'm thankful that he sees that. He's such a good worker, I'd hate to lose him." 
 
    "And Sam?" 
 
    Henry shrugged. "He isn't sure he'll even be in Bellingwood next year. He's dating a girl from up by Fort Dodge and if they get married, he'll move. Anybody would be lucky to get him. If he stays, I'll talk to him again, but I'm not counting on it." 
 
    She squeezed his hand. "I'm sorry." 
 
    "Me too." 
 
    "Hopefully you'll find out he had a really good reason to not be here today and everything will make sense. I can find another time to meet him. And besides, this just gives us a chance to enjoy lunch alone together." 
 
    He smiled at her. "That doesn't happen often enough." 
 
    "Next week is spring break." 
 
    Henry's eyes lit up. "At Iowa State?" 
 
    "And Boone and Bellingwood." 
 
    "They're all happening in the same week?" 
 
    She laughed out loud. "I couldn't believe it myself. You know what that means, don't you?" 
 
    "Uhhh, insanity in great measure?" 
 
    "Maybe," she replied with nod. "But even more important. Cat, Hayden, and Rebecca will be around to help with the kids for an entire week." 
 
    "A little freedom from your small attachment?" 
 
    "Just a little. I've already talked to Rebecca about being available. She was making plans with her friends and I begged for some attention." 
 
    "You shouldn't have to beg." 
 
    "It’s her spring break and I want her to have fun. Stephanie wants to take the girls to Omaha and Cilla is trying to talk her brother into driving them to Des Moines to go shopping." 
 
    "He went for that?" 
 
    Polly shook her head. "Nope, but you know Cilla. She'll come up with something. I wouldn't put it past those girls to hire one of their older friends to drive them down. Oh, Henry, Rebecca gets her driver's license in May. I’ll never see her again." 
 
    "Let's not think about those awful days we face in the not too distant future," he said. "Food's here." 
 
    She smiled up at Lucy. 
 
    "You're sharing the fries and onion rings, right?" Lucy asked.  
 
    When Polly nodded, Henry chuckled.  
 
    "Like I have a choice." 
 
    "I had Joe put them together on this plate. I thought I knew your wife well enough to know how this would go." 
 
    Polly pushed at his arm. "That is why you ordered onion rings, isn't it?" 
 
    "Yes," he said patiently. "I know my wife, too." 
 
    Lucy chuckled. "This is why I love my customers." 
 
    "How's Greg?" Henry asked as he shifted things around on the table to make room for their plates. 
 
    The question brought a smile to Lucy's face. "He's wonderful. I've written a note to your father, but that rolling table for Greg's computer is such a help. I can't believe Bill figured out how to make its brakes easy for Greg to manipulate." She shook her head slowly, smiling through tears. "It's almost like things are normal at our house. I have actual conversations with my husband. We're so thankful for what the people in this town have done. Every once in a while, Greg feels like he's too much of a burden on you all, but I remind him that he'd do the same thing for any of his friends. It's hard for him to take anything that smells of charity." 
 
    "It sure made Dad feel good to know that he could make your lives easier," Henry said. "Sometimes it's hard to know what to do for someone you care about." 
 
    Polly nudged his leg under the table and he frowned at her. She grinned back. 
 
    "What's that?" Lucy asked. 
 
    "I think she's not-so-gently reminding me that I'm not terribly charitable about taking help from others when I need it." 
 
    "We forget how interconnected we should be," Lucy said softly. "Anyway, what your father did means the world to us." She left the table before Henry could respond. 
 
    "I didn't know about that," Polly said quietly. 
 
    "What's so weird is that it was easy for Dad to design and make. He heard some of Greg's friends talking about finding a good table for him and all it took was a weekend and a few pieces of lumber." 
 
    Polly picked up a French fry and sat back in her chair. "It has to be easier than this to figure out how to bring people together." 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "I don't know what I mean. If your dad hadn't been part of a random conversation, he would never have known that Greg needed that table. None of the other men who were discussing the problem even considered asking Bill if he could make something like that. Why is it always so hard?" 
 
    "Stop thinking about it," Henry said with a laugh. He pointed his fork at her tenderloin. "Eat your lunch. You don't need to muddle your brain trying to solve the problems of the world today. We're here without children. Let's just enjoy each other." 
 
    "That's asking a lot of me, you know." 
 
    "What are your plans for the rest of the afternoon?" 
 
    "I don't know. Do you have something you want me to do?" 
 
    "Wanna hang out with me?" 
 
    She’d managed to get a big bite of pork tenderloin into her mouth and laughed as she tried to chew it and swallow. 
 
    "I'll wait. Go slow. I don't want you to choke." 
 
    Polly was still laughing by the time she had it down. She wiped her lips clean. "Sure. I'd love to hang out with you. What are we doing?" 
 
    "I have to run out to Alden's Corner to check on the salon bay. Ben called last night and wants me to look at the plumbing lines they put in. He thinks they're going to need to move things around according to the new owner's plans. Then I thought we could run up to the B&B site. The foundation is going to be poured this week." 
 
    "Then yes, I'd love to go with you," Polly said. 
 
    Alden's Corner was the small strip mall that Henry had built on the edge of Bellingwood. A woman had intended to put a salon into one of the bays. Just about the time they were ready to start build-out, the deal fell through, leaving one end of the strip unoccupied. Three weeks ago, Mina Dendrade had taken possession of the bay and Henry's crews were back on task to finish before the end of April. 
 
    Mina had a small salon in downtown Bellingwood, but with Nan Stallings' marketing help, her business had grown and she needed a bigger space. This move promised to be exciting for her team. 
 
    Polly liked the young woman a lot, and was thrilled when she hired a stylist who knew something about caring for a black child's hair. Mina was the first person in Bellingwood to recognize that this was going to be a need going forward. Joss Mikkels was thrilled to have local help for Sophie and Cooper, and Polly was grateful that her boys and Cassidy had woman who doted on small children and knew just how to care for their hair. The boys thought Nonni Wellman, a woman in her mid-thirties, was just the best-ever.  
 
    Because she was young and hip, as Rebecca said, Nonni had also become a hit with the high school kids in town. Mina was going to be a success out on the highway and planned to continue bringing in top notch talent.  
 
    Nan was excited, too. She worked part-time for Alistair Greyson as his practice slowly grew. Nan had never expected to be anything other than his administrative assistant with a little marketing work on the side, but that had all changed. Grey was very happy working out of the lower level of his house, and there was room down there to add more office space. They'd spoken with Henry about building out another office for Nan with a central space that could be used as a waiting room for both businesses. That meant they'd have to hire another receptionist / assistant, but it was a problem the two were glad to have. 
 
    Polly still didn't know what was going to happen with the relationship between those two and she knew that it was none of her business. They needed each other and that was all that mattered.  
 
    "Henry Sturtz and Polly Giller. I don't get to see you often enough. How are you?" 
 
    They looked up to see Simon Gardner and a pleasantly attractive woman standing beside them.  
 
    Henry stood up and shook Simon's hand. He hesitated, and Simon jerked in surprise.  
 
    "You haven't met Elaine yet?" 
 
    Henry frowned and shook his head but put his hand out. 
 
    She took it and smiled. "Elaine Borden. You know my daughter, Lillybeth Anderson. I will be your neighbor before the year is out." 
 
    "Oh," Henry said, shaking himself into awareness. "Of course. Polly, the Andersons are building the home around the corner from ours." 
 
    Polly smiled and nodded, then stood as Simon came around the table to give her a hug. "It's nice to meet you, Mrs. Borden." 
 
    "I look forward to getting to know your family," the woman said. 
 
    "There are a lot of us," Polly replied. "The kids can't wait to see the house go up. We're having trouble keeping them off the land. They want to explore. Now that the basement has been poured, they’re fascinated as they try to figure out what it will look like." 
 
    "This is the first time I've been part of new home construction," Elaine said. "It's very exciting." She pointed at the table where Lucy had set their menus. "We should let these people finish their lunch, Simon. It was so good to meet you." 
 
    Polly and Henry sat back down as the couple made their way to their table. 
 
    "You don't think," Henry whispered. 
 
    Lucy bent over and whispered. "You should think exactly that." 
 
    Polly held back a snort as she laughed. "Really?" 
 
    Lucy shrugged and walked to another table. 
 
    "Simon has a girlfriend?" Polly said in quiet tones to Henry. "That's exciting." She touched her arms. "It makes me shiver with joy. He is such a good man. He deserves this." 
 
    "Everyone deserves happiness," Henry replied. He took a deep breath and sat back. "Too much food." 
 
    "And here I was going to talk you into ice cream." 
 
    "You have to be kidding me. I can't eat another thing." 
 
    "Oh, come on. There's always room for ice cream. How about an ice cream sandwich on the way up to the B&B?" 
 
    A new convenience store had been built in the parking lot at Alden's Corner. With all its amenities it was killing the business at the small convenience store they usually frequented. The big kitchen and the flashy layout were big draws and sucked Polly in regularly. She couldn't help herself. It was just so easy to find things in there and driving up to those gas pumps was much simpler with her big Suburban. There were rumors the small shop in town was going to close and rebuild on the other end of town.  
 
    Change just kept happening around her. 
 
    Lucy came back to the table with their ticket and a takeout box. "Polly, you finished your sandwich. You never do that." 
 
    Polly looked down at her plate in surprise. "I never do that." She swatted at Henry. "Did you finish my sandwich?" 
 
    "Surely you would have noticed if I'd eaten your tenderloin," he said. 
 
    "But I don't remember eating all of it." 
 
    Lucy laughed. "Did he eat your lunch?" 
 
    "Henry?" Polly asked. 
 
    He grinned. "There was that little corner." 
 
    "It was a quarter of the sandwich. And where's all the extra tenderloin that stuck out of the bun?" 
 
    Rubbing his belly, Henry smiled at the two of them. "I didn't have breakfast this morning." 
 
    "That's right, you didn't," Polly said, nodding. "But how did you sneak that thing off my plate?" 
 
    "Your powers of observation are failing you, my dear." 
 
    "She was watching everyone else in the room," Lucy said. 
 
    Henry laughed. "You’re right. Polly, who is sitting behind me and to the left?" He put his hand on her arm. "No, don't turn and look. Just tell me what you know." 
 
    "I think it's Daryl Mendenhall. I don't know who's with him." 
 
    Lucy nodded. "That's exactly right." 
 
    "She's seen every single person come in," Henry said. "It doesn't even occur to her that she knows everything that she’s seen. It's just what she does." 
 
    "Is that bad?" Polly asked with a frown. 
 
    "Not at all. It's actually kind of cool. Like I said, you have amazing powers of observation, except when it comes to me stealing food off your plate." 
 
    "Poor Heath won't get those leftovers," Polly said. 
 
    "Is he still dating Ella Evans?" Lucy asked as she gathered their plates. 
 
    Henry nodded and sat up straight again. He picked up the ticket. "Yeah. I like her. She makes him work hard. That girl is going to strongarm him into good grades, and I approve. Are you ready to head out, Polly?" 
 
    "I'm insisting on ice cream," she said. 
 
    He groaned. "That'll teach me to steal your food." 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Every inch of the new business growth on the outskirts of Bellingwood felt strange to Polly. People in town couldn't stop talking about it. Some were furious that things were changing while others were thrilled at what it meant for Bellingwood. 
 
     She was excited about the new opportunities in town, but it still felt strange to see buildings going up where there had once been fields. Oh, sure, there were still farm fields everywhere. The town was woven into the rural landscape of the region. In fact, one backed up to the north side of her property, but still, with this construction the approach to Bellingwood from the west was transformed. This wasn't the end of it either. There was talk about new residential properties, a mix of multi-family and single-family homes, going up on the south side of the highway across from the strip mall and convenience store. 
 
    "I love change," she muttered. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "I'm reminding myself that I love change." 
 
    Henry peered at her. "I agree, but why are you thinking about change?" 
 
    She gestured at the sparkling new canopy over the gas pumps and the big sign going up right next to the highway. "It makes Bellingwood feel different. No more sleepy little town. This feels like the advent of a snowball roll that we can't stop." 
 
    "You want it to be like it always was?" 
 
    "I know that what I'm saying doesn't make sense. When I moved into town, we started changing things. People didn't like what I did either. I know it will be good for the community. I'm working my way through it." 
 
    "Folks want to pull the ladder in after themselves," he said. "They aren’t fond of having new arrivals upset their status quo. But things can't stay the same and remain healthy. That isn't the way systems work." 
 
    "That's why I'm working through it." Polly chuckled. "Right now, I have to work through it in my mind every time I drive past this place. Someday the corner will be as familiar as driving past Sycamore House. I won't even think about it. We’ll be worrying about new construction somewhere else and will have forgotten that this little bit of change upset our equilibrium." 
 
    "Most people just get mad. They don't spend enough time considering their reaction. I like that about you." Henry drove past the convenience store to the strip mall set in behind it. "Do you want to come inside with me? It's starting to look like a salon." 
 
    "Because you've been in so many?" Polly asked with a laugh.  
 
    "I've been in a few," he replied in protest. "Why are you picking on me?" 
 
    "Because I love you." She rubbed her hand up his forearm. "If you don't mind, I'd like to come in. It's always fun to see a shop before it's complete."  
 
    He parked behind the building and, after turning the truck off, flicked keys around on his key ring, then selected one. He grabbed a set of blueprints out of the seat behind them and got out. Polly followed. 
 
    They stepped on boards that had been laid across the mud up to the concrete pad in front of the back door. He unlocked it and flipped on a light switch just inside. "This shouldn't take long. Ben wanted me to look at something along the back wall. He thinks the plumber switched things around." 
 
    "Do you need me to hold the blueprints for you? I can be a useful assistant." 
 
    He grinned. "No. I've got it." 
 
    "I'm going to wander around and see what Mina is doing up front." 
 
    The main part of the salon was nearly finished. Walls separating the large central area were spaced strategically, some floor to ceiling, others only halfway up. Salon styling chairs still wrapped in plastic had been placed in front of stations, though had yet to be set in place. Polly stopped and looked at herself in the mirrors attached to the walls, then shook her head. She needed to make an appointment to see Mina soon. Before they made the move out here, that was for sure; she couldn't wait that long. 
 
    As she wound through spacious room, she took it all in. What fun it would be to have an entirely new place to build out. To design according to specifications you saw only in your mind's eye until they were sketched out and brought to reality. Once Mina and her team of stylists moved in, they would turn this place into their home and make it comfortable for their clients.  
 
    She was so thankful to have found Mina. Spending time in a salon had never been Polly's favorite thing to do. She'd never found one in Boston that had felt right. All she let them do was cut her hair and then she wanted to escape. There were a couple of other stylists in town and Polly had tried them, but when she met Mina at Nan's birthday party last fall, she'd immediately felt comfortable with her.  
 
    Mina was trying to talk Polly into coloring her hair. She refused to tell Rebecca that she was even considering it. The moment those words left her mouth, Rebecca would be relentless, pushing her to leap into the twenty-first century and at least try to look like she wasn't the mother to a horde of children. One of these days she would surprise everyone and come home with wild rainbow colors streaked through her hair. Or, maybe she’d just add some highlights and avoid being ridiculous. 
 
    Oh, what was she saying? The other wasn't ridiculous at all and it would be so much fun. She stopped in front of another mirror and fluffed her hair. What would Henry think? He'd love it. After her last trim, Polly had truly put it all out of her mind, but standing here now, she wanted to call Mina and make the appointment. She took her phone out as she walked toward the big windows in the front of the store. 
 
    A striking black and silver counter had been set in place at the very front to greet customers who walked in. Stacked chairs wrapped in more plastic were waiting to be opened and set out in the small reception area off to the side. Polly stood at the double doors, looking out across the parking lot. As odd as it felt to have these buildings out here, she couldn't wait for landscaping to be done and the bays to be filled.  
 
    She heard Henry's voice and yelled out, "Everything okay?" 
 
    "No," he called back. "Ben was right. I don't want to make this phone call." 
 
    He made these calls every day of the week, but he still didn't enjoy it. Henry was a better manager than Polly. It infuriated her when people refused to do their job to the best of their ability. She couldn't understand why they even bothered if they were going to do something poorly. Fortunately, her team was excellent and dealt with those who would send Polly's blood boiling. Even when she heard about it long after the employee problem had been taken care of, she got angry.  
 
    In Henry's case, his worst problems weren't his employees, though he always had someone to deal with there, too. The biggest issues he had were with his subcontractors. It wasn't as if they didn't know he expected them to do their jobs well, but he was fully aware of the ones who would try to cut corners or refuse to admit when they'd made mistakes. He pushed through it as pragmatically as he handled everything else. She smiled. That included the way he handled her. Man, she was a lucky woman. 
 
    The last thing she wanted to do was bother him while he was talking to one of his sub-contractors, so Polly dawdled in the front area of the salon. She took a different path back, stopping to look at a sticker someone had placed in the bottom corner of one of the mirrors. A small white circle with the words Find Joy in the Journey made her smile. Whether it was one of the stylists or a workman, it was a good thought. She reached out and touched it before walking away. If that could be her motto, she’d live a good life. 
 
    At the next station, she stopped again, puzzled that one of the chairs had been unwrapped. It didn't make sense. If this was the chair, what was wrapped up in plastic on the other side of the aisle?  
 
    Polly moved closer. Maybe they were putting carpet down. That made no sense either. The carpet had all been laid. As she stood over the form on the floor, she closed her eyes, cursing under her breath, while willing this not to be true. 
 
    "Henry?" she yelled, staring at her phone. 
 
    "Just a minute. I'm taking measurements. This thing is totally messed up. I’m going to kill someone." 
 
    That really wasn't what she wanted to hear right now. "Don't talk about killing, please. And don't make me wait. Come here." She was already placing the call. 
 
    Henry walked toward her, frowning. "What's up? I only needed a minute." 
 
    She pointed at the floor, surprised he hadn't seen what was right in front of her. 
 
    "Hello, Polly," Aaron's bright voice said. "It's been such a nice day. Are you about to make it ugly?" 
 
    Henry knelt to look at the man wrapped in plastic. The body was face-up, and though the face was distorted by layers of wrap, it was still defined enough to be identifiable. Henry shuddered, took a low breath, and stood back up. "It's him," he said, exhaling a long breath. "At least that explains it." 
 
    "It's who?" Polly asked. She turned her speaker on and held the phone out. 
 
    "What do you mean, it's who?" Aaron asked her. 
 
    "The body wrapped in plastic at the new salon outside of Bellingwood," Polly responded. "Are you coming to rescue us today or should I expect Tab?" 
 
    "Why do I continue to hope that your phone calls will be pleasant experiences," Aaron said. "Tab is close. She’ll be on her way to you. This is by that new convenience store?" 
 
    "Yeah. We came in the back, but we can open the front door." She looked at Henry for confirmation. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    "And who does Henry think it is? Tell me it isn't one of his people." 
 
    "My erstwhile supervisor candidate. We were supposed to meet him for lunch so I could introduce him to Polly." 
 
    "Is he from around here?" Aaron asked. 
 
    Henry grimaced. "Lives over west of Ogden. Keenan Baxter." 
 
    "How well do you know him?" 
 
    "I hadn't gotten to know him well, yet," Henry said. "We were supposed to have a final interview today with Polly. His background was good, his references had good things to say about him, and I liked the guy." 
 
    "And you wanted Polly to meet him?" 
 
    Henry smiled at his wife. "She has a good sense for people." 
 
    "That she does," Aaron agreed. "And a terrible predilection for finding the dead ones." 
 
    "At least I'm here this time," Henry said. "I don't have to hear about it secondhand." 
 
    A sharp rap on the glass of the front door made the two of them jump and Polly turned. "Someone's at the door," she said to Aaron. "I'll talk to you later." 
 
    "Thanks for your call," he responded. "You know how much I look forward to receiving them." 
 
    She tried to think of something witty to say back to him, but he was gone. 
 
    Deputy Tab Hudson stood at the front door, her hands on her hips. When she saw Polly through the glass, she gave a little wave. The young woman could look harsh and severe. In fact, the first couple of times Polly met her, she hadn't been impressed, other than that the deputy was efficient at her job. As time passed, they'd gotten to know each other better and had become good friends. Tab moved to Bellingwood from Boone three months ago, leaving the independence of her small apartment behind. She was living with JJ Ryan, the owner of Secret Woods Winery, and the two had discovered that having another human being living in your personal space wasn’t quite as easy as a person might assume.  
 
    Tab wasn't prepared to commit to marriage. She'd gained independence from her family and was hard-pressed to give it up and jump into another one. JJ loved her no matter what and was willing to wait. If she never wanted to be married, he'd stick with her through that, too. He'd finally found the one woman who understood him and he wasn't giving that up.  
 
    She loved him just as much. His easy-going manner and undeniable love for her had broken through Tab's barriers. She told Polly that his next step was getting them a couple of dogs. Tab wanted to wait until it was warmer, especially if they got puppies, so they could be outside while house-breaking the animals. It was only a matter of time. 
 
    Henry started for the lock to flip it open and Tab waved him off. 
 
    He frowned. 
 
    "Fingerprints," she yelled. "How do you think he got inside?" 
 
    He looked at Polly, confused. "I don't know. I didn't even think about that." 
 
    "We came in the back door," Polly called back. "Do you want to drive around? I'm sorry. We touched the door and the light switch. We had no idea." 
 
    Tab nodded. "I'll be right there." 
 
    "Do you really think the murderer would have touched the front doorknob? My guys have been in and out of here. Their fingerprints are all over everything." 
 
    "I don't know," Polly said. She watched Tab back up and drive toward the side of the building. "It's not ours to worry about. Once Tab and her crew get in here, my job is finished. I walk away and answer questions when she asks them." 
 
    "You don't think one of my guys killed him, do you?" 
 
    Raising her eyebrows, Polly nodded. "Yeah. Ben was mad because you planned to hire a new supervisor, so he lured this guy to the salon where he and his team were working, killed him, and wrapped him in plastic from one of the chairs." 
 
    "Do you really think that could have happened?" Henry asked, sucking in air. "That's awful." 
 
    "I'm joking," she said. "You know Ben better than anyone. Do you think he could harm anyone?" 
 
    "Well, no." 
 
    "I'd believe it of Leroy before I did Ben and Leroy is a teddy bear. He’s big and gruff with the heart of puppy dog. You hire nice guys, Henry. I suspect Tab will want to talk to them, especially those who have keys to this place. And besides, Ben isn't dumb enough to commit a murder at a location that's his responsibility." 
 
    "Right now keys to this space are everywhere. We change the locks once the owner takes possession. With all of the subs and other workmen in here, I have no idea how many people have access." 
 
    "Then tell Tab that. While it widens the possible suspect list, it helps for her to know everything." 
 
    "I hate this," he said, frustration filling his voice. "Why is this your lot in life? Why do you have to find bodies at my construction site?" 
 
    "It’s only the second time." 
 
    He frowned. "I still hate it." 
 
    "Look at it this way, Henry," Polly said softly. "If this wasn't what I did, anyone could have found that body. We're both certain that Ben couldn't murder anyone, but how hard would it be on him if he found this body tomorrow when he showed up for work? Or what if Mina or one of her girls had walked in and found it. The poor guy was killed. Someone needed to find him. Better that it's me. Right?" 
 
    "I still don't like it. Why here? Why now?" 
 
    She shrugged. He had never been comfortable with her strange talent, and she'd always thought that his biggest reason to be upset about it was because he couldn't be there to support her. But he was here now and as annoyed and frustrated as she'd ever seen him. "Imagine how Mina is going to feel knowing that someone was killed in her salon before she even took possession." 
 
    "Let's hope she isn't superstitious." He took Polly's hand and led her around to the other side of the center wall, away from the body. By the time they reached the back where he'd left his blueprints, Tab was inside and walking toward them. 
 
    "Where is he?" she asked. 
 
    Polly pointed. "Right up here." 
 
    Tab took out a small notepad and pencil. "What did you say his name was?" she asked Henry. 
 
    "Keenan Baxter. I can send you his resume." 
 
    Her eyes lit up. "That would be great. Thank you." 
 
    Henry put the blueprints back down and glanced around. "My tablet's in the truck. I'll get it right over to you." 
 
    Tab nodded and headed forward. "Is this Mina Dendrade's new place?" 
 
    "Yeah. Do you go to her salon?" 
 
    "Nan told me that I should." Tab patted her short dark hair. "I've never done anything other than this. It's easy to take care of." 
 
    "It's cute," Polly said. It crossed her mind that this was an odd time to talk about getting a haircut, but she and Tab had bonded over stranger situations in the past. "Henry's worried that this might have been one of his people." 
 
    "Does he suspect one of them has a motive?" 
 
    "Not at all. You know his people. They're good guys. But Henry can't wrap his head around a murder happening at one of his worksites." 
 
    "His people have keys to the location," Tab said. "It makes sense for him to worry. We'll look into everything, but we aren't going to stir up trouble unless there's something there." She stopped in front of the body, knelt down, then stood back up and looked at the chair across the aisle. "Do you think we'll be fortunate enough to find fingerprints on the plastic?" 
 
    "You'll find plenty of fingerprints," Polly said. "Guessing most of them will be from the company who produced the chairs and the shipper who dropped them off. Maybe even some of the girls at the salon. I know they've been in and out of here. You can't tell me they haven’t had their hands on everything." 
 
    "So, pretty much the suspect list includes everyone in Bellingwood and the surrounding area," Tab said dryly. "Goodie. You know how I love a mystery. Can I hire you right now to help me solve it?" 
 
    "Funny," Polly said.  
 
    "How did Henry know this man?" 
 
    "We were supposed to have lunch with him today. Henry planned to hire him as a supervisor. He wanted me to meet the man and tell him what I thought." 
 
    "Guess you've met him." 
 
    Polly shook her head. "I hate to tell Henry, but I don't think he's going to work out." 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER THREE 
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    "After all that, do you still have time to go up to the B&B with me?" Henry asked once they were finally back in his truck.  
 
    Polly glanced at the clock on his dash. The boys would be home soon and none of the older kids were back from school yet. This semester had been rougher than the last one. Cat had a mid-afternoon class every day except Friday. 
 
    "I'd better not. Knowing me, something awful would happen up there and I'd be late getting back to the boys." 
 
    "I understand." 
 
    She glanced at him. He didn't sound like he understood at all. "What's up?" 
 
    Henry shrugged, then chuckled uncomfortably. "I don't know. It's been a strange day and I was looking forward to spending time with you. You know, without kids and dead bodies and all. When I woke up this morning, I'd hoped we would be talking about a new supervisor while we trotted around town." 
 
    "Best-laid plans and all." 
 
    "You didn't get any ice cream, either." 
 
    "Pull in, then," she said, pointing to the old convenience store on the highway. "Buy me an ice cream sandwich. I think we deserve something, don't you?" 
 
    "I could take you to the general store and get real ice cream." 
 
    "This is fine." 
 
    "You are so easy," he said as he swung into a parking spot in front of the store. "Wait here, I'll be right back." 
 
    Polly smiled at him. "Really? Thank you." She watched him walk into the store and shook her head. For all the goals he'd set at the beginning of the year, Henry was busier now than he'd been in the last couple of years. And now, just when he saw a glimmer of light at the end of the craziness, it had been extinguished. He was handling it better than she expected. She wasn't sure why anyone hoped things would get easier. Their lives all continued to grow.  
 
    Rebecca wouldn't be home this evening until late. She was rarely home before nine o'clock these days. Either she was involved with things at school or wanted to spend time with friends who were involved, or just wanted to attend an extra-curricular event. So far, her grades were great. At least she had figured out how to use downtime to get her schoolwork done.  
 
    As much as Polly hated the idea of letting her have a car as soon as she got her driver's license, they might not have a choice. Henry, Nate Mikkels, and Kirk Waters were keeping an eye out for cars that would be safe for Cilla and Rebecca. Stephanie wasn't ready for Kayla to have a car, and besides she wouldn't get her driver's license until August. As long as Rebecca had wheels, though, Kayla would have a ride wherever she wanted to go.  
 
    Since Sylvie had made Jason wait until he could afford a car, poor Andrew, whose sixteenth birthday was in April, had scrambled to find ways to make money. He worked at the grocery store up town a couple of days a week, had put a bug in Joss's ear about working at the library whenever she had a spot open, and applied at Joe's Diner to bus tables on Saturdays and Sundays. He also helped his mother at the bakery, a job that made him miserable since she woke him up before daybreak. 
 
    Henry came out with two large glasses of soda and a small bag.  
 
    "Why the drinks?" Polly asked. 
 
    "I needed caffeine and felt guilty buying one for myself without getting one for you." 
 
    She laughed. "Well, thank you very much. Is there an ice cream sandwich in that bag?" 
 
    "Two of them. Did you want more than one?" 
 
    "One is all I need. Henry, are you doing okay?" 
 
    He gave his head a quick shake. "I'm still feeling strange about what we walked in on this afternoon." 
 
    "You've been with me when I found people before. You've been with me through some of the worst of my experiences. What has you so shaken up about this one?" 
 
    "Maybe I'm feeling sorry for myself. I wanted this guy to work out and now I have to go back to the drawing board." 
 
    "There weren't any other good applications?" As soon as the words were out of her mouth, Polly knew the answer. He’d been working on this for the last two months, looking desperately for someone qualified to lead his teams. 
 
    Henry just looked at her. 
 
    "I know, I know. But there was no one that you saw as a second choice, someone that might need more training or guidance before being released into the wild?" Since he didn't seem to be doing anything with the bag of ice cream sandwiches, she gently pried it from his clutches, then dumped the two sandwiches on the console between them. 
 
    "I've been wracking my brain since the moment I recognized him in that plastic. There's no one. I don't want to go through this again. I need Heath to graduate and come work with me. Like tomorrow." 
 
    "They're already growing up faster than I want them to," Polly said. "No wishing their lives away." She peeled the wrapper off a sandwich and put it in his hand. The poor guy was barely paying attention to his surroundings right now, but he obediently took a bite.  
 
    "Maybe I need to back off and slow things down." He closed his eyes and leaned back in the seat. They still hadn't left the parking lot. "I can't keep pushing myself like this. All my guys are working hard." Henry pursed his lips, then slammed his fist on the steering wheel. "Damn it. Just when I thought we might be able to step up another level." He turned to her. "Do you know how excited my guys are that we're growing like we are? Who knew that they even thought about things like that? But they like walking into places wearing hats and jackets that sport our logo and have people recognize them and say good things." 
 
    "It's been one day, Henry," Polly said quietly, reaching out to touch him. "We'll find a way." 
 
    He huffed. "I suppose it could be worse. I could be worrying about how to pay my guys because we don't have enough work." 
 
    "You've always been smart about measuring your workforce and the work available," she said. "You're just pushing hard now. There is often a mid-point where pain sets in. You're either going to grow now or you’ll shrink back and be a mediocre small-time contractor." Polly sent him a wicked grin. 
 
    "I’ll never be mediocre," he said, rolling his eyes. "Even if we have to stop taking new contracts, we'll still do top-of-the-line work. I won't have it any other way." 
 
    "Sorry. Mediocre was the wrong word. If you want to be a small-to-midsize company, you know it’s okay." 
 
    "Is that what I want?" 
 
    She lifted an eyebrow. "Uhhh, I don't know? Up until right now, I would have responded with a loud no, but maybe you do." 
 
    "Maybe this was a sign." 
 
    Polly scowled at him. "Let's not be ridiculous. The poor guy was murdered. I don't think it happened so you could have a sign that you needed to move your business one way or the other." 
 
    "That's another part of what has me freaked out. I can't talk to my guys about this until Tab does. I want to ask them questions." 
 
    "I'm sure that as soon as she talks to any of them, they'll all be on the phone with you. Ben won't be able to stand it." 
 
    "You're right," he said, nodding. "Maybe we should invite him and Amanda over for dinner so he can just talk it out." 
 
    "In front of the kids?" 
 
    Henry shook his head in frustration. "The kids are so much a part of my life, I forget that I can't do everything in front of them. You're right. As soon as Ben calls, I'll meet him somewhere." 
 
    "You can certainly invite him to the house, but I don't want to talk about murder at dinner and you know he won't be able to stop himself." 
 
    "I'm not thinking straight about any of this, am I?" 
 
    "It's okay. I'll help with some of the thinking." Polly pointed at the keys hanging in the ignition. "It’s time to take me home." 
 
    As he leaned forward to start the truck, he smiled at her. "Middle of the afternoon curfew. You'd almost think we were teenagers." 
 
    "Don't even say that out loud. I was a dumb teenager. I never want to be that age again." Polly patted his leg. "Though I wouldn't have minded starting my life with you ten years earlier than I did." 
 
    Henry sighed as he pulled out onto the highway. "With you as my motivation, I would have dealt with this growth issue ten years ago and we'd be settled by now." He wove through town and finally pulled into their driveway. 
 
    "Are you coming in?" 
 
    "No, I need to head up to the B&B. Then I'm going over to the house on North Willow. When I'm finished there, I'll be back in the neighborhood, but I'm meeting with a couple of people about the basement going in at that house." He pointed at empty lots north and east of the Bell House. "They were supposed to be here working by now. I need to find out what's going on." 
 
    Polly had unbuckled her seat belt, so she lifted herself off the seat and leaned over to kiss him. "Would you like me to leave my pop here for you to drink?" 
 
    He glanced down at the two drinks in the console. "You don't want it?" 
 
    "You'll drink them both?" 
 
    "I'm not going to be home until right at dinner. Will you be upset if I'm late?" 
 
    "Of course not. Will you be upset if I text you and send you pictures of the craziness?" 
 
    She felt terrible the minute she said that because tears filled his eyes. The poor man was really on edge today. "I love it when you send pictures to me," he said. "I feel like I'm part of things." 
 
    "Oh Henry. I'm sorry. I'll be sure to send more." 
 
    He shook his head again. "I'm just feeling out of it. I'll be better by the time I get home." 
 
    "I love you." Polly picked up the trash from the ice cream sandwiches and left her drink in the truck. She stood at the side door and watched him leave, then went inside and snapped a quick picture of two dogs and too many cats to count as they all converged on her in the kitchen.  
 
    "The ravenous beasts were waiting. Good thing I have food in the pantry or they might eat me alive." She sent it to him and smiled.  
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Polly was feeling a bit overwhelmed and couldn't wait for the side door to open that evening. She had no idea which of the other adults in her family would be home first, but she didn't care. After Henry dropped her off, she had just enough time to let the dogs out and run over to pick Cassidy up at Marie's house before the elementary school onslaught hit. Mona Bright had finally acquiesced to allowing her daughter, Rose, to go to Polly's or the Waters' house after school. That meant that on a good day, there were eight children in the house. Sometimes, other friends made their way to Beech Street, increasing the number exponentially. The Bell House was the best place for the kids to play. On nice days they had an immense back yard. On crummy days, they had a tunnel and the basement or even the big foyer.  
 
    Fortunately, today had been a good day and the kids played in the tunnel and outside. While they chased each other, playing whatever game they had come up with, Polly cut up fruit and cheese and took a container of frozen chocolate chip cookies out.  
 
    After the neighbors had all gone home, she started dinner while the boys finished their homework and practiced for their piano lessons.  
 
    Caleb and JaRon had shown only a little interest in playing the piano prior to Christmas. In January, Polly and Henry decided it was time to get them started. If she had to be the practice tyrant for two, she could handle it for four. 
 
    Noah was in band now, too. He wasn't sure if that's what he wanted to do, but the band director had asked and the poor kid had the worst time saying no to anyone.  
 
    Elijah wanted Noah to learn how to play drums, thinking it would be the perfect addition to a band he might put together someday. He already had it planned out. Caleb would learn how to play the bass and JaRon would learn to play the guitar. Of course, he was on the keys and would sing lead vocals.  
 
    The problem was, Noah was much more interested in learning to play the guitar than the drums, so again, best-laid plans. After some tests with instruments, he decided the saxophone might be fun to learn. There was a lot of squeaking and squawking in the house these days. He was giving it his best shot and every once in a while, a few good notes would come out of that instrument just to offer a smidgen of hope to Polly and Henry. 
 
    Cassidy was playing with a baby doll on the floor in front of the fireplace when the dogs leaped up and ran out of the living room.  
 
    "Who's home?" Polly asked her. 
 
    The little girl looked up and smiled, then returned to her doll.  
 
    "Shall we go see?" 
 
    Picking up the baby doll and cradling it in her arms, Cassidy stood and followed Polly into the hallway. Polly wasn't going through the foyer. If she could avoid looking at the chaos of that room, she didn't have to think about it. The kids had fun playing in there. Since they weren’t using it for anything right away, she wasn't fighting with anyone about it.  
 
    She and Cassidy arrived in the kitchen to see Henry and Heath shedding their boots and jackets on the porch. 
 
    "Hey there," Polly said. "It's good to see you." 
 
    Thundering footsteps on the back steps preceded four boys' entrance into the kitchen. 
 
    "Heath!" Elijah yelled. "Where have you been?" 
 
    "Working, little man," Heath said. He strode over and rubbed the boy's head. "You are getting taller every single day, I swear." 
 
    JaRon scrambled up onto one of the stools at the island. "Guess what?" he asked. 
 
    Heath wandered over to the refrigerator. "What?" 
 
    "I read that book today in school." 
 
    "Which book?" Heath stopped and looked at JaRon.  
 
    "The duck-rabbit book. Kieran said he already read it, but Marlee laughed." 
 
    "You read it out loud?" Heath asked. "I'm proud of you. I didn't know you were going to do that." 
 
    JaRon ducked his head. "I didn't want to say just in case I got scared." 
 
    "But you did it. Good for you." Heath walked around and gave the little boy a hug. "Have you read it to Polly and Henry yet?" 
 
    "No!" JaRon looked at the two of them in great surprise. "No!" 
 
    "We'd love to hear it," Henry said. "You have any leftovers here for two hungry hard-working men?" 
 
    "You didn't eat?" Polly asked. She brushed JaRon's back as she walked past him. "I'm proud of you, too, JaRon." 
 
    True to his word, Heath spent whatever extra time he had with the two youngest boys, helping them read better. Caleb still read at the same level that his younger brother did, but he was becoming more confident as time passed. In the solitude of his sister's room, he could be heard stuttering through simple books as he read to her. No one acknowledged what he was doing for fear that he would stop because he was embarrassed, but Heath encouraged him to go into her room just before her lights were due to go out and read something out loud to her. 
 
    Cassidy adored all four of her brothers, but Caleb could do no wrong in her eyes. Maybe it was those moments they spent together with their books. She seemed to know instinctively that reading aloud was difficult for him, but she didn't care about the words. She only cared that he took time with her. 
 
    When she got frustrated or threw a tantrum or acted out in awful ways, which was more often than Polly cared to admit, it was generally Caleb who could get her to calm down. And when he was out of control or angry, it was Cassidy who toddled over and sat beside him until he was ready to see reason. 
 
    "It's bedtime," Polly said. "Heath, would you mind taking the kids upstairs? They're all showered and ready for tomorrow. I'll have food for you when you come back down." 
 
    "Sure," he said. "Come on, guys." 
 
    Elijah grabbed Heath's hand. Polly didn't think he would ever stop being affectionate, no matter how old he got. Caleb wasn't there yet, but JaRon was learning. 
 
    Noah held back and Polly stepped forward. "What's up?" 
 
    "Just wanted to say goodnight." 
 
    She hugged him. "Goodnight, sweetie. I'll come upstairs before you go to sleep." 
 
    "I know. I just wanted to say it." 
 
    Polly pulled him in for another hug. He was going to hit sixth and seventh grade and be that awkward boy who didn't know how to control all of his extremities. He'd be gangly and clumsy, but he was always going to be sweet. 
 
    When the noise in the kitchen had died down, Polly went back to the refrigerator and took out the roast beef she'd cooked for dinner.  
 
    "What about Little Girl?" Henry asked. 
 
    She turned and realized that Cassidy had sat down on the floor under the lip of the island and was snuggling her doll again. Polly laughed out loud. "Which do you want? Slice the roast or take the little girl upstairs?" 
 
    "I should take her, but I really want to just stand here in the silence." 
 
    Polly nodded. "I get it. There's bread already sliced and if you look in the basket, there are some tomatoes. Plenty of chips and crackers in the pantry. I'll be back in a little while." She bent down and tapped Cassidy's shoulder. "Time for bed, sweet thing." 
 
    Cassidy frowned at her. "No." That was one of the words she used regularly. It hadn't taken long for everyone to tire of it. 
 
    "Yes. You know it's time. Let's go put your jammies on. Caleb will come in and read to you." 
 
    "You." 
 
    "I can read you a story, but he'll be in, too." 
 
    "No," Cassidy said. "You. No Caleb." 
 
    Polly blinked. "Why not Caleb?" 
 
    "Mad." 
 
    "Why are you mad at Caleb?" 
 
    Cassidy shrugged, but at least she stood up and headed for the back steps. A stubborn Cassidy at bedtime wasn't Polly's idea of fun. She looked back at Henry, who sent her a smirk.  
 
    "Cutting roast beef now," he said. 
 
    Polly followed Cassidy's slow ascent up the steps. She couldn't wait for those little legs to grow just a bit longer. When they got to Cassidy's room, Polly took a pair of pajamas out of the dresser and sat down on the edge of the bed.  
 
    "Why are you mad at Caleb?" she asked again. 
 
    Cassidy stuck her lower lip out and wrinkled her nose, then pointed at herself. "Girl." 
 
    "Yes. You're a girl." 
 
    She slowly shook her head back and forth. "No." 
 
    "You're not a girl?" 
 
    Now Cassidy screwed her face up and looked at Polly. 
 
    "Honey, you're going to have to come up with more words to explain this. I can't interpret anything from what you're saying." 
 
    "He called me a girl," Cassidy said.  
 
    "And you didn't want to be called a girl?" 
 
    "Robots aren't girls." 
 
    "You were a robot, but Caleb called you a girl. Was this when you were playing?" 
 
    Cassidy bobbed her head up and down as if it had all been quite obvious and Polly was as slow as they came. 
 
    "Did he not let you play because you were a girl and not a robot?" 
 
    She let out a huff and dropped her shoulders. More attitude. 
 
    "Did you tell him?" 
 
    "No," Cassidy said. She snatched the pajama bottoms from the bed and sat down on the floor. Sticking her feet up in front of Polly, she waited until Polly took her shoes and socks off.  
 
    "You want me to pull your pants off, too?" Polly asked. 
 
    Cassidy nodded. 
 
    "How long do you think you'll be mad at Caleb?" 
 
    "Tonight," Cassidy said with a shrug. 
 
    "You'll be all better with him in the morning?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "What if you decided to be better with him right now? You don't have to wait, you know. Then he could read you a story." 
 
    Cassidy tugged her pajama bottoms on, then stood in front of Polly and held her arms up so Polly could take off her shirt. Once it was in the laundry basket, Polly tugged down the pajama top and pulled Cassidy in for a hug.  
 
    "What do you think?" 
 
    "Okay," Cassidy agreed.  
 
    "One last potty and then I'll tuck you in with a short story while Heath finishes with the boys. Let's hurry." 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER FOUR 
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    "Do you know which doll you’d like to take to Grandma's house this morning?" Polly asked Cassidy.  
 
    This morning was going to be a busy one at Sycamore House. She and Jeff had two interviews and then they were going to discuss office expansion and usage of the present classroom space.  
 
    "No," Cassidy said and then she began to wail. 
 
    Polly closed her eyes and drew in a slow breath. She held it for a couple of beats, released it, and said, "You are spending the morning with Grandma and Molly. I have to go to Sycamore House to work." 
 
    "No," Cassidy cried and continued to wail. 
 
    "Lolly-dolly it is," Polly said and picked up one of Cassidy's favorites to drop it in her carry bag. 
 
    Cassidy grabbed at Polly’s sweater. "Mommy," she wailed. 
 
    "I love you, too, sweetie," Polly replied. "Unless you can give me a very good reason why you don't want to see Grandma today, we need to get moving." 
 
    Cassidy pranced over to the doorway of her bedroom, crossed her arms and set her feet. "Mommy," she said again. 
 
    Polly knelt down. "I love you very much, but this isn't going to work. Let's go." She put her hand down and took one of Cassidy's.  
 
    The little girl yanked her hand back and sat down in the doorway. "No. Mommy." 
 
    "Why?" Polly asked. She stepped over Cassidy into the hallway. 
 
    "Mommy," Cassidy said again, tears streaming down her face. 
 
    They'd been through this before. Cassidy's brothers had a tendency to give in whenever she cried. Henry and Polly were working to curb their desire to give in to her obvious emotional manipulation. If Polly wasn't certain that as soon as Cassidy walked in the back door of Marie's house, she’d be happy as a clam, she might think there was something going on at that end. No, this was Cassidy doing her best to establish her own boundaries. As much as Polly wanted each of her children to be independent and strong, she wasn't putting up with bad behavior or tantrums. 
 
    When Cassidy didn't respond to her question, Polly walked down the hallway to the back steps. It usually took a few minutes for her daughter to figure out that no one was around to hear her complaints. As usual, by the time Polly was putting on her coat, Cassidy was standing right beside her, arms up for a hug. Thank goodness, her tantrums didn't last long. 
 
    "Are you ready to go to Grandma's now?" Polly asked. She slipped Cassidy's jacket onto the girl, zipped up the front and kissed her forehead. She already had a handful of tissues and held one over Cassidy's nose. "Blow." She proceeded to wipe her daughter's face clean of tears, kissed her forehead again and put out her hand. 
 
    Cassidy took it and followed Polly out to the Suburban like nothing had happened.  
 
    Children were exhausting. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    "I'll be back to get her before lunch," Polly said.  
 
    "You know you don't have to hurry," Marie responded. "Bill and Jessie love having her here. Bill is looking at plans to build a playhouse in the back yard for the girls." 
 
    Polly chuckled. "That's fantastic." 
 
    "If you have time, I'd love to ask you to make the curtains for the windows." 
 
    "That would be great," Polly said. "And maybe a matching tablecloth." 
 
    Marie nodded. "He's talking about putting a little kitchen in on one end and making the other end into a living room." 
 
    "How big is this thing going to be?" 
 
    "I have no idea," Marie said. "I get to put flower boxes on the windows so the girls can learn how to take care of those." 
 
    "You two are wonderful. I'm so lucky," Polly said. She surprised Marie with a quick hug. "Thank you for loving my kids." 
 
    "Bill felt guilty that he spends so much time in the basement with the boys. When Molly and Cassidy are older, they might want to play with the trains, but until they can, he wanted to do something nice just for them." 
 
    "No boys allowed?" 
 
    Marie laughed. "Those two little girls love your boys. I don't know that they would want to keep them out." 
 
    "As it should be, I guess," Polly said. "I never had brothers or sisters. It's fun to watch them interact, even when they get mad at each other." She chuckled. "Even when they're mad at me." 
 
    "They feel safe with you if they can show you their emotions," Marie said. 
 
    "Henry and I talked about that after Cassidy's first big meltdown. Just about the time we wondered if she was ever going to open up to us, she exploded about something completely ridiculous. I don't even remember what it was. After facing down an out-of-control child, it hit me that she finally trusted me to not push her away when she was mad. At that point I didn't know whether to cry from joy or frustration." 
 
    "You are a good mama," Marie said. 
 
    The sounds of running feet and screaming voices came from the living room. 
 
    Marie smiled. "My turn to intervene." 
 
    "Thank you so much," Polly said. She watched Marie head into the house and opened the back door to leave. How in the world would she do any of this without her friends and family? 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Polly parked in front in one of the last spaces available in the nearly full parking lot. It would always be a welcome surprise to drive past Sycamore House and see the lot filled with cars, knowing that people were using her favorite place. Polly looked up and saw people looking out of the immense windows of her old apartment. That was more bittersweet. Even now, she missed the intimacy of that place. Then she chuckled at herself. As a single woman, the size of just one half of the upstairs was more than she needed. When they'd opened it up to use both sides, it had been more than enough for her crazy family. Only a monstrosity like the Bell House could cause her to see the top floor of Sycamore House as intimate.  
 
    What a strange sensation this was. Today she was here for final interviews for a human relations / financial administrator. With the addition of the Sycamore Foundation, as well as the growing number of employees, things had finally grown too big for Polly to manage alone. She didn't have the necessary skills. After a long conversation with her accountant in Story City, they'd decided that in order to accommodate continued growth, someone had to join their staff full-time. 
 
    Jeff had done the initial interviews and it was time for Polly to meet his top two candidates. 
 
    Polly walked in the front door and smiled at a severe looking woman who was dressed in a neat dark suit. Her grey hair was cut short and tight around her face and she sat on one of the benches with her hands clasped tightly in her lap, knees together and feet crossed at the ankle. 
 
    "Hello," Polly said. "How are you?" 
 
    "Fine, thank you," the woman said. She looked down at her lap. 
 
    Polly had read through the resumes of the two candidates and assumed this must be Edna Dahlman. Her qualifications made her a perfect candidate for this job and Polly had expected to approve wholeheartedly, but right now she wasn't so sure. The other candidate was Rob Moore. He wouldn't be here for an hour. His resume was less dense than Ms. Dahlman's, but he had the education and some experience.  
 
    "Are you here for the interview?" Polly asked. 
 
    "Yes," the woman responded. "The young woman told me I could wait in the office or out here. I'm so nervous. It's been a long time since I've had to do this." 
 
    "You've spoken with Jeff Lyndsay a couple of times, though, right?" 
 
    She nodded. "But this is the important one. I'm meeting the owner today. Are you here for an interview, too?" 
 
    "I should have introduced myself. I'm Polly Giller. You don't need to be nervous." 
 
    "I'm so embarrassed." The woman stood and put out her hand. Even with her nerves, her hand was warm and dry. "Edna Dahlman." 
 
    "No need to be embarrassed and please don't be nervous. Would you like a cup of coffee?" 
 
    "I'd better not. I've had plenty this morning." 
 
    Polly smiled at her. "Take a minute to relax. I need to let Jeff know I'm here. Kristen will come get you." 
 
    "Thank you." Edna smoothed her skirt, sat back down, and though she wasn’t quite as rigid as she had been before, she still sat straight as a board and placed her hand on the leather case beside her. 
 
    "Hello there," Polly said when she walked into the main office. 
 
    Kristen grinned. "You never come in here dressed up like that." 
 
    Polly laughed. "Stop it. You're shaming me. But maybe you're right. I should dress in something other than jeans and sweatshirts." 
 
    "I'm sorry." Kristen looked down. "That was awful of me. It's just that you look so nice today." 
 
    "If it's obvious when I dress nicely, I need to do it more often," Polly said. "Jeff in his office?" The door was closed. 
 
    "Jeff," Kristen asked when she pressed the intercom button. "Polly's here." 
 
    "Send her in." 
 
    Polly nodded and headed for his office door. She rapped lightly, opened it, and stepped in. "Good morning." 
 
    He tapped at his keyboard, held up a finger, and then stopped, closing his eyes. In a flash, he opened them, finished typing and spun his chair to face her. "Good morning to you. Are you ready?" 
 
    "It's been a while. I much prefer just meeting people and inviting them to come work with me. Can I admit how glad I am that you have been in charge of the interviewing part of the process?" 
 
    "I like both of these candidates. What did you think of their resumes?" 
 
    "Good, I guess. I just met Edna Dahlman in the hallway." 
 
    "She's here?" 
 
    Polly frowned. "Didn't Kristen tell you?" 
 
    "I told her not to bother me until you showed up. I had a bunch of work I needed to slog through." 
 
    "Where's Stephanie?" 
 
    He thought for a moment, then turned back to his computer. After bringing up his calendar, he chuckled. "I'm really out of it this morning. She's upstairs." 
 
    "Okay." 
 
    "No, it's pretty cool. They've started a young business women's group in Bellingwood. They meet once a month." He grinned. "To be fair, this is the first month, but it looks like a good turnout. You'd know most all of them. Heck, you probably brought half of them to town. Jessie Locke is there, Nan Stallings, Stephanie. Rachel is up there and Camille is here today. There are a bunch more. I think Dylan Foster's wife, Lisa was invited. If I wasn't so busy, I'd have let Kristen go up." 
 
    "How young do you have to be?"  
 
    "Younger than you," he said with a laugh. "Sorry about that." 
 
    "Thanks tons. And next month, tell me. I'll come over and answer phones so Kristen can attend." 
 
    "What a good idea. I didn't even think about that. Come on in and sit down." 
 
    Polly took a seat at the round table in one corner of his office. 
 
    "People are talking about you again," he said. 
 
    "What this time?" 
 
    "You and Henry found his missing supervisor out at the new salon. I spoke with Mina Dendrade when she came in for the meeting upstairs. She's still upset about it." 
 
    "Can you blame her?" 
 
    "No. You really found the poor guy wrapped up in plastic?" 
 
    She nodded, then stood up. "I need coffee." 
 
    "Wait. You're not going to tell me anything other than that?" 
 
    "I don't know anything more," Polly said with a shrug. "Henry and I went in so he could do something with something construction related. I walked around to look at the space and found a body. It isn't like this is new business for me. Do you want a refill?" 
 
    He held up his mug. "Just for that, I'm not going to tell you what I did this weekend." 
 
    "Went looking for a house with Adam," Polly flipped off. 
 
    She had her hand on the door handle when he exploded out of his chair. "How did you know that?" 
 
    "I was kidding," she said with a laugh. "Did you really? Where are you looking? Have you told your mother? This isn't a short-term thing, is it?" 
 
    Jeff dropped back into his chair. "I guess it isn't. And no, I haven't told my mother. She'll be alerted when I send her a change of address card." 
 
    "Where are you thinking of moving to?" 
 
    He set his jaw. "Where do you think?" 
 
    "I don't know what to think. You stayed in Ames because you didn't want people watching every move you made and you liked having access to a city. I understand all of that. Bellingwood isn't the most open-minded community in Iowa." 
 
    "But Bellingwood has gotten to know me," he said quietly. "And they've accepted Adam. At least most everyone has. If there is anyone who doesn't, they certainly haven't made it an issue with me." 
 
    She laughed to the point of snorting. "Token gay couple." 
 
    He joined her laughter and started coughing. "That's what Adam said. But yeah, we're looking at a couple of houses here. I have to decide how much work I want to put into a fixer-upper. That’s all that’s left in town it seems." 
 
    "Because you don't know anyone who's any good at that kind of stuff." 
 
    "Yeah, whatever. We even talked about buying one of the old buildings downtown." 
 
    "And do what with it?" 
 
    He shrugged. "We'd renovate the upstairs into a big apartment. The main level? We have no idea. Maybe a second site for the sign business. Adam isn't in love with the idea, but I kinda like the thought of being close to the action." 
 
    Polly laughed again. "Action? Bellingwood? Stop. You're killing me." 
 
    "Go get your coffee. We need to be on time with this poor woman. If she's been waiting, she's going to be really nervous." 
 
    "I can wait for coffee." 
 
    Jeff shook his head and frowned at her. "We still have five minutes before her appointment. Go get your coffee." 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Polly stood and paced over to the window of Jeff's office. "I don't know what to think." 
 
    They'd finished the second interview five minutes ago. Polly had taken young Mr. Moore for a tour of Sycamore House and a quick tour of the grounds. He'd been properly impressed, as had Edna Dahlman.  
 
    She watched him get in his car and drive away, then turned back to Jeff. "What about you?" 
 
    "I have a preference." 
 
    "Not him. Right?" 
 
    He smiled at her. "You know me so well. He's a nice guy and I'm sure he'd do the job." He hesitated long enough before continuing that Polly jumped in. 
 
    "But Edna would do it better." 
 
    "She has a bigger sense of things. Did you notice that she asked more questions about the hotel and the bakery?" 
 
    "Edna also had a good sense of the investment group and how to manage that. But I don't want to leap into something just because she seems like a better candidate. I don't want to make a mistake." Polly dropped into Jeff's sofa.  
 
    It was his turn to pace back and forth. "First of all, so what if she isn't perfect. We train her for what we need and if she doesn't work out, we part ways." 
 
    "I hate thinking like that. I want her to be as perfect for us as you were perfect for me." 
 
    "Honey," he preened, "you'll never find anyone as perfect as me." 
 
    "You got me there. Are we agreed?" 
 
    Jeff nodded. "I think so. I'll reach out to both of them this afternoon." 
 
    "I wish we had a position for Rob. He's a really good guy." 
 
    "In this market, he's going to find a job. You don't need to worry about that. So, walk with me?" 
 
    "Where are we going?" 
 
    "Across the hall." 
 
    Polly jumped up. "That's right. What are you thinking?" 
 
    "I have a lot of thoughts floating around up here." He tapped his forehead. "Short-term and long-term." 
 
    Stephanie was back in her office and Polly stuck her head in. "Jeff told me about your meeting this morning. How did it go?" 
 
    The girl's eyes lit up. "It was so much fun. I knew almost everybody. We talked about bringing in speakers and having retreats. We talked about ways to support each other and everyone had ideas for others we should invite. We're also planning some Saturday trips to Des Moines and Ames." 
 
    "Is this a business networking group or a support group?" Polly asked. "Not that one is better than the other. I'm really curious about what you all are putting together." 
 
    "I guess, both. We want to invite speakers to our monthly meetings. Then we’ll plan social events so that we get to know each other better. You'd think that it would be easy to find friends in a town the size of Bellingwood, but some of these women …" Stephanie shook her head. "It never occurred to me that I would be on the same level as them. This morning it totally hit home. I am." 
 
    "Yes, you are. I'm proud of you, Stephanie. You have done amazing things since you came to Bellingwood." 
 
    Stephanie took a deep breath. "I know that I have you and Jeff to thank for a lot of it, but I'm kinda proud of me, too. Does that sound horrible?" 
 
    "Not at all," Polly said. "That's one of the things you missed by not having a parent around. You can say those kinds of things to them and they understand and support you. You can always count on me to be that person for you." 
 
    "How were the interviews?" Stephanie asked, darting her eyes away from Polly. 
 
    "Good. Jeff and I are walking over to the classrooms to discuss what comes next. Do you want to join us?" 
 
    Stephanie pulled herself up and grimaced. "I was on my feet a lot this morning. Most of the time I do just fine, but I didn't want to take my cane upstairs. At least not the first time I met some of those women." 
 
    The cane was hanging on the inside door knob and Polly picked it up to hand it over. "You don't have to be ashamed of this." 
 
    "I should know better, but it’s hard. I took the elevator coming back downstairs. I kinda snuck out when people were saying good-bye. I can pull myself up the steps with the hand rail, but my knee hates bending to come back down." She took the cane from Polly and yes, her limp was a little worse than usual. After the terrible car accident she'd been in, that she was walking this well was a blessing. 
 
    "He's already there," Kristen said, pointing across the hall. 
 
    Polly nodded and followed Stephanie.  
 
    "Hey, Stephanie," Jeff said. "How was your morning?" 
 
    "Oh, Jeff. It was so amazing. I can't wait to tell you about it. Some of the girls took my business card. They hadn't ever been in here before and talked about a ton of ways they could use the facility." 
 
    "Business to business relationships are the best," he said. "Maybe you can put me in the rotation as a speaker." 
 
    "Would you?" she asked. 
 
    "Of course I would. I can talk about building businesses in a small town." 
 
    Polly gestured around the lounge. "I need to get Cassidy. Tell me what you're thinking here." 
 
    "You rushing me, lady?" Jeff asked with a grin. 
 
    "Just focusing you," she replied.  
 
    "Well, short-term, I want to move the conference room over here so that room becomes an office. I think the best room to use is this one." He opened the door into what had once been the computer room. The small tables were still in there, but the computer workstations and monitors were long-since gone. "The back classroom is still used regularly. We wouldn't have any construction costs." 
 
    Stephanie coughed. 
 
    "What?" he asked. 
 
    "Okay, maybe not construction, but we need to upgrade this if it's going to be a conference room. We should replace the carpet and paint the walls." 
 
    Jeff nodded and looked sheepish when he turned to Polly. "She knows me better than I know me. We'll upgrade the video and projector and move the current furniture in." He looked sideways at Stephanie. "And?" 
 
    "We also need to put in new carpet and repaint the walls in the present conference room. It needs to be cleaned up before anyone moves in." 
 
    "Long-term?" Polly asked. "Because I'll sign off on everything Stephanie wants to do so far." 
 
    "Long-term, we're going to need more office space. But that's probably not for several years," Jeff said. "I see all of this becoming office space in the future. That will take construction." 
 
    She nodded. "When the time comes, we'll make different decisions. Things are growing bigger than I'd ever imagined." 
 
    "Hold onto your hat," Jeff replied. "We're just getting started." 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER FIVE 
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    Polly stood in the kitchen the next morning as her boys walked out the door to go to school. "I feel like they're all strangers," she said to Cassidy, who was still in her seat at the island. "I never see Rebecca and I miss her. Cat and Hayden are going like a house afire this semester, and between school and working for Henry, Heath barely has time for your brothers, much less me. To top it off, even the boys are busy." She walked around the island and sat beside Cassidy. "You're still my little girl, right?" 
 
    Cassidy picked up the banana peel from her plate and handed it to Polly. 
 
    "Thank you? What's this for?" 
 
    "You." 
 
    "Oh, sweetie," Polly laughed as she squeezed Cassidy tight. "Thank you. We should clean this kitchen up before I start the rest of the day. Wanna help me?" 
 
    Cassidy wrinkled her nose and shook her head. 
 
    "I'll rephrase that," Polly said. "You and I are going to clean the kitchen. Let's get started." She lifted the little girl to the floor and before Cassidy could run for the back steps, latched on to her daughter's t-shirt. "Oh, no you don't. Even little girls can help put things in the dishwasher. If we hurry, you never know what else might happen this morning." 
 
    Polly wasn't sure what that might be, but she wasn't letting the kitchen remain as it was. This morning's flurry of activity as everyone made it out the back door had been wilder than usual and she wanted to wrangle some of it back into shape. With her hand firmly planted on Cassidy's back, she led her around to the other side of the island and opened the dishwasher door. Han was right there, waiting to help clean the dishes.  
 
    He licked Cassidy's face and she giggled. 
 
    "You put the plates in like I showed you," Polly said, putting the stack of plates on a small step stool beside Cassidy. She watched as Cassidy picked them up, one by one, and set them in line in the dishwasher. Polly put silverware in and while Cassidy continued to stack plates, she filled the sink. When she heard more giggling, she looked down to see that Cassidy held a plate while Han licked it clean. Obiwan had moved in on the other side of her daughter and reached across her shoulder to help clean the same plate. 
 
    Polly had her hands deep in sudsy water when her phone rang. "I wish you could get that for me," she said.  
 
    Cassidy had finished with the stack of plates and was sitting on the floor beside the dishwasher with both dogs snuggled up close to her. She looked up at Polly.  
 
    "It's okay. You can't reach it. I'll get it." She wiped her hands and walked around the outside of the island to where she'd left her phone plugged into the charger beside the coffee station. 
 
    "Huh," she said. "Mrs. Lydia is calling. I wonder what she wants?" 
 
    Cassidy jumped up. She knew full well that when Lydia called, it generally meant something fun was about to happen. Polly was thankful that her friends were comfortable having the little girl around. What that really meant to Polly was that her friends were genuinely good people. They talked about many different things, but rarely did they gossip or speak of things that Polly wouldn't want Cassidy to repeat. Not that the little girl ever spoke, but Polly worried that the day she started, everything would come pouring out. 
 
    She called Lydia back.  
 
    "There you are, dear. I was just preparing to send you a text. What are you doing this morning?" 
 
    "Right now, I'm cleaning the kitchen. Lydia, I'm not cut out to be this mom every single day of the year. How did you raise five children and not go insane?" 
 
    "Who says I'm not? It was a different time and it was a choice that Aaron and I made together. I never once regretted it, though if it hadn't been for Beryl and Andy, there were a few times I'd have considered running away. What happened today?" 
 
    "Nothing bad. Just a lot. Cassidy and I are cleaning the kitchen after a wild morning." 
 
    "One of those mornings," Lydia said. "I remember them well. I generally sat down with a cup of coffee and a book after they all left the house. An hour or so later, I had the strength of will to clean the mess we'd created and begin the next project. If you are feeling like that this morning, maybe you don't want to come out and spend time with me and Beryl." She chuckled. "I'm not trying to shame you or anything. I'm serious." 
 
    Polly looked back at the kitchen. It should only take another twenty minutes to finish putting things away and then she wanted to put on a big pot of beef stew for tonight. Soup was something that could cook all day in her crockpots and be ready whenever people got home. She'd pick up some of Sylvie's sourdough baguettes. "I could be out of here in an hour and not be stressed about it. What do you want to do?" 
 
    "Babble at you for one thing," Lydia said. "You never called me the other day." 
 
    "Called you?" Polly frowned. "About what?" 
 
    "About finding a body at the new salon. Aaron said that it was a potential employee of Henry's. That's a bad day, right there." 
 
    "I’m sorry. It's been so crazy, I haven't spent much time even thinking about it." 
 
    "Honey, do you want to have coffee with us or would you rather just have some quiet time of your own?" 
 
    "I'd like to see you. I've been missing my family big-time." 
 
    "They make you absolutely nuts and yet you love them so much it hurts," Lydia said. "Why don't you come up to the coffee shop. Beryl and I will meet you there." 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    When Polly parked the Suburban, she wasn't surprised to be the first one at the coffee shop. Once Cassidy knew that they were going somewhere, she had picked up the pace and was dressed and ready to go before Polly had her own clothes on.  They went on inside and Cassidy started bouncing the minute Polly opened the door. 
 
    "Who do you see?" 
 
    Cassidy pointed across the room.  
 
    The black woman with beautiful dreadlocks waved at them and Cassidy tugged on Polly's hand.  
 
    "Do you want to say hello to Nonni?" Polly asked, knowing exactly where Cassidy was dragging her. 
 
    "Good morning." Nonni Wellman stood up from her table, then knelt. "How are you, Miss Cassidy?" 
 
    Cassidy reached up to the young woman's dreads, then snatched her fingers back before she touched them.  
 
    "It's okay," Nonni said. "You can feel them." 
 
    Cassidy looked at Polly, who shrugged and nodded. "If she says it's okay, then it's definitely okay." 
 
    Nonni looked at Polly while Cassidy petted the ends of the long dreadlocks. "Kids are fascinated by these things. I understand. Do you know Alayna and Jud, Polly?" 
 
    "Not yet," Polly said, putting her hand out. The two young people, very young people, both shook it and said hello to her. "Are you working at the salon, too?" 
 
    "They're coming on when we move," Nonni said. She gave Cassidy a squeeze and stood up. "Mina says you found a man's body in there on Monday. How awful is that? Am I right, guys?" 
 
    Alayna’s head was shaved up one side. She wore bright pink and blonde striped hair on the other side that was long enough to cover the shaved spot when flipped across. "Why would someone kill him in there? That's just crazy. Do they know who did it?" 
 
    The young man, Jud, wore his dark brown hair tied up in a bun at the back. He was a big, thick young man with blue eyes, who wore black glasses and a brightly colored shirt that had drawn Cassidy's attention. "Someone must have been really mad." 
 
    Polly shook her head. "I haven't heard." 
 
    "I can't believe you found him," Alayna said. "I would have peed my pants." 
 
    Cassidy's little head bobbed right up at that. 
 
    "What did you do? Did you scream?" Alayna asked. 
 
    "No," Polly said. "I called the sheriff." 
 
    "Death is terrible," Jud said. "No matter how bad the person was. It’s weird that you were there." 
 
    Polly smiled. "Someone had to find him. This way his family doesn't wonder what happened to him." 
 
    "Wow, that's really a big idea," Alayna replied. "I'd still have been a wreck. And I wouldn't know what to say to his family. Hi there, I found your family member's dead body. Hope you don't hate me." 
 
    "It's the sheriff's job to notify them," Polly said, continuing to smile patiently. Where were Lydia and Beryl? "I'm sure they are surrounded by more family and friends who care for them through this." 
 
    Alayna shook her head. "I don't know if I've ever known anyone really close who died. My granny is still alive on one side and both my grandparents are still alive on my mom's side." 
 
    Jud just nodded. 
 
    They were so young. 
 
    "I hope it is a long time before you have to go to any funerals. It's nice to meet you both." Polly patted Nonni's arm. "I think we have the boys scheduled to visit you next week on spring break. They really are in need of haircuts." 
 
    "That Elijah is a great kid," Nonni said. "So much energy. I just want to squeeze little JaRon. He's adorable. I want my kids to be just like them." 
 
    "They are all in love with you, that's for sure," Polly said. She heard Beryl call her name from the front door. "There are my friends. I'll see you later." 
 
    Cassidy tugged at her hand and Polly released her. The little girl ran to Lydia, who bent down, scooped her up and hugged her. She couldn't imagine having better friends.  
 
    As they walked toward the front counter, Beryl grabbed Polly's sleeve. "Who are the hipsters? Bringing new employees to Sycamore House?" 
 
    "I think we have enough there already," Polly said. "No, they're going to work for Mina Dendrade." 
 
    "That girl is growing her business," Lydia said. "How did she do it?" 
 
    "She figured out how to get a younger crowd to come in by tapping into social media. Nan Stallings started helping her last fall when she made the commitment to grow and it's paid off." 
 
    "You need to hire Nan, then," Beryl said. 
 
    Polly grinned. "No kidding. But right now I don't know how we'd handle much more. We're in that weird place where we need to hire, but if we hire too fast, we'll have too many employees. I'm letting Jeff guide those decisions. He and I did a final interview yesterday for the HR / Finance position." 
 
    "Are you happy with the choice?" 
 
    "She's good. Not as easygoing as I'm used to, but she’s probably the right person in that position." Polly shook her head. "I'm going to spend a great deal of time with her these next few months. We'll either be best friends or she'll have run away screaming by the time she has a good grasp of the business." 
 
    Lydia put Cassidy's bottom on the edge of the counter and held her close. "How strict are we going to be today, Mama Giller?" 
 
    Polly smiled at Cassidy. With all the activity in the house the last few months, she'd trimmed down a little. Polly didn't want to make a big deal of what she ate yet. Once Cassidy felt comfortable in the house and with so much always going on, she spent very little time worrying about when she'd get another meal.  
 
    "How about juice and one goodie from the case." 
 
    Camille had come around the corner from the bakery and grinned at them. 
 
    "Hello there," she said. "Is Cassidy with you?" 
 
    Cassidy tried to stand up, pushing against Lydia's hips, but the woman was an old hand at this and kept a firm grip. "Stay right here, little one. You don't want to fall face first on the floor." 
 
    Her little brown eyes went wide as she looked down to the wooden floor, then shook her head in agreement.  
 
    "What sounds good today?" Lydia asked, pointing at the case. "I'm having a muffin and coffee." 
 
    "Just black coffee for me," Polly said. "Where is all of your help?" 
 
    Camille shook her head. "It's mid-terms. I nearly called Skylar and begged him to come up, but Gayla will be here in another half hour. She had an early exam this morning." 
 
    Polly's mouth went wide open. "Mid-terms. Of course." She batted at Beryl. "I should have known that. No wonder my family has been gone all week." 
 
    Beryl scowled at her. "How did you not know?" 
 
    "I have no idea. You'd think I would pay better attention. Cat and Hayden mentioned them, but they've been hunkered in their rooms or spending time in Ames. Heath shows up late in the evening, just in time to help get the boys settled down and he hasn't said much either. What a horrible mom I am." 
 
    "That explains why we haven't seen much of you. You’ve been picking up the slack," Beryl said, patting her arm. "Do you ever feel like you've lost track of normal?" 
 
    "I certainly do now," Polly said. She nodded her head at the table of young people she'd just been talking to. "I look at them and wonder if I was ever that young." 
 
    "You were. I'm sure of it." 
 
    "I remember my first year out of college," Polly said. "I had no idea what I was supposed to be worried about. I thought maybe it was paying my bills, then I thought I needed to find my forever love. Thank God for Sal on that one. She told me to stop it. I wondered if I was supposed to be active with social and political things, but I didn't have the heart for any of that, so I just went to work. All the things I thought I was supposed to worry about were nothing compared to what wakes me in the middle of the night these days." 
 
    "You need more sex." Beryl grabbed Lydia's mug and plate. "Let's find a place to sit. You can complain about your stress-filled life from a chair, can't you?" 
 
    "I refuse to complain," Polly said. She lifted Cassidy from Lydia's arms, put her on the floor, then took her hand. Cassidy's other hand gripped a small bag that Camille had given to her. By the time they got to the table, Polly realized how worn out she was. She hadn't thought much about the stress of the last several weeks; she'd just moved through them as she usually did. But every day, Henry grew more and more stressed about his business, while Jeff had been pressing harder and harder to find more employees.  
 
    The kids, her family, her friends, her business. Everything was good, but it was all spinning too fast. 
 
    "Where did you go?" Beryl asked, handing Polly a booster seat for Cassidy. 
 
    "I didn't even see you go get that. I'm sorry. You started me thinking and I zoned out." She got Cassidy settled and pushed up to the table, then sat down beside her. "I'm so glad to see you two. I've been on auto-pilot for too long. Have you heard from Andy?" 
 
    "She sent me a message last night," Lydia said. "Len is having a grand time." She giggled. "Get it? He really is enjoying the training. She keeps saying that he's astounded at his age he has so much that he can learn." 
 
    Len and Andy had gone to Kentucky to learn how to restore grand pianos. The piano that Polly found over a year ago was in storage at their shop until he had time to work on it. While it wasn't the best time for him to leave, when an opening for the training occurred, he grabbed it.  
 
    Polly had offered to care for their dogs, but they'd taken them along after Andy found a hotel that was dog-friendly. They'd be gone for another two weeks. It felt strange not to see Andy or the dogs when she walked with Obiwan and Han in the cemetery, but she couldn't wait to see what Len came back with. He looked forward to expanding that part of their business. Of course, that meant more employees would need to be hired. 
 
    She was shaking her head when Lydia tapped her forearm. "You did it again. What has you so distracted?" 
 
    "Just finding employees. Henry is so stressed out right now. He was looking forward to bringing that Keenan Baxter on. He says he's looked everywhere. I can't believe that's true, though. And now, with Len moving into another area of restoration, they're going to need more people. They were already stretched thin. It's so frustrating to be at this point." She took a drink of coffee. "I'm sorry. I need to let this go. It will all work out. This is temporary and I know better than to get worked up. It isn't like my bad attitude will make it any better." She smiled at Lydia. "Tell me about your kids. Anything about your kids." 
 
    "Don't do that," Lydia said. "You don't have to set aside your stuff to ask me about my children. You know I'll tell you anyway when it's the right time. Everybody is good. We'll leave it at that." 
 
    "Maybe we need to take her out on the town one of these evenings," Beryl said. "Get her all likkered up and find some pretty boys in kilts." 
 
    "Wait, what?" Polly asked, stuttering as she laughed. Then she shrugged. "I'm for it. Do you know where we could find any of those pretty boys in kilts?" 
 
    "You'll have to come with me and Rebecca when we go to Scotland next year." 
 
    Polly blinked. "You're going to Scotland next year?" 
 
    "Why not? It's the summer before her senior year in high school. She should go somewhere fun and I've never been there." 
 
    "Oh my," Polly said. "Have you talked to Rebecca about this?" 
 
    "No way. You should know me better than that. Once you and Henry discuss it to death, we'll all sit down and start making plans. After she graduates from high school, if she still wants to travel with me, I'd like to take her to either Brazil or Australia." 
 
    "Uh, wow," Polly said. "I've always known that this was going to happen, I just didn't expect that we were talking about it happening so soon." 
 
    "She's growing up," Beryl said. 
 
    "I didn't think that was going to happen so soon, either." Polly let a tear fall then brushed it away. "What in the world? Life is moving too fast and I can't make it stop." She tugged Cassidy's chair closer to her and wrapped her arms around the confused little girl. "My kids are so busy, I never see them and I miss them. I miss fighting with Rebecca and I miss easy laughter in the early mornings with Hayden and Cat. I miss watching Heath try to figure out how to grow up. They're doing everything on their own now." 
 
    "It gets easier," Lydia said. "I promise. You're going to hate the transitions, but you'll love the people they become." 
 
    "The transitions weren’t supposed to happen right now." 
 
    Lydia gave her a gentle smile. "They aren't. Things are just busy. It will settle down. Don't they have spring break next week?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "They'll all be home. Fight with your daughter. Make her clean a bathroom or something." 
 
    Beryl cackled. "That'll make her want to spend time with you." 
 
    "It will go back to normal soon. Things are just high stress right now," Lydia said. 
 
    "Promise?" 
 
    "I promise." 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER SIX 
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    Every Thursday morning, Polly took Cassidy with her to Sycamore Inn. This morning, Cassidy hummed to herself in the backseat. Polly glanced in the rear-view mirror to see her muttering to her baby doll while pointing at things they passed. At least the little girl was having full-blown conversations with someone.  
 
    "We're going to see Miss June," Polly said out loud. "What do you think of that?" 
 
    Cassidy smiled and then went back to conversations with her doll.  
 
    Polly expected more of a response than that. June doted on Cassidy, bringing her little gifts more often than not on Thursdays. She kept telling Polly that one day she had to invite the two of them to their house so her mother and aunt could meet the little girl. Especially since June had told the two older women stories about Cassidy for months. Last week June had brought a little knitted blanket that her Aunt May had made for Cassidy's doll. Now, wherever the doll went, it was securely wrapped in a pretty blanket.  
 
    Unless the hotel was busy, June and Cassidy went through the front lobby with their dust rags, wiping down counters while Polly worked. Since Cassidy was so low to the ground, June asserted that she was the perfect height to dust the lower rungs of the wooden chairs. Teaching the little girl how to clean wasn't something Polly was ever going to protest, and Cassidy loved following the older woman around, especially since June was completely in charge of every conversation. The two were made for each other. Cassidy listened intently to everything June said, and was never expected to speak.  
 
    For Polly's part, it kept both of them out of her hair most of the morning. She adored June Livengood, who had a heart of gold. But the woman didn't have enough people in her life who listened to her, so when she had a ready audience, she had plenty to say. She'd tried to talk June out of bringing gifts to Cassidy each week, but at the look of chagrin on the woman's face, Polly backed off. It certainly wouldn't hurt for Cassidy to associate gift-giving with a woman who desperately needed someone to shower with love. 
 
    They walked into the front door of the lobby at Sycamore Inn and as soon as Cassidy saw her friend, she dropped Polly's hand and ran for the counter. 
 
    "Good morning, Princess Cassidy," June said. "Look what Aunt May made for you. Every little girl your age should have a crown, don't you think?" She held out a beautifully crocheted crown made of iridescent yellow, pink, orange, and green variegated thread that had been stiffened into shape. 
 
    "That's amazing," Polly said. "Wow." 
 
    "It was just a doily pattern that she expanded on," June replied as she bent down to fit the crown over Cassidy's head. "She has so much fun making little things for this little girl."  
 
    Polly took out her phone and snapped a photo, then brought it up. "This is what you look like, Cassidy." 
 
    Her daughter gaped at the image on the screen, then patted her head, feeling for the crocheted crown.  
 
    "That's right," June said. "You're a princess and now you have the crown to prove it." 
 
    "June, thank you so much," Polly said. "I worried that we'd be in the way when I first brought her with me, but I didn't know what else to do. You've made this such a welcoming place for her." 
 
    June knelt back down and gave Cassidy a hug. She'd intended for it to be quick, but Cassidy threw her arms around the woman's neck and held on. "Oh my," she said hoarsely and tightened her hold on the child. "Oh my." 
 
    When June cocked her head, Polly waited, wondering what had happened. Then, June gave Cassidy a squeeze and they released each other. "You're welcome, Miss Cassidy," June said. "You're very welcome." She gave herself a quick shake and reached for Cassidy's hand. "While your mama works on the computer, we have things to do. Even princesses have to earn their keep. Are you ready to clean and dust?" 
 
    Cassidy obediently followed June behind the counter, holding her head up high as if she were afraid the crown might fall off, but it was tucked in and around her curls and if nothing else, Polly had bobby pins for her at home. She picked the dust rag up from its home on a shelf, then waited as June sprayed it with a little furniture polish.  
 
    Polly chuckled. Cassidy hadn't yet heard the story of Cinderella. At least there were no wicked stepsisters in her life. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    When Polly buckled Cassidy back into her seat in the Suburban, the little girl took the crown down and handed it over. 
 
    "What's this?" Polly asked. "Don't you want to wear it?" 
 
    "No," Cassidy said, shaking her head. 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    "Break." 
 
    "Oh, honey, this crown won't break. It's made for little girls like you." 
 
    Cassidy shook her head and pushed it to Polly.  
 
    "Are you worried it will fall off?" Polly had watched her hold her head erect throughout the morning. It couldn't have been comfortable. But that crown had never once fallen to the floor. A couple of times, Cassidy had rearranged it on her head. Maybe she felt it slipping, which would have been a surprise, considering the light weight of the crocheted crown and the thick hair on top of the girl's head. 
 
    "Break," Cassidy repeated. 
 
    "Tell you what. When we get home, I will put some bobby pins through it and that will make it stick very nicely to your hair. It will never fall off." 
 
    "No," Cassidy said, clearly worried that something awful might happen to her beautiful crown. She patted it gently and then pushed Polly's hand away with it. 
 
    "It's very special, isn't it," Polly said. 
 
    Cassidy's eyes grew wide as she nodded her head slowly up and down. She looked at the crown with something like awe and reverence. It broke Polly's heart and she gave her daughter a quick hug. Cassidy didn’t seem to want to let go, but she finally did. 
 
    "I understand. We'll take good care of it so you can keep it forever. Maybe you can wear it sometimes when we go to the hotel. I'll show you how we can make it stay on your head and you won't have to worry about it falling off and getting dirty. How does that sound?" 
 
    She received a short little nod, but wasn't sure if Cassidy believed it would truly be okay. Until she’d arrived at the Bell House, her daughter hadn’t been able to save a single thing in her short little life. Treasures that ended up in her room were treated with exquisite care. Henry's father had built a bookshelf that was the perfect height and every gift she'd been given had a place on those shelves. Cassidy didn't have any problem playing with toys that came in for the family, but those dolls, stuffed animals, and books that she'd been given were held in high esteem and kept safe from brothers who liked to play hard with their own toys. 
 
    "Shall I put it up front with me?" Polly asked. At Cassidy's firm nod, she caressed the girl's cheek, checked the seat belt once more and then got into her own seat.  
 
    "While I was working, I thought about making something special for dinner. It sounds like everyone is going to be in the house at the same time tonight. I don't know about Henry and Heath, but I bet if I let them know it's a family meal, they'll make an effort. What sounds good to you?" 
 
    When she looked in the rear-view mirror, Cassidy was just smiling at her. 
 
    "A lot of help you are," Polly said. "You're just happy they'll all be there, aren't you?" 
 
    Cassidy nodded. 
 
    "We need to run a few errands to get everything ready. I want to go to the coffee shop and see what Sylvie has made for pies. I suppose I could call. If she doesn't have anything, we don't have to go." She said that last, knowing it would elicit a response. 
 
    Cassidy grunted. 
 
    "You want to go to the coffee shop?" 
 
    "Yes." Aha. A vocal response. 
 
    "Okay, so do I. We'll also go to the grocery store and see what they have at the meat counter. I'm kind of thinking about chicken and noodles. I know I don't have enough chicken at home for that. We're also nearly out of cereal and I don't want to have to place my big grocery order until I've heard from the rest of the family. Next week is spring break and they should all be home." 
 
    Cassidy clapped her hands at that. 
 
    "Do you miss them as much as I do?" Polly asked. "These last two weeks have been crazy." 
 
    All of a sudden, Cassidy gave a yelp and kicked the back of Polly's seat. 
 
    "What?" Polly asked. This was new behavior. 
 
    "Stop! Lady!" Cassidy yelled. 
 
    Polly looked around, trying to see what Cassidy had seen, but if her daughter was using words to get her to do something, she was definitely going to obey. She checked for other vehicles and since there were none, slowed as fast as she could and swerved into the parking lot of the medical offices. She turned to look at Cassidy. "What did you see?" 
 
    The little girl was desperately trying to crane around in her seat. 
 
    "Lady," she cried, turning back to Polly with wide frightened eyes. 
 
    "Where is the lady, honey?" Polly asked. Her stomach clenched at the thought that Cassidy had somehow gotten Polly's talent for finding bodies. Surely that couldn't be true. 
 
    Still frantic, Cassidy pointed back the way they'd come, so Polly turned the Suburban around. She got to the entrance onto the highway and said once again, "Where is the lady?" 
 
    Cassidy pointed, wagging her hand in an attempt to get Polly to hurry. 
 
    Since Polly couldn't see exactly where she was pointing while trying to keep an eye on the road as well as look for a woman in distress, she hoped Cassidy would find a way to let her know. 
 
    "Stop," Cassidy yelled again. 
 
    Polly glanced in her rear-view mirror and was grateful there still weren’t any vehicles coming her way and hit the brakes. "Where is she, honey?"  
 
    Cassidy was desperately pointing south on Walnut Street and Polly backed up enough to make the turn. She only had to drive a few moments before Cassidy yelled again. "There. Lady." 
 
    That's when Polly realized someone was lying in a mess of old brush and dead hedges. She pulled off to the side and said, "Cassidy, you are wonderful. Stay in your seat while I check to see if she’s okay. Thank you for telling me." 
 
    She jumped out of the Suburban and ran in front of it over to the woman who was trying to thrash her way out of the brush. 
 
    "Let me help you," Polly said. 
 
    "Damnable thing," the woman said. "I thought I had it, then whoops, over I went. These hedges won't let me go and I don't know how I'm going to get back up. Old friggin' legs. Did me a lot of good when I was young, but the minute I need them to help me through my old age, what do they do? Give up on me." 
 
    Polly tried not to chuckle, but this very prim and proper looking woman was furious. She put her hand out and let the woman take it, but there was no way she had strength enough to pull herself up. 
 
    "Will you let me help you?" Polly asked. 
 
    The woman sagged and dropped back into the brush. "I probably ought to. My body won't offer me the succor I need." She slapped her hip. "Damned hip. If I've told you once, I've told you a hundred times that falling is a stupid thing to do." 
 
    "Do you think you've broken anything?" Polly asked, pulling back just before reaching in to lift the woman. 
 
    "Hell, no. It's just aches, pains, on and on." 
 
    "Then I'm going to lift you up." 
 
    "Child, if you lift me up, you'll be my hero." 
 
    "Hero it is," Polly said with a small laugh. "Are you ready? Lock your arms around my neck." 
 
    "That I can do, but please don't kiss me until we've exchanged names, okay?" 
 
    Polly laughed out loud. "I'm Polly Giller." 
 
    "Well, slap me silly, yes you are," the woman said. "I should have recognized you." She wrapped her arms around Polly's neck and held on as Polly pulled. It took some grunting and groaning from both of them and Polly had a moment of worry when the woman's dead weight almost pulled them both back down, but once she was upright, she seemed to find her balance. Even so, she didn't let go. 
 
    "Does anything hurt?" Polly asked. 
 
    "Hell, everything hurts these days, but no, nothing new. If you'll give me just a minute, I'll catch my breath." 
 
    "Can you walk over to my Suburban? I'll give you a ride wherever you'd like to go. I have plenty of time." 
 
    "You have time, eh? With everything you have going on, you have time to drive an old lady around like her chauffeur?" 
 
    "Sure I do. Where were you going?" 
 
    "I was a fool. Thought I could walk up to the grocery store and make it home without incident. You know, I’ve managed to do that on a regular basis for the last twenty years. But today? Stupid damned squirrel." 
 
    "Squirrel?" 
 
    "That's who I'm blaming," the woman said, flashing bright eyes at Polly. "You aren't challenging me, are you?" 
 
    "Not on your life," Polly said. "A squirrel tripped you?" 
 
    The woman cackled. "Yes. That's my story and I'm sticking to it." 
 
    "Okay. Whatever you say." They stopped beside the passenger door and the woman finally let go of Polly’s arm.  
 
    "It was a squirrel, but I wasn't paying attention to where I was going. I was la-de-da-ing down the sidewalk, thinking of my oh, so exciting life when it darted out of a tree, cut in front of me and scared me to death." She looked sheepish. "I must have caught my foot on something and suddenly, I was toppling over and knew I had two options. The first was face first onto the sidewalk or sideways into the hedge. The hedge looked softer, but then it attacked me and held on. I don't know what I would have done if you hadn't shown up." She peered at Polly. "Why did you show up?" 
 
    "See that little face in the back seat?" Polly asked, pointing inside. She waved and Cassidy waved back. "My daughter must have seen you fall because she yelled at me to stop and made me come find you." 
 
    "Well, that little sweetheart deserves my undying gratitude," the woman said. "She saved me all sorts of embarrassment and awful business. I can only imagine the pandemonium that would have resulted in someone else finding me and deciding I was a confused old bat who needed emergency help." She rolled her eyes. "Oh, the horrors." 
 
    Polly laughed again and opened the passenger door. She let the woman hold on to her as she stepped in.  
 
    Once she was safely in the seat, the woman breathed out a sigh of relief. "I'm alive." 
 
    Closing the door, Polly walked around to her side. By the time she got in, the woman was turned in her seat, talking to Cassidy. 
 
    "… without you. You're a very observant little girl. What's your name?" 
 
    After waiting a few moments for Cassidy to respond, Polly turned in her seat. "This is my daughter, Cassidy. I haven't gotten your name yet." 
 
    "You didn't kiss me either," the woman said. 
 
    "I thought I had to wait." 
 
    "Oh. That was the deal. I forgot. Maybe I am getting senile. Isn't that the best news today? First, I discover that my body has betrayed me, then I discover that my mind is gone, too. I should just go home and crawl under the blankets, never to be seen again." She turned back to Cassidy. "Have you ever met a crazier old lady than me?" 
 
    Polly arched an eyebrow. Cassidy had met Beryl and lived through it. This woman couldn't be much crazier than that, though she did have a sailor's tongue in her head. 
 
    Cassidy's only response was to giggle. 
 
    "Would you like to go with us to the grocery store?" Polly asked. "Cassidy and I were just talking about what I was making for dinner tonight." 
 
    "Rumor has it you have to feed an army at your house." The woman sat back and smiled. "I used to cook for an army. Long, long ago." 
 
    "Which army?" Polly asked. "American? German? British?" 
 
    "You're a smart-mouthed one, aren't you? No. Many years ago, my dear husband and I owned a buffet in Boone. It's long since been closed. My goodness, at least thirty years now. My fool husband got himself killed not long after we sold the buffet. After that, I worked in restaurants all over the region." 
 
    "Killed?" 
 
    "Hit by a drunk driver. Didn't see it coming; didn't live long enough to know he was dying." 
 
    "I'm sorry." 
 
    "It was thirty years ago. I faced the trauma and lived." 
 
    Polly didn't know what to say to that. "Would you like a ride to the grocery store?" 
 
    "I should say yes." She turned to Cassidy. "Will you make sure I don't fall down in the grocery store if I go with you?" 
 
    Cassidy nodded. 
 
    "Then I would very much appreciate the ride, especially since I need to find an exceptional way to say thank you for pulling me out of the weeds today." She spun on Cassidy again. "And you, little missy, are my hero. You don't say much, though, do you?" 
 
    Without waiting for a response, the woman turned back to the front and caught sight of the crocheted crown. "Well, isn't that lovely. Is it yours?" she asked Cassidy, picking it up. "Are you your mommy's princess?" 
 
    Cassidy's eyes grew wide in panic as the woman stroked the crown. 
 
    "A friend gave it to her this morning," Polly said. 
 
    "She has some very nice friends. This is beautiful work." The woman put it back onto the console. "But if she's as sweet as I think she is, nice friends are easy to come by. When you are a crotchety old biddy like me, when the friends you have die, they aren’t so easily replaced." She pulled her seat belt on and pointed forward. "Onward and upward. We might as well get going. You'll want to be rid of me soon enough and I need to take this old body home and remind it who's the boss in this life. We seem to have forgotten." 
 
    "Did you have a purse?" Polly asked, not seeing a phone or wallet anywhere on the woman's body. And she'd felt enough of it to know there weren't any odd bulges in her pockets. 
 
    "Well, damn it all to hell," the woman said. Then she looked at Polly, abashed. "I'm sorry. I must have flung it when I fell." 
 
    "I'll look for it. You two stay out of trouble." 
 
    "Nah," the woman said. "If you have a full tank of gas, I'm guessing we could make it to the border." 
 
    "The border?" 
 
    "You know, Minnesota or Missouri." 
 
    Polly laughed again and got out of the Suburban, then walked over to where she'd found the woman in the brush. The house behind the hedge was empty, looking forlorn and desolate. They weren't far from where Rebecca and her mother had lived. She'd walked this neighborhood many times with Obiwan when she lived at Sycamore House. Just down and over a few blocks was where Sam and Jean Gardner and their basset hound lived. She missed those walks. The dogs loved their yard and Polly loved the convenience of it but walking with Obiwan used to be one way she could regain her sanity.  
 
    The woman was right. She had flung the purse deep into the yard behind the hedge. Polly crawled through the mess and snagged it, then headed back out. When she got back into the Suburban, she held it out, then tugged it back. 
 
    "Your name, first," she said.  
 
    "Holding it hostage?" 
 
    "If I have to." 
 
    The woman put her hand out. "My name is Agnes Hill. It's nice to meet you, Polly Giller." 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
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    Orange juggling in the produce aisle, walking around the meat counter to advise the young man how to cut her meat before kissing the poor boy, and sneaking candy bars into Polly’s cart had Cassidy giggling in delight. Agnes was a hoot. Polly couldn't remember the last time she'd had so much fun at the grocery store. 
 
    If people thought Beryl Watson was the craziest woman in town, they certainly hadn't met Agnes Hill. 
 
    Agnes moved to Bellingwood years after her husband's death, making her a relative stranger to most people. She wasn't involved in a church, none of her friends lived in town, and she and her husband had never had any children. There had been one pregnancy, but it terminated in a miscarriage and she'd never been able to get pregnant again after that. During those years they’d owned the buffet, it hadn't been a priority because they were so busy. Then her husband was killed and, as she put it, she certainly wasn't going to put up with another man in her life just to try to have children. She'd loved one man and that was plenty.  
 
    Some of the women she'd worked with over the years stayed in contact with her, and the one or two who could still drive would come up to Bellingwood once in a while. Agnes was happy in her solitude. She loved to read and even tried her hand at writing when it caught her fancy, but she spent time caring for her garden and a silly cat named Hannibal she'd taken in one chilly fall day several years ago. According to Agnes, she couldn't very well leave the poor fella outside where his ‘nads might get frozen off. Instead, she took him to Doc Ogden's and had them snipped, leaving the little guy none the wiser.  
 
    Polly's plans to stop in at the coffee shop were tossed out the window. She'd asked Agnes to join them, but they both had groceries that needed to be dealt with, so instead, Polly took her home. 
 
    Agnes's home was a tiny white house with no garage and a big walnut tree in the front yard. It was still too early for her garden to come alive, but she'd promised Polly that she would invite her over for coffee one day when everything was in bloom. Polly offered to help carry her groceries inside, but there were really only three bags and Agnes assured her she would be fine.  
 
    Before she got out of the Suburban, Agnes reached down into one of the brown paper sacks and took out a bouquet of flowers. They'd been in a container at the checkout counter, but Polly hadn't seen her purchase them. She offered those to Polly and reached back into the bag and drew out a red silk rose, turning to give it to Cassidy, thanking her for being the hero of the day. 
 
    "Bye-bye," Cassidy had called out when Agnes got out of the Suburban. Those had been the first words she'd said since Agnes got in the car. As the woman made her way up the front steps to her house, Cassidy continued to wave and call out, "Bye-bye." 
 
    "She was a lot of fun, wasn't she," Polly said after Agnes closed her front door. 
 
    Cassidy didn't respond, just continued to wave as Polly backed out of the driveway.  
 
    "Would you like to see her again?" She looked in the rear-view mirror to see Cassidy nodding yes. 
 
    "I'm sorry we don't have time to go to the coffee shop, but we'll do it again soon. Maybe tomorrow." 
 
    Polly headed home, suddenly worn out. With the older kids gone so much, she'd dropped back into the normal routine of doing most of the cooking and cleaning. No one talked about it; it had just happened. Things needed to be handled and if she was the only one around to do it, then she did. It was during these few weeks out of the year that Polly considered hiring additional help. But then, life returned to normal, the older kids kicked back into the family's schedule and she forgot that it had been stressful. 
 
    With Henry working so many hours, Polly also found that she didn't relax and sleep as well at night. He wasn't sleeping well either. He came to bed late after spending a couple of hours in the office trying to catch up and he got up early and left the house before the rest of the family was moving.  
 
    She realized how much she depended on the time they usually spent winding down in the evenings. It was hard for her to ask him to spend more time with her. The last thing she wanted him to do was feel guilty about the hours he was putting in. He already felt awful.  
 
    "What do you think about taking a short nap with me before the boys get home from school?" 
 
    This time when she looked in the mirror, she laughed at Cassidy's shocked face. The little girl knew that she had to take some quiet time every afternoon alone in her room, but she'd never known Polly to join her. 
 
    "Yeah. I know. It's just crazy. Maybe you and your doll could come into my room and we'll invite Obiwan and Han to have a slumber party with us. Does that sound like fun?" 
 
    Cassidy was nodding vigorously while Polly's yawns were about to take her over. She wiped tears from her eyes as she parked in their driveway. The dogs wouldn't expect to go outside right away, so maybe she could get away with a half hour nap. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    She and Cassidy were in the kitchen when the back door banged open and a flood of happy, excited children rushed in.  
 
    "Whoa," she called out, when the only stop most of them made was to drop bags on the porch. 
 
    Elijah had made it to the door of the foyer. "What?" he asked. 
 
    "You have no idea?" 
 
    He gave her a look of over-exaggerated confusion. "What?" 
 
    "Do you want a list?" 
 
    He was close to offering a sassy retort when he took a quick look at his brothers and friends, then thought better of it. 
 
    "No. Sorry. Everybody back. We have to make it neat." 
 
    Noah and the oldest Waters boy, Nat, were already taking their jackets off and hanging them on pegs. Lara and Abby, Nat's younger sisters, along with Rose Bright from across the street had started to follow Elijah, but at the sound of Polly's voice, they'd come to a screeching halt in the doorway between the porch and the kitchen.  
 
    It didn't take long for them to hang their coats and jackets up and put the bags and other school items where they belonged. What frustrated Polly the most was the number of times they needed to be reminded. She'd even had that conversation with them, but more often than not, she had to stop them and send them all back out to do the right thing. Elijah had mastered the art of cleaning a bathroom by himself. 
 
    When the crowd took off again, Polly was at the door and caught Elijah. "What are your plans this afternoon?" 
 
    "We're going up to our room and play," he said. 
 
    "Play what?" 
 
    "Maybe Legos." 
 
    "All nine of you?" 
 
    He frowned, counting in his head. "Just eight of us. But the girls can play in the basement or the foyer. They should do something else." 
 
    "Nine if you count Cassidy." 
 
    "She's just a little girl." 
 
    Polly laughed. "You have been back in school for three months. Every day it's the same thing. Why do you believe it should change today?" 
 
    "I don't know what you mean." 
 
    "Oh, honey. You might wear me out, but you won't wear me down. There are plenty of things to do in this house where you can involve everyone. You will not eliminate anybody, not because they're girls or because they're younger or for any other reason. Not in this house. Not after school. Do we need to have a longer discussion about this?" 
 
    "It's not fair," he said, stamping his feet. "What if we want to do boy stuff? We get tired of always having the girls with us." 
 
    She bent over and whispered in his ear. "Do you want to have this discussion again with me in front of everyone? Because I will and you won't like it one bit." 
 
    "You're darn right I don't like it," he snapped back.  
 
    "Noah?" she called out across the foyer, where everyone had gathered while waiting for Elijah. "Why don't you all go to the basement and find something to do. Make sure you take Cassidy with you." 
 
    "The basement?" Nat asked, then shook himself, shocked that he'd even spoken up. 
 
    "Did you want to do something else?" 
 
    "We were going to go upstairs." Nat took one look at Elijah and decided to change his tack. "Most of the Legos are in the basement anyway. We should go down there." 
 
    "Nice decision," Polly said. "I'll call for you when snacks are ready." 
 
    Elijah attempted to move past her and she snagged his shirt. "Oh no, not you. You're going to help me get the snacks out." 
 
    "But I don't want to." 
 
    "I understand that. I don't care and I'm the mama. You will help me. That's the end of this discussion." 
 
    He shuffled his feet across the kitchen floor and hopped up onto one of the stools at the island. Polly waited while Cassidy toddled off after the others for the back steps, carrying her doll and its blanket. They'd found a pretty little vase for her rose and it was now safely ensconced beside her new crown on the shelves in her room. 
 
    "All right, out with it," Polly said. 
 
    "Out with what?" 
 
    "The only reason you ever get pushy with me is when someone has done or said something to you and you don't know how to deal with it. Since you just finished cleaning a bathroom night before last, your punishment for bad behavior is helping me get this ready." 
 
    "Nothing," he said sullenly. 
 
    "If I send an email to your teacher, asking what set you off, I won't get a different story?" 
 
    Elijah shrugged. 
 
    She took a head of cauliflower and another of broccoli and put them on the counter top in front of him, then set a plate beside them. "Start breaking off the tops." 
 
    "I don't like cauliflower." 
 
    "Oh, little boy, you are just working to find my buttons, aren't you? You love cauliflower. Stop being such a brat." 
 
    "I'm not being a brat. You aren't being fair." 
 
    "You know what I say about fair." 
 
    "No. What?" 
 
    She lifted her eyebrows and grinned. "Much more of this attitude and you will be cleaning another bathroom tonight." 
 
    "So what?" 
 
    "Okay, bathroom it is. After you've practiced your piano and your homework is finished, you can clean the bathroom beside Heath's room while he's reading stories with your brothers." Polly set to work chopping carrots and celery, ignoring the snapping of vegetables and grunts behind her. 
 
    "It's not fair," he said again. "I'm tired of playing with girls all the time. Why do you make us do that?" 
 
    "Where is this coming from? You like playing with those girls." 
 
    "Not all the time." 
 
    "It isn't all the time. You have Nat over on weekends and it's just boy time. You go to your grandpa's house with your brothers to play with the trains. You do stuff with Heath. What is so wrong with playing with the girls?" 
 
    "They're girls!" 
 
    "What does that matter?" 
 
    "But we're boys." 
 
    "Yes, that's right. Do they not know how to play the games you play?" 
 
    "No. They do." 
 
    "Do they hold you back when you play?" 
 
    "No." 
 
    "Are they dumber than you?" 
 
    "No!" he exclaimed. 
 
    "Are you stronger than them?" 
 
    Elijah shrugged. "Sometimes, but not really." 
 
    "So, what's the big deal?" 
 
    "They're girls. Girls aren't supposed to play with boys." 
 
    Polly blinked. "I'm sorry, what? Where in the world did you hear that piece of baloney?" 
 
    "Some of my friends at school." 
 
    "If your friends at school wanted to jump off a bridge, would you follow them?" 
 
    He looked at her like she was nuts. 
 
    "Yeah, I've always wanted a reason to use that. But honestly, Elijah. Have Henry and I raised you to believe that girls aren't supposed to play with boys?" 
 
    "You guys don't know everything. Isn't that why I'm in school? To learn stuff you don't know?" 
 
    He had her there. She chuckled. "Not when it's about cutting out half of your friends. Don't you enjoy playing with the girls?" 
 
    "I suppose, but what if they want to play with dolls?" 
 
    She scowled at him. "Have they ever asked you to play with dolls after school?" 
 
    "Not yet, but they might." 
 
    "What would you do if they did?" 
 
    "I don't know how to play with dolls." 
 
    Polly grinned. "That sounds like it's your problem, not theirs. Maybe they didn't know how to play with Legos before coming over here. Or maybe they don't like soccer as much as you do. Or maybe they learned how to play your games because it was more fun playing with you than it was doing their own thing. Now, how do you respond if they want to play with dolls." 
 
    "I just do it?" 
 
    "Yep. Does it make you any less of a man doing something a girl wants to do?" 
 
    He let out a big sigh. "The right answer is no, isn't it?" 
 
    "You are such a smart boy. I believe that girls and boys should have separate lives, but I do not believe that you all can't figure out how to play together, no matter what the game is. And by the way, trust me when I tell you that the sooner you decide that girls are always going to be as much fun as boys, the happier you'll be when you get older." 
 
    "Because they'll think I'm sweet?" 
 
    She laughed out loud. "You are almost always the sweetest boy I know, but sometimes it takes a clean bathroom to get you past your stubborn ideas. It would be much easier if you talked to me about what was going on in your head before you acted like a brat and sassed back at me." 
 
    "But sometimes I don't know what's going on in my head until you drag it out of there." He pantomimed pulling something out of his temple. Elijah shook his hand and tossed the imaginary item at Polly. "I'm sorry I was stubborn." 
 
    "I love you, sweet boy." 
 
    "Do I have to clean that bathroom?" 
 
    "What do you think?" 
 
    "I think Rebecca has been gone too much to get in trouble. She needs to hang around more so these bathrooms are cleaner." 
 
    "I agree," Polly said. "I am not a fan of everyone being so busy." 
 
    They both looked up when the back door opened. 
 
    "We're home," Cat called out. 
 
    Elijah jumped down from the stool and ran to give her a hug. As soon as he was finished, he rushed to Hayden. "Why are you home so early?" 
 
    "Finished our last mid-terms today and we're starting spring break right now," Hayden said. 
 
    "How did they go?" Polly asked. 
 
    Cat nodded. "I think it was a good week." She turned to her husband. "We were talking about it on the way home. This semester has been crazy busy. It isn't like we have more credit hours, but things are hard and take more time. We're sorry we haven't been around very much the last two weeks." 
 
    "I'd rather you were prepared for your exams," Polly said. "We've slogged along without you. I won't lie. I've missed you a lot, but that's okay." 
 
    "Where is everyone?" Cat asked.  
 
    "They're in the basement," Elijah said. 
 
    "And why are you up here?" 
 
    "I had to get straightened out by Polly." He shot her a grin. "My head got all messed up and she fixed it." 
 
    "How painful was the fix?" Hayden asked. 
 
    "One bathroom painful," Elijah said. "And I'm helping her get snacks ready." 
 
    "If Cat wouldn't mind finishing with me, you can go down and play with your friends," Polly said. 
 
    He spun on Cat and she waved him off. "Go. Tonight, I want to hear the progress you've made on your piano piece. I miss hearing you play." 
 
    He smiled and ran for the back steps. 
 
    "How am I ever going to move out of here?" Cat asked Polly as she picked up the veggies and arranged them on a plate. She went to the cupboard and took out nine small plates. "No extra kids tonight, right?" 
 
    "Right," Polly said. She took down glasses and set them up on the island. The two of them had done this so many times together, they worked easily side by side. "Why don't you want to move?" 
 
    "I don't want to miss out on what happens with those boys and Cassidy. When I thought about all that I'd missed these last couple of weeks because I was so busy, I felt sad. What was Elijah in trouble for today?" 
 
    Polly laughed. "He tried to explain to me that girls and boys were different and shouldn't play together." 
 
    Hayden had just come back in from setting things up in the dining room. "Well, he's dumb. The sooner you figure out that keeping girls happy will score you the best girl on the playground, the better." 
 
    "That's not helpful," Polly said.  
 
    "But it's true. Look at the one I managed to snag." 
 
    "What does he want?" Polly asked Cat. 
 
    "I have no idea, but if he keeps this up, he can have it all." 
 
    The back door opened again and four more voices were heard. 
 
    "We're home," Rebecca called out. She was followed by Cilla, Kayla and Andrew. "Are we in time for snacks?" 
 
    "What are you doing home so early?" 
 
    "It's Thursday," Rebecca said. "Church night. Remember?" 
 
    "Sure. Of course." 
 
    "You're dingy," Rebecca said. "But we don't have to go tonight. Do you remember that?" 
 
    "Uh, no?" 
 
    "Mrs. Moore is on vacation for two weeks. No rehearsal." 
 
    "That's fantastic. So, what are you going to do?" 
 
    "I don't know. Can we go uptown?" 
 
    "To do what?" 
 
    "Hang out. Everyone's going to be there." 
 
    "I'm not," Polly said snidely.  
 
    "Okay, everybody but Polly is going to be there." Rebecca winked at her. "Seriously. Do you care?" 
 
    "Seriously. I don't care." 
 
    "Cool. I'll be home by supper. I promise." 
 
    The four kids left again and she looked at Cat. "And that's why after a few years it won't matter whether you're here or not. No one sticks around long enough for you to watch what they're doing." 
 
    Cat smiled. "I remember being in high school and always having a million things going on. It was the best." 
 
    "I guess I do, too," Polly said. She snagged Cat's arm and pulled her into a hug. "But I've missed you guys. I'm glad you have a week off." 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
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    Polly felt calmer than she had all week, even though Heath and Henry were still out on the job. All it took was having a couple of extra adults in the house. Hayden and Cat had taken charge of the boys and were in the process of closing down their evening. Cassidy was already in bed. That had been Polly's job and she didn't mind. They'd read a couple of books and then Polly sat with her while she fell asleep. It was really something to watch that child relax. During the last four months, as Cassidy had grown more comfortable, it showed on her face. She still had a nascent look of concern whenever she faced anything new. Even if she was beside Polly or Henry, she worried. There were very few times when every bit of stress was gone from Cassidy's face, so watching it fall away as she drifted off to sleep was beautiful.  
 
    Rebecca was still out with her friends. She'd called to ask if she could eat pizza with everyone. When Polly asked who everyone was, the list started and Polly gave in. She should be home in a while. Tomorrow was the last day of school before spring break and the kids had been working hard. There was no reason to push tonight.  
 
    Polly headed for the office to spend time on things she’d put off for too long. Henry was usually in here at this time of night, and who knew, she might get started and he'd show up, needing access to the computer. Han and Obiwan followed her in, then curled up on the rug in front of the door to the back porch. The sky was clear tonight and stars twinkled above. She clicked into the management software for Sycamore Enterprises and opened the file she'd been working in yesterday. 
 
    They were hosting a reception for members of the new Sycamore Foundation a week from Saturday. After the fire at the B&B last fall, things had moved quickly. This would be the first time everyone came together as a group. The intent was for it to be more celebration than business, but there were things to be discussed and she needed to be prepared.  
 
    Following a long discussion with Henry's family one January evening and another long afternoon with Polly's accountant from Story City, they'd decided to move forward with the foundation. First, with friends who had expressed an interest and after that, other Bellingwood residents who wanted to be part of future renovations in town. She was surprised that so many people were interested; they'd had thirty-five families make inquiries. So far, nineteen had committed funds. It was mind-boggling. 
 
    That influx of cash changed the footprint for the bed and breakfast. They'd pored over floor plans and come up with a house design to fit the available land.  
 
    Porches surrounded the house. Two of the four upstairs bedrooms opened onto decks, and a small redesign on the main floor gave them two more bedrooms. A beautiful apartment over the garage would be home for Reuben and Judy Greene, allowing them privacy. If they discovered there was more demand, another two bedrooms could be added in the attic. The finished basement would be primarily for recreation with a game room, a small library, a space for a theater, and a large gathering area.  
 
    When Polly spent time looking at the floor plan of the new B&B, she thought she wouldn't mind moving in and transforming the Bell House into the B&B. Even as a happy dream, that was crazy. There was no way she was prepared for another move. Her family was happy where it was. Now was not the time to start disrupting things because she loved the layout of the house they’d chosen. Besides, Reuben and Judy were having the time of their lives with the forge and greenhouse. 
 
    Judy's greenhouse had been an immediate priority. Though she insisted that it didn't matter to her when it was rebuilt, it mattered to everyone else. People that she'd shared her cuttings with had come together to finish cleaning the greenhouse and set about rebuilding the interior. By the time the glass was re-installed, the little building was better than it had ever been. They'd attached a shed for supplies to the far end, giving her space to store things out of sight. Dick Mercer, Henry's uncle, had been instrumental in the design. There had been so many things he'd wanted to do for her from the beginning, but he'd been limited by the building that was already in place. Since they were starting from scratch, he added gutters to collect rainwater into barrels on each side of the front door and had put together a sprinkler system framework that hung from the ceiling. It wasn't hard to imagine that Judy's greenhouse would become a favorite spot for gardeners in town and she welcomed that.  
 
    Polly jumped when the dogs leaped up and ran out of the office, then smiled when she heard Rebecca's voice. 
 
    "Polly? Where are you?" 
 
    She walked over to the door and headed for the kitchen. "I was in the office. How was your evening?" 
 
    Rebecca strode across the room and pulled Polly into a hug. "That was just the best. Thanks for letting me go." 
 
    "You only have two months until your sophomore year is over," Polly said. "Less than that until you turn sixteen. It’s time for you to be able to make decisions about how to spend your time. Did you have fun? What did you do?" 
 
    On Thursday evenings, most of the downtown shops stayed open until at least eight o'clock. Since so many people were involved in church activities during the evening, it made sense for them to be open when folks came into town. 
 
    "We just walked around for a while." Rebecca looped her arm through Polly's and walked with her back to the office. "We went to the general store first for ice cream. Barrett had never done that. Can you believe it?" 
 
    Barrett Evans was a conundrum for Polly. She didn't know who he really was to Rebecca. The son of Marnie Evans, who worked for Mark Ogden at the veterinarian's office, and the brother to Ella, who was dating Heath, he'd taken Rebecca to Homecoming. After that, though they spent time together with their friends, they'd never really dated again.  
 
    "That is hard to believe. He's lived here all his life." 
 
    "I know. So we did that, then we just kind of stopped in here and there. Next week I want to go to Mina's and get a manicure. Would you do that with me?" 
 
    "We'll talk about it." 
 
    "Then maybe we could go to the coffee shop together?" Rebecca waggled her eyebrows as she sat down in the comfortable chair across from the desk. "It was weird being in the salon after that murder at her new place. Everybody's talking about it. Would you believe there was some old lady in there tonight asking if Mina thought that poor guy would haunt her? As if. I wanted to tell her that you found bodies so they'd rest in peace, but I kept my mouth shut. Andrew and Barrett and Joel and Justin all went over to Mr. Gardner's antique shop while we were in the salon. Can you believe they like antiques? He has these cool model cars that Justin likes. Oh, and Justin told Andrew that he'd help him fix up a beater car, but I told Justin that Andrew wouldn’t be much help. He doesn't know anything about cars." 
 
    "He'll have to figure something out," Polly said.  
 
    Rebecca slumped. "I have to get a job." 
 
    "When will you have time?" 
 
    "I don't know, but I have to do something. I'm going to need a car, too. You know Stephanie can't afford anything. At least Kayla gets to make a little money working part-time at the hotel. Maybe I could do that. Or I could help Rachel with catering and stuff on the weekends." Rebecca looked across the desk at Polly. "I hope you don't have a problem hiring me. There aren’t any rules there about nepotism, are there?" 
 
    Polly laughed. "I don't think so. Remember, I married my contractor." 
 
    "Oh yeah." Rebecca yawned. "This has been a long day. But it's been awesome. We don't have a basketball game or wrestling meet or anything at the high school tomorrow night. Would you care if I invited Cilla and Kayla to spend the night with me?" 
 
    "What about Beryl on Saturday morning?" 
 
    Rebecca slumped. "I forgot and I really want to go, too. She got in these cool new markers and I can't wait to try them." 
 
    "Can the three of you get up by nine thirty? I don't think Beryl would mind if you showed up with bed head and sloppy clothes." 
 
    "She doesn't care what I look like," Rebecca said. "She's seen me at my worst. Yeah, we can get up on time. So, it would be okay?" 
 
    "It's fine with me." 
 
    Taking out her phone, Rebecca looked sheepishly at Polly. "I'll go put it up as soon as I text them. I promise." 
 
    "It's okay." 
 
    "Where is everyone?" Rebecca asked, her fingers flying over the keyboard on her screen. 
 
    "Cat and Hayden are upstairs with the boys. Cassidy is asleep, and I haven't heard anything from Henry and Heath since they called to tell me they wouldn't be home for supper." 
 
    "It's like eight thirty," Rebecca said. "They never get home this late." 
 
    "Things are busy." 
 
    "Barrett says that Ella can't wait for spring break. The only time she gets to see Heath is on Tuesdays and Wednesdays between their classes. He's busy every night and their classes are at opposite times the other days."  
 
    "That's good for them," Polly said. 
 
    "I don't understand that statement. How is it good for them to not spend time together? Aren't they supposed to be using this time to get to know each other and figure out whether or not they fit together?" 
 
    "No fitting together," Polly said, putting a hand up to block her face from Rebecca's. "I don't want to think about those things with my kids." 
 
    "You're funny. Heath is the last person you have to worry about." 
 
    "Why do you say that?" 
 
    "He's so polite to Ella and I think he's terrified of her parents. Not her dad, but her mom scares him to death. I don't know what Mrs. Evans said to him, but he's got a lot of respect for her." 
 
    "That's a good thing." 
 
    "I know. It's kind of funny." Rebecca cackled. "Kind of like Andrew used to be. He was so scared of you and Henry. It's better now that we aren't going together. He doesn't worry all the time that you'll think we're doing something we shouldn't be doing." Her shoulders sagged. 
 
    "You okay?" 
 
    "I just miss him sometimes." 
 
    "You still spend time with him." 
 
    "Not like when we were best friends. Now he's in the same passel of people that I always hang out with. We never just talk anymore. I miss that." Rebecca looked up. "I mean, I love that I'm best friends with Cilla and Kayla. I talk to them all the time, but Cilla is so involved in all her stuff. Kayla doesn't care about the same kind of books and big things that I like to talk about. Andrew always talked about those things with me. He doesn't act like it, but he has really good opinions about really big ideas and he was always willing to listen to mine, even when I was just exploring how I thought about things. Now all we talk about is school stuff and what we're doing and who we're doing things with. You know, just normal everyday stuff." 
 
    "You don't ever talk about those kinds of things with Cilla? What about Dierdre?" Polly asked. 
 
    Rebecca held up her index finger. "I always have interesting conversations with Dierdre. It’s not the same as with Andrew, but she is fun to talk to. However, she's all into social unrest and learning about that kind of history. I think she wants to go into journalism and maybe politics." Rebecca laughed. "Sometimes it's hard talking to her. She wants me to get all worked up about the same things she's worked up about and I just can't get there. Sure, I feel passionate about it, but life's too short to be mad all the time. I keep telling her that she needs to channel all of that into something productive. Then she threatens to organize a protest." 
 
    "College will be good for her." 
 
    "That's what her mom says, too. Oh, I saw Sal and Mark at Pizzazz. Their boys are so freakin' gorgeous. Little Alexander is just a heartthrob with those big eyes like Sal's and his father's cheekbones. Theodore is such a cutie pie." 
 
    "I don't know how you see that," Polly said. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "I know that Alexander is a beautiful child, but I couldn't tell you what features came from Sal and which ones came from Mark." 
 
    "I just see it," Rebecca said with a shrug. "But anyway, she told me to tell you that she really misses you and you should call her." 
 
    "She used those words?" 
 
    "Yeah. You’re supposed to call her and make a date." 
 
    "I'll see her Saturday night at Joss's house." 
 
    Rebecca scowled. "That's a date with Sal? I think she wants to spend time with you." 
 
    Polly smiled. "I know. You're right. I haven't had much time lately." She chuckled. "One of these days I'll feel okay about getting a babysitter for Cassidy, but not yet." 
 
    "You can't leave her with Marie?" 
 
    "Not every day. Marie already does a lot for me." 
 
    "But it's only a couple of months until school is out and then won't Cassidy be in kindergarten next fall?" 
 
    "I hope so. You're right. I just need to be patient. Even though I feel all sorts of pressure right now, before I know it, I'll be complaining about her growing up too fast, too. I need you all to stay exactly where you are." 
 
    "That would be boring." Rebecca grinned. "You just want me to be at that place where I clean bathrooms all the time." 
 
    "I have Elijah for that now. Speaking of which, your bathroom is clean." 
 
    "He didn't," Rebecca said with a laugh. "The poor kid." 
 
    "He misses you and your smart mouth. He said so to me tonight." 
 
    "That's awesome." She tilted her head. "Did you hear that?" 
 
    "No?" 
 
    "I think someone else is home." 
 
    "Nice ears. Let me shut this down. I'm not getting any work done." 
 
    "I'm sorry. Was I bothering you?" 
 
    "I'd rather listen to you tell me about your life any day." 
 
    Rebecca stood up and walked over to the door. "Cat and Hayden are in the kitchen." 
 
    "Go on. I'll be right there." 
 
    After Rebecca left, Polly sent a text to Henry. "Everything going okay?" 
 
    "We're home. Just unloading a few things into the garage. We'll be right in." 
 
    "I love you." 
 
    She laid her phone on the desk and headed out to the kitchen. 
 
    "What are you two doing?" she asked Hayden and Cat. 
 
    "Making a breakfast casserole for tomorrow morning," Hayden said. "I asked the boys what they wanted and all I heard was that they didn't want toast and cereal." 
 
    Polly laughed out loud. "I'm a horrible mom." 
 
    "We promised them fun breakfasts for one week and then they couldn't complain about anything you served them when we were all back in school," Cat said with a grin. "I don't think anyone was really upset about it." 
 
    "They'd better not be," Polly said. "I'll string 'em up by their big toes." 
 
    Han gave a yip when the back door opened, his tail wagging like crazy. 
 
    Henry and Heath came in, both covered in dirt and filth. 
 
    "What in the world?" Polly asked. 
 
    "It was all hands on deck tonight," Henry said. "Some idiot got drunk and drove his pickup into a load of lumber we had sitting at a site. We've got to start putting it up tomorrow and needed to figure out what was damaged and needed to be replaced. The guy spread it everywhere." 
 
    "Do you know who did it?" Rebecca asked. 
 
    Henry nodded. "Yeah. Deputy Decker was there. The guy’s insurance will cover it, but that doesn’t change the fact that I have to deal with the problem. I’m going upstairs to take a shower before I go to bed. We'll be heading to the lumberyard early to pick up what we need. I already called them and they'll have it pulled. They just don't have anyone to bring it out to us." He patted Heath on the back. "Thanks for your help tonight. I know you hadn't planned on working this late. Be sure to tell Ella I apologize for messing up your plans." 
 
    "We didn't have anything going on," Heath said. "It's okay. She gets it." 
 
    Henry slipped past Polly and headed up the back steps, Han close behind him. 
 
    "He was really pissed," Heath said after Henry's footsteps faded down the hallway. "I've never seen him so mad. This customer has been on his ass …" He stopped himself. "Sorry. Anyway, this customer has been a real pain. Henry's bringing in two crews to get things started tomorrow. Pulling 'em off another site. We'll be working most of the weekend." 
 
    Polly's heart sank. The one thing she looked forward to when Henry was this busy was a few extra hours with him on the weekend. She felt tears come to her eyes and turned to head back down to the office. The kids didn't need to see her like this. 
 
    "You okay?" Rebecca asked, catching her arm. 
 
    "Fine." 
 
    "Is there anything we can do?" 
 
    "It's okay. I just need to talk to Henry for a few minutes." 
 
    "You don't get to see him much these days, do you." 
 
    Polly pulled Rebecca into a tight hug. "I love you. Thanks for checking up on me. All of this is temporary. The big picture is so much more than these days. No worries. Have you heard back from Cilla and Kayla?" 
 
    Rebecca smiled. "They'll both be here." Her eyes lit up. "I know what. We'll make dinner tomorrow night. Can we?" 
 
    "That would be great. Whatever you want to do. If we don't have what you need here, you can put it on my account down at the grocery store." 
 
    "We'll work it out tomorrow. I don't know what we'll make, but it will be fun. Can we invite Andrew and Justin for dinner?" 
 
    Polly shot her eyes upward. Henry wouldn't be here, she was certain of that. Might as well fill the house with kids. "Absolutely. I don't think I want a big party, but you can have a few friends over."  
 
    "It won't be any more than just them. I'm going to text them again so we can all think about it tonight. Do you care?"  
 
    Polly headed for the foyer so she could go upstairs. "I don't care at all. Just be sure to leave your phone down here when you go to bed. Let the others know I'm upstairs and ask Hayden to lock up." 
 
    "On it." 
 
    Polly headed up the steps. When she got to the hallway, she heard Heath's shower running. He'd moved fast. Obiwan came out of Caleb and JaRon's room, trotted over to her and licked her hand. 
 
    "Hey there," she said, rubbing his head. "Are you coming with me?" 
 
    He followed her into the bedroom and she sank down on the edge of her bed, sliding her shoes off her feet. Henry was in the shower, so she got undressed and changed into the shorts and t-shirt she usually wore to bed, then wrapped a robe around herself and climbed into bed. There was no reason to be up chatting with everyone else when she could be here while Henry wound down after his day. She turned over on her side, fluffed the pillow and heaved a deep sigh. What a day. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER NINE 
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    "Love? Polly?"  
 
    She opened her eyes. "What time is it?" 
 
    "Four thirty." 
 
    "What?" She sat straight up. "I wanted to talk to you last night. I didn't want to sleep. I'm sorry. When did you come to bed?" 
 
    Henry chuckled. "You certainly slept. I came out of the shower and you were out like a light. It was so cute I didn’t dare wake you, so I worked for a while. After I put the dogs out one last time and checked the doors, I finally got to sleep about ten thirty." 
 
    "And I slept through all of that?" 
 
    "You must have been tired." 
 
    She reached out and took his hand. "You have to be exhausted. This is ridiculous. Can I help with anything?" 
 
    "Maybe next week." 
 
    "I’ll have time next week. Doing what?" 
 
    "Jessie has been running a bunch of ads. Would you consider looking over applications and resumes? Maybe doing some interviewing for me?" 
 
    "I'd love to." 
 
    "We'll talk about what I'm looking for. I might ask Jessie to forward the applications to you. You really have time?" 
 
    "I can make time." Polly was amazed that he was finally asking her to help with this. "Just send them." 
 
    "Heath and I are headed out. I'll talk to you later, okay? You should go back to sleep." 
 
    Polly smiled, leaned forward and waited for him to kiss her. After he did, she swung her legs off the side of the bed. "I might as well get up. Hayden and Cat have breakfast ready for the kids and I was interrupted before I could get through some of my own work last night." 
 
    "Everything okay?" 
 
    "It's fine." She walked to the bedroom door with him, took his hand and reached up to kiss him again. "I'm highly motivated to find you as much help as you need. I miss you." 
 
    "I miss you, too. This is only temporary." 
 
    "That's what I told Rebecca last night. While I was lying in bed waiting for you to get out of the shower, I thought about my attitude the last few days. I felt like a whiner. This isn't me." 
 
    "You're the cutest whiner I know," he said. "I'd better hurry. Heath hates early mornings and I refuse to take advantage of him today." 
 
    She watched him walk down the hallway to the back steps and waggled her eyebrows. She couldn't help herself. The man looked good in blue jeans. If there hadn't been kids sound asleep all around her, she might have whistled, but that would be hard to explain. 
 
    Since it was still early, Polly took a quick shower before heading to the office. She'd be able to get quite a bit of work done before everyone was up and moving. Once the coffee was brewing, she stood in front of the refrigerator. Hayden and Cat wouldn't be up for another hour, so she sliced some bread and popped it into her fabulous toaster oven. How had she lived without it for so long?  
 
    The kitchen was clean this morning, something that had been a stretch for the last few days. While she waited, she opened a door into the foyer and smiled to see that it was still as chaotically messy as ever. They'd tackle that this weekend.  
 
    Her phone buzzed on the kitchen counter. It wasn't even five o'clock yet. Who was bothering her at this hour? The smell of coffee brewing and bread toasting made her pause as she walked through the kitchen. If she didn't hate getting up so badly, early morning quiet was perfect. She’d tried to work after everyone went to bed, but she generally needed to crash herself. Maybe someday. 
 
    Polly swiped her phone open and was surprised to see a text from Tab Hudson.  
 
    "I get off shift at ten thirty, wanna have coffee at Sweet Beans before I go home and crash?" 
 
    She grinned. "I can do that. See you about eleven?" 
 
    "What are you doing up?" 
 
    "Busy life. How's your night?" 
 
    "Busy night." 
 
    "Ugh. Anything on the murderer?" 
 
    "Not really. We're looking at people from the salon and …" 
 
    "Henry's guys?" 
 
    "Yeah. I hated to say that. But it had to be someone with a key to the place." 
 
    "A lot of subcontractors have been going in and out," Polly sent back. "No fingerprints on the plastic?" 
 
    "Lots of 'em, but nothing pops for us." 
 
    "How was he killed?" 
 
    "Blunt force trauma to the back of the head, then another hit to the left temple. Whoever did this wanted the guy to be dead." 
 
    "Tell me he was gone before they wrapped him up." 
 
    "Yeah. He didn't suffocate. He was already gone." 
 
    "Does he have family?" 
 
    "I should talk to you about this at the coffee shop. I need to get back to work," Tab said. "Later?" 
 
    "Later." 
 
    Polly put her phone back down. She hated the fact that they never had good answers to her mysteries right off the bat. It wasn't supposed to work that way, right? They were supposed to be able to dig into the evidence and interview people and come up with a few suspects, then have a flash of insight and suddenly, the murderer would be revealed. Whatever. 
 
    The timer on the toaster oven beeped and she took the toast out, balancing the hot slices on her fingertips before dropping them onto a napkin.  
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Polly had just pulled into a parking spot down the street from Sweet Beans when her phone rang with a call from the office at the Sturtz Construction shop. "Good morning, Jessie," she said. 
 
    "Polly, it's me, Doug Shaffer." 
 
    "Oh, Doug. Sorry. What's going on?" 
 
    "Is there any way you could come get little Miss Molly?" 
 
    "Sure, what's wrong?" 
 
    "Well, it's a long, big thing, but Jessie was helping out in the shop and she fell down and thumped her head. Nobody thinks it's a big deal, but Bill and Marie took her down to the emergency room to make sure. Head injuries aren't something to ignore. I told them I'd call you to see if you could come get the little girl. I'd call Jules, but she's volunteering at the school this morning." 
 
    Polly was already backing up. She didn't mind taking both girls to Sweet Beans with her. It would be a little more chaos, but what else was she supposed to do?  
 
    "I'll be there in less than five minutes. Did they think to leave her car seat?" 
 
    "I've got it right here. Sorry about bothering you." 
 
    "It's really no bother. Are you there by yourself?" 
 
    "Yeah. I'm just going to do some sanding. Nothing that needs a spotter. I'm at the house now with Molly, though. I'll see ya." 
 
    Polly glanced up at Cassidy in the back seat. "Looks like Molly is going to be with us for a while today." 
 
    Cassidy clapped her hands together. She'd come awake this morning on the right side of the bed, happy and ready to play with her brothers until they all went to school. Polly had considered leaving her with Cat and Hayden, but after they'd cleaned up the kitchen following breakfast, they'd escaped to their apartment and she didn't want to take away the rare quiet time they had together. She knew how important that was. 
 
    She pulled into the parking lot and drove over to the house. "Mr. Shaffer and I will be right out with Molly and her car seat. You don't move, okay?" 
 
    Cassidy nodded and smiled.  
 
    Less than two minutes. That should be all it took. 
 
    In fact, it was faster than that. As she got to the back door, it opened and Molly came out, her arms up. 
 
    "Hello there, sweetie," Polly said. "Are you ready to play with Cassidy today?" 
 
    "Mommy fell down." 
 
    "I heard." 
 
    "Grandma got scared so they went to the ho … hos …" 
 
    "Hospital. Mommy will be fine." 
 
    Doug came out, carrying her car seat and a tote bag. "Everything she needs should be here. Mrs. Sturtz doesn't miss much." 
 
    "No, she doesn't. Thank you." 
 
    "Let me get this in the car for you. I'm pretty much a master at this." 
 
    "That would be great." Polly took the bag from him and opened the door to the seat beside Cassidy. Then she opened the front passenger door and lifted Molly up and in. 
 
    By the time she was back on the road, Molly was safely tucked into her seat, and the little girl was babbling away at Cassidy, who, like usual, didn't say a word. She just smiled and moved her hands around, making sounds, but saying nothing.  
 
    Polly pulled back into the same parking space and looked at her phone. She'd heard several texts come in. The first was from Tab wondering where she was. 
 
    "Almost there. Had a little emergency." Polly sent back. 
 
    The second was from Henry. "What's going on with Jessie?" 
 
    "Don't know yet. Fell and bumped her head. Marie and Bill worried it might be a concussion. That's all I know." 
 
    "Call me when you find out. You have Molly?" 
 
    "Yeah. Doug called me. I'm at Sweet Beans, but I'll be sure to let you know when I find anything out." 
 
    "Thanks. Love you." 
 
    "I love you, too."  
 
    The third text was from Rebecca. She shouldn't be using her phone during school hours. It was kind of a rule. 
 
    "Kayla can't come tonight. It's just me and Cilla." 
 
    "What's up with Kayla?" 
 
    "Stephanie says she's been gone too much lately, so they're staying at home. Kayla's pissed." 
 
    Polly chuckled. "You'll see her another time." 
 
    "Yeah, but she can't do this and that makes her mad." 
 
    "Tell her I love her." 
 
    "What good will that do?" 
 
    "Maybe nothing, but it can't hurt. Okay, I'm late. Put your phone back in your locker." 
 
    "Sorry." 
 
    She probably should have asked Tab to come out and help her get the two girls inside with all of their paraphernalia, but after some finagling and a few machinations, Polly had two tote bags slung over her shoulder and two little hands in hers as they strolled down the street. Even after all of that, she couldn't help but smile. When she looked at their images in the glass windows, she saw just how adorable the little girls were. Out and about with an adult, they were happy and so self-important. 
 
    It never failed. The moment Polly opened the door to Sweet Beans, the ambiance greeted her like a warm hug. Now, today's hug was more awkward than usual with two small girls jockeying to be first in the door, but still, a hug was a hug.  
 
    She looked around for Tab and shook her head when she saw that Sal, Joss, and Sylvie were also at the table. Joss and Sylvie jumped up and rushed over to help with bags and little girls.  
 
    "How did you get two of them this morning?" Sylvie asked. 
 
    "Jessie had to go to the emergency room after falling at the shop." Polly put her hand up to stop questions from pouring out at her. "Bill and Marie worried that she might have a concussion. I have Molly until they get back to town." 
 
    Tab held out a chair for Polly, who dropped into it. "This kind of makes our point for us." She pointed at a cup of coffee and a chocolate muffin. "We bought you some sustenance." 
 
    "Your point? What's going on?" Polly asked. 
 
    Sal leaned across the table. "This is an intervention." 
 
    "A what?" Polly tilted her head and looked at them suspiciously, still laughing, but a little worried at what was coming next. 
 
    "An intervention," Joss said. "Eat your muffin. Drink your coffee." 
 
    "Why are you intervening?" Polly took a drink of her coffee, then opened the bag she usually carried for Cassidy. The women had taken a table near the carpeted area at the front of the shop, where there were child-sized chairs and a table, as well as some toys and books. She took out Cassidy's doll and handed it to her, then gestured for Joss to hand over Molly's bag. "Is there a toy you'd like to play with in here, Molly?" 
 
    Molly put her hand on the bag and pulled it down to her level, then took out another doll and a blanket. 
 
    "Okay, why don't you two go over to the table and play. I'll get some juice for you in a few minutes." 
 
    Cassidy looked at her with wide-eyed hope. 
 
    "Give me a few minutes to talk to my friends," Polly said. "Then we'll get juice." She watched the two little girls walk to the table and turned back. "Now, what's up with the intervention." 
 
    "That," Joss said. "That right there. Do you see me hauling my six kids with me everywhere?" 
 
    "Or me with my two?" Sal asked. 
 
    Sylvie put her hands up. "I'm just here for the coffee. Mine hate to be seen with me." 
 
    Polly grimaced. "It was an emergency with Molly. I couldn't leave her at the shop." 
 
    "We understand that, but you need to get more help. You are stretching yourself so thin these days that we can see through you." Sal picked at Polly's shirt and peered around her back. "You're at Sycamore House and the hotel and I know you're spending a lot of time on the B&B and the new foundation. You're doing the books for all of that and I've seen you taking the boys down to the nursing home. You're always with them these days. I thought Cat and Hayden were supposed to be helping." 
 
    "You haven't been to Pizzazz in over a month," Joss said. 
 
    "I haven't seen you since I moved to Bellingwood," Tab said. She chuckled. "Okay, I talked to you over a dead body the other day, but still." 
 
    "It's all temporary," Polly protested. "Things are a little out of control right now, but it won't always be like this. I love my life." 
 
    Sal arched an eyebrow. "Really?" 
 
    "Yes," Polly said. "Look at that little girl. She's so happy right now. Do you know how much I love seeing her smile and play with Molly? Do you know how close she was to being trafficked for sex? She gets to be a child. I am thankful for that every day. I don't want to just shuffle her off to someone else. Not right now. She'll be in kindergarten next fall and I'll be alone again, wondering if she's doing okay or if she's comfortable talking to the teacher or making friends." 
 
    "We all do that, Polly," Sal said. "Just because our kids haven't nearly been in trouble, doesn't mean we don't want to spend time with them and won't miss them or worry about them when they're away from us. I adore Mrs. Dobley, but I think about my boys every minute I'm gone. I'm thankful for my time away from them. It makes me love spending time with them when I'm there." 
 
    "And I know that you are feeling a lot of pressure as Sycamore Enterprises keeps growing," Sylvie said. "When you opened Sycamore House, it was crazier than this. You were all alone and you figured out how to rely on friends to make it work. You aren't doing that right now. You're trying to do it all by yourself." 
 
    "You need more help," Joss said. "Whether it's with the children or with work. Whatever. Can we do something?" 
 
    "You don't have time either," Polly retorted. "You have six kids, a husband who works all the time, and with Andy in Kentucky, not a lot of extra help at the library. What are you even doing here this morning?" 
 
    Joss grinned. "Paying Traci extra to come early on a Friday. And next week, I have a bunch of high school kids volunteering at the library as part of their community service. So there." 
 
    "You barely have time," she said, spinning on Sylvie. 
 
    "Like I said, don't point at me. My boys are doing just fine on their own right now and I have four people that take shifts in the bakery. I've even had time to go to Sycamore House to help Rachel when she was in a crunch. I can find time for you." 
 
    "You just miss hanging out with me," Polly said to Sal. "I miss you, too." 
 
    Sal laughed. "Are you telling me I'd be useless if I offered to help you?" 
 
    "I'd never say that." 
 
    "The thing is, Joss and I have a big list of babysitters that you should tap into." 
 
    Polly opened her mouth to continue protesting, shut it, opened it again, and finally just sighed. "I know that you think I'm probably trying to act the martyr, but I won’t take this away from Cat and Hayden. They just finished mid-terms, so for the last couple of weeks, things have been stressful as they prepared for those. She'd feel awful if I had to hire someone else, especially since taking care of my kids and my house is supposed to be her job right now." 
 
    "Then you need to be a better manager," Sal said. "If you need her to step up more often, say something." 
 
    "They're doing what they can. Their class schedules aren't as easy this semester." Polly frowned. "Seriously. This is only temporary." 
 
    Cassidy came up behind Sylvie, looked at the women, then sidled close to Polly. 
 
    "What's up, little one?" Polly asked. 
 
    Cassidy pointed to the front counter. 
 
    "It's been long enough, eh? You're ready for some juice?" She stood up. "You go back and play with Molly. I'll be right there." 
 
    Tab grabbed Polly. "See, this is exactly it. There are four of us here and you didn't think to ask anyone to help you. Sit still. I can get juice. Do you want me to pick out a treat for them?" 
 
    "Camille keeps fruit back there. If she has a couple of bananas, those will do." 
 
    "On it," Tab said. "Does anyone else need anything?" 
 
    After she walked away, Polly leaned forward. "You guys are awful. I feel totally savaged by you. I was looking forward to a nice, relaxing cup of coffee with Tab and I have to listen to you take me out because I'm too busy." 
 
    Joss's eyes grew big. "Are you really mad at us?" 
 
    "Are you really yelling at me?" Polly asked. 
 
    "Kinda. Not really," Sylvie said. "But we are worried about you. You've never been this isolated before. You're always available." 
 
    "Not just available, you usually show up all over town," Sal said. "You don't do anything these days except the things you have to do. It would be nice if the rest of us got to see you once in a while." 
 
    Polly took another drink of her coffee and reached out for Joss's hand. "I'm not mad. Not even a little bit. The thing is, you caught me at the end of the cycle. Cat and Hayden are home today. Their mid-terms are over and they have spring break next week and so does Rebecca. Jeff hired an HR / Finance person the other day, so that's going to take pressure off me. We have that meeting with the investors next week and we're going to put a board of directors together. It's all coming together. I was serious when I said this was temporary." 
 
    Tab sat down and put two plates and two sippy cups in front of Polly. "At least Camille knew what I needed. I'm sorry I hijacked our coffee this morning." 
 
    "It's okay," Polly said. "I know you guys love me and yeah, I’m moving pretty fast through life right now, but this is only one short period of time. My stress level sent me to bed last night at nine. I woke up this morning in much better shape, though. Henry finally asked for help and that will relieve pressure, too. He's so buried, I feel like I've been scurrying around doing everything so he doesn't notice that he isn't there to help. After losing the one big hope he'd been holding on to." She smiled at Sal. "The guy who was killed." 
 
    Sal nodded in understanding. 
 
    "Anyway, he pretty much melted down and he's been working every night this week, not getting home until late. Then he works at home until he falls asleep and is up and out of the house early in the morning. This has to be better." 
 
    Both Cassidy and Molly showed up at the table. 
 
    Polly smiled. "I have what you want. Let's get you set up at your own table." 
 
    "I've got it," Sylvie said. "Sit still. Come on, sweeties. Just like the big girls." 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER TEN 
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    Even if her friends thought she wasn't available to them because she had so much going on, that didn’t mean she wasn't managing her time well. Polly didn't know what to think as she drove home from her intervention. The last thing she wanted was for them to worry about her. She did love her life. She adored her kids and she enjoyed working and being part of her businesses. Maybe it was time to talk with Cat and Hayden about what they could realistically do the rest of this semester. The idea of hiring anyone else as part of her household, whether as housecleaning help or babysitting help, was hard to face. She trusted Cat and Hayden.  
 
    She hadn't heard from Marie or Jessie, but it had only been a couple of hours. Molly and Cassidy would have lunch and playtime, then lie down for a nap. If she hadn't heard anything by that point, she'd call Marie.  
 
    The girls waited for her by the back door as she gathered up their go-bags and when she opened it, they both giggled at the attention from the dogs. 
 
    "Do you want to play with your dollhouse?" Polly asked, aiming the girls to the foyer. Cassidy's dollhouse was tucked into a corner of the foyer and could be pulled out in no time. It would only take a few minutes to set up the barriers that Heath and Henry had built for the stairways.  
 
    "Bouncy balls," Molly said. 
 
    Polly closed her eyes. Molly always wanted to play with the bouncy ball house. They'd purchased it for the littlest ones to play with but chasing down the hundreds of plastic balls after a long session was exhausting. She nodded, though. The girls loved splashing in them and it would tire them out enough that they'd nap without much fuss. 
 
    Cat came in from the foyer. "Hello there," she said to the girls. "Two of you today. That sounds like fun." 
 
    "They want to play with the bouncy ball house," Polly said. "I'll make lunch and then we'll do an n-a-p." Spelling words out had become a thing in her life. Something she'd never intended to use, especially since the boys had all been old enough to spell by the time they were part of her family. 
 
    "Hayden and I have been doing some cleanup," Cat said. "We can dig the balls out. Why don't you girls go on in." She held the door open and Cassidy and Molly rushed past her, screaming aloud to hear their voices echo in the large, cavernous room. 
 
    "Two of them?" Cat asked. 
 
    "Jessie fell and bumped her head at the shop. Marie and Bill took her to the ER to make sure she doesn't have a concussion. I'm watching Molly until they come back." 
 
    "We can take care of the girls," Cat said. "We've been so busy lately that the kids fell off our radar. It's time to fix that." 
 
    "Thanks," Polly said. "I want to talk to you two about our schedules." 
 
    Cat started to speak, but Polly put her hand up. "I'm not upset. Don't think that, not for a minute. We need to be practical about the time you two have this semester. Henry tells me I should hire additional help to clean." She glanced at the stacks piled in different parts of the kitchen. One of the biggest things about cleaning was shuffling items from one place to another. It seemed like that was all she ever did. 
 
    Cat shook her head. "I hate that. The boys should do more to help. There's no reason they can't. What if we sat down and designed a list of things they can do. Maybe make a job chart." She pointed across the room. "That stuff belongs to Rebecca. Why is it even down here?" 
 
    Polly shook her head.  
 
    "I checked the living room and it's trashed again." 
 
    "It's not that bad," Polly said with a laugh. 
 
    "The library has books lying all over the place. The kids' music is scattered around on the counter tops. No one ever puts blankets and pillows back where they belong in the family room. You have to do all of that if I'm not around. And I haven't been around as much lately. I'm so sorry." 
 
    Polly was getting a little tired of being told that she wasn't holding up her end of the deal. The thing was, she couldn't. She could either be annoyed at being called out for it, or just own it. "I was never much for cleaning. I guess that if it doesn't bother me, I don't even see that it's a problem." 
 
    "Hayden tells me I need to get tough with the boys if I'm going to ever control a classroom. And I think all of us have snowed you with our insistence that we're too busy to help." 
 
    "Are you calling me a pushover?" 
 
    Cat grinned. "You are too good to us. You pick up the slack when we get busy. Then we get busier because you give us more time and you keep making it okay. This morning, I should have told you that I'd keep an eye on Cassidy since you were going to meet your friend for coffee. I know full well that you take her everywhere unless you can talk Marie into watching her." 
 
    "It's your first day off since school started," Polly said. "My friends don't mind having Cassidy along." 
 
    "That isn't the point. You haven't had a day off since school started either. Did you think to look at it that way?" 
 
    Polly sat down on one of the stools at the island. "This has been a day. Everyone is telling me that I'm not able to handle my life." 
 
    "I didn't mean it to come across that way," Cat said. "We rely on you for everything and sometimes we all abuse that too much." 
 
    "I don't mind it, though." 
 
    "You fell asleep at nine o'clock last night," Cat said. "Once Hayden and I were here to take care of the boys, you just stopped in your tracks." 
 
    "I have a few other things going on, too," Polly said. "But yeah. I suppose." 
 
    "We'll take care of the girls this afternoon and when you tell me that Molly can go back to Marie's, I will borrow the Suburban and take her. I'll handle their lunch and put them down for a nap. When the boys get home, either Hayden or I will get them over to the nursing home. Is Rebecca still planning to prepare dinner?" 
 
    "It's just her and Cilla, but I think so." 
 
    "Well, someone other than you will take care of it. I know this doesn't make up for what we haven't done the last two months, but it's a beginning of us being better. At least me and Hayden." 
 
    "Okay. I'm going to be in the office for a while, then. Thanks." 
 
    "Thank you," Cat said and turned toward the foyer, smiling at the yells and screams coming from there. "Into the breach I go." 
 
    Polly stayed on the stool, thinking. Was her life really that far out of control? Yes, some of what Cat was talking about was because she felt as if she'd failed in her duty to the family. Polly understood that. But as worn out as she was, she didn't think it was that bad. She enjoyed everything that she did. She hadn't missed any of Rebecca's events at school, she'd been in every single one of the boys' classrooms and made it to their special programs. So what if she didn't have time to lollygag around the coffee shop, waiting for one of her friends to show up. She had five little kids in her life, a high schooler, three adult children and a husband. Her mind continued to tick off two dogs, six cats and half the neighborhood on any given day.  
 
    She walked over to the foyer and opened the door. 
 
    Hayden was gathering plastic balls that had been tossed everywhere, while the girls ran in and out of the little playhouse and pool he'd placed in the middle of the room. 
 
    "I'm heading out for a while," she called. 
 
    Cat smiled and waved at her. 
 
    Polly grabbed her phone, left her keys, and headed out the back door. She walked down the steps, past her Suburban, strode across the street and up to Andrea's front door. When she rang the doorbell, she shook her head in surprise. It was probably a good thing she hadn't given this much thought or she wouldn't be standing here. 
 
    Andrea came to the door and peered at Polly, confused. She opened the door and gestured for her to come in. "Well, hello there. What are you doing out and about?" 
 
    "Are you busy?" Polly knew Andrea didn't have classes on Friday afternoons, so at least she wasn’t interrupting everything. 
 
    "Not really. Just grading online work. Wanna help?" 
 
    "I can." 
 
    "Do you need coffee?" 
 
    Polly chuckled. "Probably. Where's Kirk?" 
 
    "He's out at his dad's. I have no idea what they're doing. Probably building some kind of water feature for Deb. He won't be home until later. What's going on?" 
 
    "I'm frustrated and I need a friend who doesn't think I'm the biggest failure this side of Seward's Folly." 
 
    "Since I'm one of few people who knows what that is, I'm perfect. And who is calling you a failure? I'll beat 'em up for you, if you like."  
 
    Polly followed Andrea into the dining room where the table was covered in notebooks, two laptops, plates left over from breakfast, dirty mugs, and an empty dog dish. "I love you so much," she said, laughing. 
 
    "Because of my mess? Who has time to worry about this stuff?" Andrea picked up the plates and glasses and walked out to the kitchen with them. 
 
    "Don't clean on my account," Polly said. "Please." 
 
    "I usually try to have it cleared off by the time the kids come home …" Andrea grinned at her, "… from your house. I do appreciate the extra time that gives me. This has been a crazy semester. So, why are people implying you're a failure?" 
 
    "Because I can't do everything." 
 
    "Oh, because you're you." 
 
    "Wanna split a housekeeper with me?" 
 
    "Only if her name is Cilla Waters. She gets a car when she turns sixteen only if she helps with the younglings and puts in a certain amount of hours cleaning. So far, she doesn't have a chance in hell." 
 
    "They're pretty busy at school." 
 
    Andrea looked over the reading glasses that had fallen down on her nose. "I know my daughter. All of that extra time she spends in Boone is not because she's required to be there. Wrestling season is over. Basketball season is over. Track and field? Tell me how that impacts her. Nope. And yes, the girls are busy being happy little thespians, but it's about time they learn balance." 
 
    "You know she's coming over to spend the night with Rebecca tonight." 
 
    "Is that still on? I didn't think it was since Kayla couldn't be there." 
 
    Polly frowned. "That wasn't the information I was given." 
 
    Andrea shrugged. "Who knows. I'm certainly not privy to her schedule." 
 
    "This is only going to get worse, isn't it." 
 
    "With those two? Yeah. The last two years of high school are going to be our Waterloo." Andrea paused, her hand in mid-motion. "Unless …" 
 
    "Unless what?" 
 
    "You be the Duke of Wellington." 
 
    Polly frowned. "The who?" 
 
    "History, baby. I know it. Napoleon was defeated at Waterloo by the Duke of Wellington and Field Marshal Blucher. I don't have a problem being a Prussian." She snapped to attention and continued to speak with a German accent. "Ve vill bring zese girlz into line. Ve are een charge. Zey vill crumble under ze strength of our armiez." 
 
    Polly chuckled. "I feel better already." 
 
    "Who told you that you aren't in control?" 
 
    "Twice today," Polly said. "And I get it. The house is a mess, but everyone has been busy. Life is more important to me than cleaning up. Cat was trying to apologize because she hasn't been around to help me, but it felt like I was the one who'd screwed up because I wasn't able to keep it all together while the family was unavailable. Some of my other friends caught me this morning and wanted me to know that I was doing too much and not asking for help." 
 
    "You aren't very good at asking for help, that's for sure." 
 
    "But so what?" Polly asked. "So what if my house is messy? So what if I don't have time to sit around and eat bonbons with my friends? So what?" 
 
    Andrea blinked. "Right. So what?" She patted Polly's shoulder. "I'm right there with you, friend. So-freakin'-what? Do you feel like you're missing out on something because things are so busy? Have you lost your joy?" She winked as she opened a cupboard. Digging around, she moved boxes and canisters and then said, "Ah ha, there you are."  
 
    "I didn't think I'd lost my joy." 
 
    Andrea handed her an unopened package of Oreos. "What does the sight of that do for you?" 
 
    "Really?" 
 
    "Yes, really. I hid them from everyone. Who's going to look behind all of the spices that we never use? How did it make you feel when you saw that?" 
 
    "A little naughty. I don't usually get a package of Oreos to myself." 
 
    "You want the whole package?" Andrea asked. She pointed to another cupboard. "I can make that happen." 
 
    "You know I can only eat two cookies," Polly said. 
 
    Andrea howled with laughter. "You too? I remember that as clear as day. Whenever Mama would offer me cookies, I could take two. Not three, but two. Only two." 
 
    "I remember standing in my apartment by myself one night staring at a box of cookies on the counter. I'd had the worst day. I opened the package, took out two cookies, put them neatly on a napkin, and carried them into the living room," Polly said. "When I put the napkin down on the coffee table, I couldn't believe what I'd done. I got right back up, went out and brought the whole package back with me." 
 
    "Did you eat it all?" 
 
    "No, I was pretty much sick after five or six. But I ate as many as I wanted that night. I still have trouble taking any more than two at a time, though." 
 
    "I'll bet you limit your kids." 
 
    Polly pursed her lips. "Of course I do. I wouldn't want them to miss out on that discovery as an adult." 
 
    "Milk or coffee?" Andrea asked. 
 
    "Yes, please?" 
 
    Andrea howled with laughter again. "Then milk and coffee it is. Would you grab a couple of glasses from that cupboard? And mugs are in the next one over." 
 
    "Do you want plates?" 
 
    "Nah. Napkins are on the hutch. That's all we need, right?" 
 
    "You are so good for me." 
 
    "Now, tell me about these friends of yours who thought they needed to tell you how to live your life?" Andrea said, putting the coffee pot and jug of milk on the table after Polly hurriedly moved papers out of the way. 
 
    "Oh, they're such good friends. They want me to be okay." 
 
    "I think you're doing fine. It's not like this period of your life is going to last forever." Andrea tilted her head and smiled at Polly. "But with you, maybe it will. Once half of your family leaves, you'll fill it back up with more. I can't see you living the quiet life with no one around to take care of." 
 
    "That's what I tried to tell them. This is only temporary. I wasn't this bad before January and once a few things get settled down, I'll have more time again." She smiled. "Tab doesn't have any kids." 
 
    "Tab Hudson?" 
 
    Polly nodded. 
 
    "She's such a nice girl. Do you know that she checks in with Cilla on a regular basis? Just to make sure she's doing okay? It's a no big deal thing, either. She doesn't make a production out of it, she just checks in." 
 
    "I had no idea. That's wonderful. And that would be Tab. Joss is the most organized woman on the planet, I swear. I don't know how she does it, but that chick has six kids and her house is never out of control. She's happy, she has happy kids, she has a happy husband and a happy dog. She's totally in her element." 
 
    "I hate her," Andrea said. 
 
    "It would be easy to except that she's the sweetest person alive." 
 
    "You're going over tomorrow night, aren't you?" Andrea asked. 
 
    Polly nodded. "We wouldn’t miss Nate's birthday party." 
 
    "He's been so good to Kirk. Not just at that shop of his either. Last month, he questioned us about a new med one of the docs prescribed for Kirk. Sure enough, it was going to mess with something else Kirk was already taking." Andrea sighed. "It's things like that right there that make me so thankful to be in a small town. He didn't tell us Kirk couldn't take it, but told us to ask more questions. He has my undying gratitude for that alone, but there's so much more. Kirk really likes him. Says he knows a lot about cars and has a fantastic shop. I think if Kirk could spend every day there working on a car, he'd be happy." 
 
    "Does he want to work in a garage?" 
 
    Andrea shook her head. "He couldn't work for someone else. Not right now anyway. If he had to deal with the pressure of a paycheck, I don't think he'd be able to function. I'm going to be really glad when we get that room built on back there. I want to move him away from the main part of the house. He wakes up screaming some nights. The kids know that he's going to be okay, but how hard would that be, waking up to your dad totally freaking out?" 
 
    "How hard is it on you?" 
 
    Andrea rolled her eyes. "It ain't easy, but I know how to take care of him now. I just have to talk to him and bring him all the way awake. It usually takes a while for him to calm down, but some of the new meds are helping him sleep better. We'll get through this." 
 
    "It's only temporary, right?" 
 
    "I hope so. We'll probably always have something to manage through with him, but it's okay. I'm just glad he's home and alive." She smiled at Polly. "And I'm really glad we moved to Bellingwood. Enough about me. You came over because you needed to bend my ear. What are you going to do about your friends and family thinking you are incapable of running your own life?" 
 
    Polly laughed. "It’s not all that bad. I felt a little put-upon today. Henry's been so busy lately that I haven't had a chance to talk to him." 
 
    "Yeah, about that," Andrea said. "Did you really find a dead body at one of his work sites? How did that go?" 
 
    "Not so well. It was someone he planned to hire." 
 
    "Get out." 
 
    "Not without another couple of cookies." 
 
    Andrea cackled. "Does it freak him out when you find a body?" 
 
    "This one really pushed him to the edge mostly because he recognized the guy. We were supposed to meet him for lunch. Henry was furious when he didn't show up and then he felt guilty that the guy had been lying there dead. Can't be mad at the poor man for that." 
 
    "Well, you can. It's just not an extremely healthy response. Do you have any idea what happened?" 
 
    "Someone popped him upside the head, killed him, and wrapped him in the plastic sheeting that had covered one of the new salon chairs." 
 
    "Nice. But no suspects?" 
 
    Polly shrugged. "Tons of people have access to that place. The sheriff's department is working on it." 
 
    Her phone buzzed with a call and she looked at the screen. "This is my mother-in-law. Do you mind?" 
 
    Andrea smiled. 
 
    "Hello?" Polly said. 
 
    "Hi, Polly. We're on our way home. Jessie is fine. They think we should keep an eye on her, so she and Molly are spending the night, but I believe Bill is worrying too much." 
 
    "I'm so glad to hear that. Thank you." 
 
    "How's Molly? Has she been any trouble? I'm so sorry for calling you in at the last minute like that. I didn't even think to wonder if you had something else going on." 
 
    "No problem. She and Cassidy are playing with Hayden and Cat this afternoon. They're going to make the girls lunch and put them down for a nap. Do you want her to come back before then?" 
 
    "If you want to wait until after the nap, that would be terrific," Marie said. "It will give us a little time to run over to Jessie's house so she can pack a bag. Thank you again." 
 
    "I'm glad to. Send me a text when you're settled at your house." 
 
    "I will, dear." 
 
    Polly put her phone back down and sighed. "She doesn't think I'm incapable of handling things either. Thank goodness." 
 
    Andrea laughed. "Girlfriend, you need to be okay with the mess in your house and in your life. If you want someone else to clean it up, pay 'em to do just that. Otherwise, let it be what it is." 
 
    "I'm just going to have to come over here every once in a while, so you can remind me that I haven't lost my mojo." 
 
    "Don't know much about your mojo, but as long as you love your babies and keep your sanity, you have nothing to worry about." 
 
    "Not so sure about my sanity." 
 
    "Yes, you are," Andrea said. "Now dunk your Oreo and stop talking." 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
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    Texts from Cilla and Rebecca had been flying in to Polly during their trip home on the school bus. Instead of the girls cooking dinner tonight, she and Andrea were putting together hot dogs, hamburgers, brats, and potato chips. The girls had lost their heart for it when Kayla couldn't come over. 
 
    Cat had taken Molly back to Marie and Bill Sturtz's house, then stopped at the grocery store for potato salad and baked beans. Andrea and Polly would cobble the rest together from their pantries and Hayden would grill the meat.  
 
    Andrea and Polly had also discussed the automobile situation, something they'd never really thought about as a team effort. But as they considered it, things began to come together. It was one thing to decide that the girls would work at home and earn the money needed to purchase two cars, but since the two were nearly always together, they considered allowing them to split the costs of running just one vehicle.  
 
    Once Polly, Henry, Kirk, and Andrea had time to discuss it, they thought that it would make sense for Rebecca to own a car. The girls would split regular maintenance, gas, and insurance would be split. Anything that was above and beyond oil changes and basic repair would be on Polly and Henry since it was their vehicle. If Kirk and Henry could fix it at Nate's garage, that would be even better. 
 
    The girls were already talking about summer jobs, but Rebecca was also planning a trip to the Pacific Northwest with Beryl. It was one area of the US that Beryl had never visited. Several clients who purchased her work on the east coast had contacts that thought having one or two galleries on the west coast show Beryl's work would be a grand idea. She was pretty pleased with the idea of her work showing coast to coast. 
 
    The older girls were in the kitchen while Polly was upstairs with a worn out four-year-old little girl. Naptime hadn't gone quite as anyone planned. Cassidy and Molly hadn't been interested in sleeping and instead, climbed out of bed to play every time Cat left them alone. She hadn't yet learned that she needed to stay with them until they were asleep. It was one thing to allow Cassidy to work it out on her own, but if she had a playmate, nothing would go as planned.  
 
    Cat had taken an exhausted Molly to Bill and Marie's house, while Polly prayed that Cassidy wouldn’t melt down. Her prayers had gone unanswered. The boys had come home from school, all excited for the beginning of their spring break. They were also antsy to get out of the house and down to see their friends at the nursing home. 
 
    Poor Cat had gone from one crazy minute to the next, Hayden trailing along helpless beside her, doing his best to corral the energy that the four boys brought home with them.  
 
    Polly only felt a little ornery at letting them deal with that mess. She'd started to scold the boys when they came into the kitchen, leaving their coats, shoes and backpacks in piles on the back porch, but Cat had jumped in. It was the right thing to do, she was trying to reestablish herself as a caregiver after having been away from them for a couple of weeks. So Polly walked away, not about to usurp Cat's authority. The only problem was, the boys weren't their normal selves today and Cat hadn't put that together. It wasn’t even just the fact that they were looking forward to spring break. Elijah was overexcited at the idea of his friends coming for dinner, he was happy to see Rebecca and Cilla, he didn't want to listen to Cat, and he grumped when she pushed him hard.  
 
    Noah had obediently put his things where they belonged, took a book from his backpack and headed to one of the sofas in the kitchen. He knew they were leaving to go to the nursing home, but waiting for everyone to get their act together was a good time to get some reading in. When he wouldn't help his younger brothers, Cat had gotten frustrated and there had been words. 
 
    Polly had stood in the doorway of her office, out of sight. If Cat and Hayden had needed her to intervene, she would have. Poor Cat. Her timing for giving Polly a lecture today couldn't have been worse and Polly tried to hold back the evil side of her that wanted to grin as the reality of five kids smacked the girl hard.  
 
    Caleb and JaRon were probably in the worst shape of all. Evidently, JaRon had gotten into trouble with his teacher for not listening. Polly hadn't seen that email yet. It truly was all about the excitement of spring break. He’d gotten a little extra loud and ended up in the hall when he wouldn't quiet down. Now he was terrified of Polly’s response. At least the boys no longer worried that she would make them go away. He did worry, though, that there would be cleaning consequences.  
 
    Caleb. Well, Caleb regularly had trouble controlling his anger at school. He was getting better, but it wasn't ever going to be easy for him. Anger had been his only protection when his life was out of control. He'd gotten mad at a couple of boys on the playground today and lost his recess privilege. He was still angry about that. It just wasn't fair. The only problem was, at his house, unless he had a very good explanation for why the teacher had been wrong to punish him, he'd never get away with it.  
 
    She smiled as she thought about the extra cleaning that would happen in the house this weekend.  
 
    Once Cat and Hayden put a little bit of a snack in the boys’ tummies and gotten their clothes changed, they were all off to the nursing home. The nurses and aides had started asking the boys to help with some of the residents during meal times. All they did was make sure people had everything they needed. They weren’t responsible for handling food, but if someone needed something extra or dropped a fork or needed an extra napkin, the boys were there to be hands and feet. They helped clear tables and spent time playing games or doing any number of things with their friends. Noah had a few friends who loved for him to read out loud. Cat described afternoons when he'd gather a large group of people around, all intently listening to the stories he had to share. Polly still couldn't believe her boys were willing to be part of those people's lives. What a gift for both groups.  
 
    Poor Cassidy lost it when everyone left without her. It wasn't like she hadn't experienced this before. It happened every week. Generally, she didn't care, but today her emotions boiled over and she'd thrown a tantrum in the middle of the kitchen floor when she realized she couldn't go. Polly finally got her upstairs and out of the way of Rebecca and Cilla.  
 
    One of Cassidy's biggest issues was her inability to fully express herself. After she cried herself out, Polly drew a warm bath. While her daughter played in the tub in her bathroom, Polly cleaned. She hadn't given this room enough attention in a while, so she started in the shower. By the time she was wiping down the sinks, Cassidy was ready to get out. Two birds with one stone. Yay.  
 
    They were in Cassidy's room picking out something to wear for the evening when Polly heard footsteps coming down the hall. 
 
    "Try those on," she said, pointing to a pair of red plaid pants. "I think they'll fit." Cassidy's little body was changing again. Pants were too big or too short.  
 
    Polly stuck her head out of the bedroom and grinned. "You're home early." 
 
    Henry laughed. "If you want to call five thirty early, yes I am." 
 
    "Is Heath home, too?" 
 
    "I told him to call his girlfriend. Rebecca tells me we're having dinner with Andrea’s family." 
 
    "You have a text from me," Polly said. "I tried to let you know." 
 
    He looked down at the phone in its holster. "I can't believe I didn't check. I'm really sorry." 
 
    "It's okay. It's just been one of those crazy days. We're going to grill and eat picnic food." 
 
    "Kirk's coming over, too?" 
 
    "I think so. He was helping his parents with something today, but Andrea expected him to be home in plenty of time." 
 
    Henry nodded. "That's great. I want to talk to him about helping with the Woodies. They're going out to Joss and Nate's tomorrow for the party, aren't they?" 
 
    "Yeah. Will we lose you guys to the garage?" 
 
    "Doubt it. Joss kinda laid down the law. She told Nate it was his birthday and he couldn't hide out with his cronies." Henry grinned. "I'm somebody's crony now. I kinda like that. When is everyone showing up?" 
 
    "It's five-thirty now?" 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    "Hayden and Cat should be back any minute with the boys. He's doing the grilling tonight." 
 
    "We can all help." 
 
    "The girls are getting everything else ready. I told Andrea to come over between six thirty and seven. Will that work?" 
 
    "Perfect. Time for a shower." 
 
    "I scrubbed it clean," she said with a smile. 
 
    He frowned. "Our shower? That's kind of impressive." 
 
    "I'm embarrassed that you're impressed. Cassidy needed a warm bath, so while she played in the tub, I cleaned." 
 
    "Well, then, I can't wait. Now, where are those older kids so you can come play with me in the shower?" 
 
    Polly cackled. "No time for that." 
 
    "There's always time for that. I've missed you." 
 
    She leaned into a hug. "I love you very much," she whispered, "but you haven't had time for that in the last few weeks." 
 
    "What you're saying is that it isn't fair of me to suddenly have time when you have other things to do." 
 
    "That's not what I'm saying at all," Polly said. "In fact, it hadn't even crossed my mind. But okay, yeah. If I wasn't worried about the world dropping in on us this evening, I'd have time." 
 
    "I'll just go take my shower." He started down the hallway, then stopped and came back. Peeking in Cassidy's room, he waved at the little girl. "Hi there." 
 
    She smiled and waved at him.  
 
    He kissed Polly's forehead again. "Everything okay with you?" 
 
    "Don't tell me I look worn out or stressed out or wigged out or any other outs," she said. 
 
    "No, you're beautiful. You said it was a crazy day, the girls are in the kitchen, Cassidy had a warm bath, and you and Andrea planned a dinner together. You fell asleep early last night and you never did call me about Jessie today." 
 
    "I didn't?" Polly asked. "I meant to. Sorry." She stopped to think. "I was at Andrea's when Marie called. Then Cat took Molly home. I totally forgot. I'm sorry. Things are okay. I have a lot of things I want to tell you, but none of it is life-threatening or even really important." 
 
    He chuckled. "I feel the same way. I realized this afternoon how much stress washes away from me when I tell you about the crazy things that happened to me during the day and when I listen to you tell me about your day. It's like the planets re-align. We haven't had time for that. I know it's on me." 
 
    "Not really. It's on me, too. It'll be okay. Go get cleaned up." 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    "I'll take her," Hayden whispered to Polly. 
 
    She smiled down at the sleeping Cassidy in her arms.  
 
    "You sure? She's a chunk. And right now, she's dead weight." 
 
    He flexed his arm. "I can do this." 
 
    "We need to check on the boys anyway," Cat said. "If you don't mind, I think we'll stay upstairs." 
 
    "That's wonderful. Thank you two for everything," Polly said. "Good night." 
 
    Good nights echoed from around the dining room.  
 
    "We should probably think about getting home," Andrea said. "The kids promised they would go to bed, but if I know them, they're in our room watching television." 
 
    "Let 'em watch," Kirk said. "It's Friday night." 
 
    Andrea turned to Justin. "You set them up in there, didn't you?" 
 
    He didn't say anything and she shook her head. "You're carrying the girls up to their rooms, then. They'll be sound asleep when we get home." 
 
    Justin glanced at the doorway where Hayden and Cat had just left and, grinning at his mother, flexed his arms. 
 
    "He thinks he's adorable," Cilla said.  
 
    "I am," Justin retorted. "Everybody thinks so." He glanced at Rebecca, something he'd been doing all evening.  
 
    Polly turned to look at Henry to see if he'd seen it, but he was leaning forward. "What do you think, Kirk?" 
 
    Kirk shrugged. "I've never worked on anything that’s been stripped down that far. I'm comfortable with the engine work, but those panels? I can't do that." 
 
    "I can," Henry said. "In fact, I'm looking forward to getting back to it. Nate and I don’t have the time to work on those Woodies. If you're interested in doing the work, I think there are at least two wives who would be thrilled." 
 
    "Who, me?" Polly asked. 
 
    "Wouldn't you like to finally have ours restored?" 
 
    "Who's going to drive it?" 
 
    Rebecca flung her hand in the air. "I will. That would be so awesome. Can't you just see it, Cilla? You and me and Libby and Kayla and Andrew and everybody in the world will fit in there." 
 
    Justin's face fell when she mentioned Andrew, but he covered. "I can help, too, Dad. That would be fun." 
 
    "Nate and I will help when we can," Henry said. "We had such high hopes. Then he ended up with six children and I ended up with all of this. If we didn't have to wait ten to twelve years to get those babies on the road, it would be awesome." 
 
    "Let me talk to Andrea," Kirk said.  
 
    She reached out and took his hand. 
 
    "No pressure," Henry said. "That's not what I'm trying to do. If you don't want to, it won't bother me. But trust me, even if you say no, and I ever get a few free moments to go out there, I'm taking you along. You have a gift. You shouldn't let it fade away." He closed his eyes and gave his head a quick shake, then looked back at Kirk. "Sorry, man. I'm really not pushing. I was out on a job site the other day and drove past the house where we found those things and started thinking about them again. I feel guilty that they're taking more abuse and cluttering up Nate's yard." 
 
    "He doesn't feel guilty," Polly said. 
 
    Henry laughed. "He does. Joss has asked when we're finishing those. He's talking about putting up another building to store them and his other cars. Get them out of the main shop." 
 
    "That's a huge shop already," Kirk said. 
 
    "It was already there when they bought the land. We put a new roof on and did a little renovation on it to bring electricity up to code, but otherwise, it was good to go. He was lucky." 
 
    "Sounds like it. Someday I'd like to have my own shop to go to," Kirk said. He turned to his wife. "I guess it will be ten or twelve years when the kids finally leave the house." 
 
    "I'm never leaving," Cilla announced. "You are going to have to put up with me in your face for the rest of your days." 
 
    "Don't worry," Andrea said, nudging Kirk. "I'll get her out of the house. All I have to do is ask her to clean up after herself and she’ll run like the wind." 
 
    "What are your plans, Justin?" Henry asked. 
 
    The boy blanched.  
 
    "He's the one who’s never moving out," Cilla said.  
 
    "Cilla," Andrea snapped sharply.  
 
    The girl rolled her eyes.  
 
    "Did I walk into something?" Henry asked Polly. 
 
    "Just a minor argument at our house," Andrea said. "No big deal. I want him to go to college; he wants to be a mechanic." 
 
    "Aren't there programs at the community college?" Polly asked. 
 
    Justin shook his head. "I don't need to go to college. If I can get a job, they'll train me. Better to learn from some of the guys who have been doing it all their lives than read it in a book." 
 
    "Better money if you get the education and the certification," Kirk said. 
 
    It sounded like they'd been through this several times.  
 
    "College takes a lot of money," Justin said. Then he shrugged. "You didn't go to college, Dad." 
 
    "You want to go into the military?" Kirk asked. "I did different kinds of training while I was in. Some of it will transfer to college credits. And it isn't like I haven't thought about going back." 
 
    "I don't know why you guys won't let me make my own decision about this." Justin blew a breath out. "I'm going to go check on the kids. I'll send the girls up to bed." 
 
    He left the dining room. 
 
    "Well, that was awkward," Cilla said when the back door closed. "I love it when we air the family fights in public, don't you, Mom?" 
 
    "Cilla, stop it." Andrea gave a small chuckle. "I'm sorry about that. He's nervous about his future. There was a small college that he figured he'd attend with all his friends and when we moved, we yanked that cushion out from under him." 
 
    "Would he go back there?" Polly asked. 
 
    "No. They're all moving on with their lives, doing different things. He was the linchpin for that group. Once he was gone, they made new friends and new life plans. It all changed." 
 
    "He wasn't that important," Cilla said. 
 
    "One more snide word out of your mouth, young woman and you won't be spending the night with Rebecca. You'll go home with us and be up early tomorrow working on those cleaning projects you promised to do." 
 
    Cilla clamped her mouth shut, twisted her thumb and forefinger in front of it and sat back. 
 
    Polly gave Rebecca a look that she hoped the girl would interpret correctly, and said, "Andrea and I will clean up if you two want to go upstairs." 
 
    "They want us out so they can talk about us," Cilla said. 
 
    Rebecca took her friend's arm. "Seriously. Shut up. Even I would make you clean a bathroom." 
 
    The whole room laughed and Cilla stood. "Excuse my poor behavior. I'm a loathsome child who needs to be reminded of her lowly status." With a small bow, she followed Rebecca out of the dining room. 
 
    "I made her," Andrea said. "I fully admit that she's my daughter. Sometimes she wears me out." 
 
    "She's kinda fun," Kirk said.  
 
    Andrea smiled at him. "That's because you love me so much." 
 
    "That must be it." 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
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    One of the best things about Cat and Hayden’s ever-present guilt at being unavailable during the semester was that they were willing to stay home with the kids. Joss and Nate had hired Kayla, Cilla, and Rebecca to help with whatever kids came to the party with their parents, but tonight, Polly wanted to enjoy her time with Henry.  
 
    They were already in full-blown party mode at home. It had been a good day. Cilla and Rebecca were up at a reasonable hour and Polly got Rebecca to Beryl's house on time. She'd heard from Marie that Jessie was fine and Bill was comfortable enough to let her go back to her own home. Marie had sounded exhausted but at least she'd have the weekend to catch up on whatever rest she lost last night while keeping an eye on her guests. 
 
    Henry had been up and out of the house early again. He had a crew over at the salon since they'd lost time earlier this week due to the murder, and another crew was working on the project that he was rushing to get moving. He had promised to be home mid-afternoon, and at three thirty, he showed up. They'd gotten good work done and now he was free until Monday morning.  
 
    By free, that meant he'd be in the house. The rest of the afternoon he'd spent in the office.  
 
    Polly hated this for him. She did her best not to hate this for herself. She put him through so much all the time; there was no reason she couldn't do whatever he needed from her right now. 
 
    Justin had taken the girls out to the Mikkels' house earlier, so Polly waited for Henry. He'd said something about going out to put gas in his truck.  
 
    "Are you still here?" Elijah said, running into the kitchen. 
 
    "Why? Am I interrupting your plans?" 
 
    He sat down on the floor and wrapped his arms around Obiwan. "I'm a good boy. I wouldn't do anything that I'm not supposed to do." 
 
    "Of course you are." 
 
    "You don't sound like you believe it." 
 
    "Elijah, you can be the sweetest boy in the world when you want to be." 
 
    "But?" 
 
    "But that would get boring, now, wouldn't it?" 
 
    He stood up and preened. "That's right. I shouldn't get in trouble when I'm bad, then." 
 
    "Oh, that's not what I said. You have to learn how to balance the light and the dark sides." 
 
    "I could be Darth Vader," he said, dropping his voice. 
 
    "You'd make a much better Han Solo. A little ornery, but his heart's in the right place." 
 
    "He's always in trouble." Elijah said. "Just like me." 
 
    Polly's phone buzzed with a text from Henry that he was outside and waiting for her. She hugged Elijah. "I love you just the way you are. I always will. Now, that being said, be good for Hayden and Cat tonight. Got it?" 
 
    "I'll try." 
 
    "Do or do not," she said, patting his head. "There is no try." 
 
    Polly was smiling by the time she got to the back door. When she opened it, her smile widened. Henry had brought his T-Bird over from storage at the shop. She'd thought maybe he might do that but didn't want to let him know she'd guessed his surprise. He got out and walked with her to the passenger side, then opened the door and waited while she got in. When he got in the other side, he leaned over and kissed her. "You didn't even protest." 
 
    "I'm learning." She put the gift bag on the floor between her legs. "It's been a while since we've been out with no kids." 
 
    "We could skip the party and go rent a hotel room somewhere." 
 
    "You get to call Joss and tell her that we're not coming," Polly said. "I won't do that for any amount of money." 
 
    "If that's the requirement, then neither will I." 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    "We're always early," Henry said as they pulled into a nearly empty drive at Joss and Nate's house.  
 
    "Is that a bad thing?" 
 
    "No. Just observing and commenting." 
 
    She pushed at his arm. "I like to make sure that the hostess doesn't need any last-minute help." 
 
    "This is Joss we're talking about. I'm sure things are running like a well-oiled machine. Besides, aren't the girls here?" 
 
    Cilla, Kayla, and Rebecca were here, but Polly was fairly certain they were managing children. Children who would be ready to burst with excitement. 
 
    "No grumpy," Polly said. "We're here and we're going inside." 
 
    "When I turn forty, no birthday party. Got it?" 
 
    "Oh, like I could stop that freight train," she said.  
 
    "Why? I'm my own man. I get to call the shots." 
 
    "Uh huh. Tell that to your mother, to your sister, to your kids. Tell that to your employees and your friends. It ain't happ'nin, bubba. Quit'cher dreamin'." 
 
    "It was worth a shot. Now, sit still." 
 
    She sat and waited for him to come around to the passenger door. When he opened it, she gave him her hand and let him help her out. 
 
    Henry didn't say anything, just closed the door and wrapped her hand around his arm. 
 
    "I'm really trying to let you be a gentleman." She couldn't help herself. Something needed to be said. 
 
    "And I appreciate it." 
 
    She pressed the doorbell and moments later, Joss was there. 
 
    "Come in, come in," she said. "Nate's in the kitchen messing with the refrigerator." 
 
    "Something wrong?" Polly asked. 
 
    "Ice maker isn't working. It was fine all day and then twenty minutes ago, bloop. Nothing." 
 
    Henry was already moving that way. 
 
    "And you let Nate at it?" Polly asked with a laugh. 
 
    "It was either him or me." 
 
    "Do you need me to go buy some ice?" 
 
    Joss glanced back toward the kitchen and twisted her lips. "I think we'll be okay." 
 
    "Let me call Andrea. They hadn't left yet so they're probably somewhere between here and there." Polly took her phone out. "What do you think, two bags?" 
 
    "That would be plenty. I'll pay her for them." 
 
    Polly giggled. "Three dollars won't break the bank." She found Andrea's number and swiped the call open. 
 
    "Hey, Polly. Are you and Henry stuck somewhere? We saw him drive up in the T-bird." 
 
    "Joss's ice maker quit. Where are you?" 
 
    "We haven't left yet. What can we do to help?" 
 
    "Pick up a couple of bags of ice? Just the regular sized bags." 
 
    "We're on it. Tell her not to worry. The iceman cometh." 
 
    "Thanks. See ya." Polly tucked the phone back in her pocket. "She's on it. Anything else I can do?" 
 
    Joss shook her head. "We're ready. We'd probably be fine, but better to be safe than sorry, right?" 
 
    "We should tell the boys not to spend time messing with the fridge," Polly said. "Next thing you know, you'll have parts all over your kitchen." 
 
    "They wouldn't." A look of panic crossed Joss's face and she ran for the kitchen, leaving Polly in the doorway, chuckling an evil laugh.  
 
    "I'm a horrible woman," Polly said to herself. She jumped when the storm door opened behind her. 
 
    "What were you thinking about so hard that we startled you?" Mark Ogden asked. 
 
    "Nothing," Polly said, probably a little too quickly, but he didn't notice.  
 
    He stepped back while his tall, absolutely gorgeous wife stepped in. They were made for each other, though it didn't seem quite fair that so much beauty, brains, and decentness landed in one family. 
 
    "How are you?" Sal asked. 
 
    "I'm good. No kids with you either tonight?" 
 
    Mark shook his head vehemently. "No. If we're having fun with friends, we're doing it while the children are safe in their warm beds with dear Mrs. Dobley watching over them." 
 
    "What did you do with yours?" Sal asked. 
 
    "Cat and Hayden are with them." 
 
    "Even Cassidy? I can't believe she let you out of her sight." Sal’s tone was more than a little testy. 
 
    Polly scowled. "She's doing much better and she loves Cat. I do leave the house without her sometimes." 
 
    "Not very often. Seems like you always have a shadow. These days no one ever sees Polly without Cassidy." 
 
    Even Mark looked confused at his wife’s tone. 
 
    Polly tilted her head. She wanted desperately to snap back, but saw Sylvie and Eliseo coming up the walk, along with Tab Hudson and JJ Reynolds. "You wanna open the door for them? I'm going to find Henry." It felt weird. Sal wasn't usually one to snipe at someone over and over. It was almost as if she was asking for a fight. And it didn't make Polly feel very good that the first group of people here tonight were the same ones who had decided she needed an intervention yesterday. They had gotten together without her and talked about her failings. She felt tears threaten and gulped them back. This was a party for Nate. Whatever problem Sal had with her wasn't going to be managed tonight.  
 
    When she got to the kitchen, she stopped in the doorway. Nate and Henry had the refrigerator pulled away from the wall and Joss was standing at the back of the room, her mouth open. 
 
    "No luck getting them to stop?" 
 
    "It's like I'm not even here." 
 
    Polly stepped forward and touched Henry's arm. "People are here for the party. Andrea is bringing bags of ice. Is there another problem with the refrigerator?" 
 
    He looked at her, a curious frown on his face. "Huh?" 
 
    "If you can't fix this in two minutes, you need to let it go. You're stressing Joss out." 
 
    Henry turned to see Joss standing in place and did a slow nod. "Got it." He moved so he could get Nate's attention. "Bud, we need to let this go. It's going to take tools we don't have here and too much time. It's your birthday. Let's do something other than fix a fridge." 
 
    "I thought it would be easy," Nate said in protest.  
 
    "Maybe you could try for the easy fix tomorrow when you don't have a house filling up with people," Polly said.  
 
    "Yeah. You're probably right." He came out from behind the refrigerator. "Help me push it back into place?" 
 
    Joss sent Polly a look of relief and mouthed, "Thank you." 
 
    "You have more guests here," Polly said. "I let Sal and Mark in. She’s got the door now." 
 
    "I didn't even think. Nate, wash your hands and come out to the foyer. They're here for you." 
 
    "Yes, ma'am," Nate replied. He elbowed Henry on his way to the kitchen sink. "They really do run the show, you know. Avoid the fortieth birthday party if you can." 
 
    "Man, I tried and got knocked down for it. Evidently, we have friends and colleagues who think it's important to celebrate our landing on the earth." 
 
    "See you out there." Nate tossed the hand towel back on the counter and headed out of the room. 
 
    Polly picked it up and hung it in its place, then wrapped her arm around Henry's waist. "So, I didn't tell you that my friends cornered me at the coffee shop yesterday morning to tell me that I was …" She drifted off and sighed. 
 
    "You were what?" he asked, turning to look at her. "What's wrong?" 
 
    She set her jaw, then said, "It was like I wasn't good enough. They told me that I was too busy and I should be better about asking people for help with my family and with cleaning and with my businesses. I tried to play it off, but it was really weird. Like they thought they needed to be all up in my life because I was doing a bad job of it on my own. And just now, Sal got really snide with me about Cassidy being my shadow." She pulled in a hitching breath. "The first four people out there are the ones who trapped me and I absolutely hate the idea that they were talking about me behind my back, discussing how I needed to be fixed. Henry, do I need to change what I'm doing?"  
 
    "I'm so sorry," he said. "I wish you would have been able to tell me about this earlier, but damn it, I haven't been there for you lately, have I?" 
 
    "That's okay. I talked to Andrea a little yesterday afternoon. Because, oh yeah, Cat decided to land on me, too. Telling me that I needed to stop trying to be a supermom and I should make the kids do more around the house. On and on. Like I need someone who …" She trailed off again. "No, I said I wouldn’t do that. She has to learn how to live her life and I'm not saying things about her when she doesn't know what real life is like yet. After that, I left the house to her and headed to Andrea's. She gave me Oreos." 
 
    He hugged her. "Oreos are always a good idea." 
 
    "I was fine with all of it until Sal decided to snipe at me again tonight. They’re probably out there talking about me, being all high and mighty about how I manage my life." 
 
    "They probably aren't, you know," he said. 
 
    "I don't trust them right now and damn it, I don't want to sit around tonight with them telling me how they have it all figured out." 
 
    "You know better than that, right?" 
 
    "You're doing that pragmatism thing again." 
 
    Sal stuck her head in the kitchen. "Are you coming out anytime soon? For God’s sake, Polly, people are here. It's a party. I can’t believe that you think it’s okay to hide in here with your husband. Some friend you are." She was still acting snotty and snide. 
 
    Polly pushed Henry. "You go. I'm done." 
 
    He frowned. "With what?" 
 
    "Putting up with it." 
 
    "Really? Now?" 
 
    "Uh huh." She looked at Sal. "You. Stay. Henry's leaving. I need to speak with you." 
 
    "Oh, goodie," Sal said, sneering at her. "Am I in trouble?" 
 
    Henry lifted his eyebrows and scooted past her.  
 
    "What in the world is up with you?" Polly asked. "What have I done to make you so snippy and pissy with me?" 
 
    "I’m not acting like that." 
 
    "Uh huh. Let’s start with you telling me whose idea it was to get Tab to invite me to coffee yesterday." 
 
    Sal furrowed her brow. "I don't know what you mean." 
 
    "Like hell you don't. That little trick had Sal Kahane written all over it. Better yet," Polly snapped, "it had Lila Kahane written all over it. If you have a problem with me, you talk to me straight out. Don't you set up our friends to do an intervention." 
 
    "We're worried about you." 
 
    "No they aren’t. You made that whole thing up to get me in a place where you could swipe at me. You’re the one who talked them into being worried about me." Polly made air quotes around worried. "Then tonight you got snippy about Cassidy. You know full well that I have exactly five months to get that little girl socialized and semi-normal before she goes to Kindergarten. She didn't have good parents like you and Mark to start her life out in a healthy way. She had hell. So why exactly is it such a problem for you that I choose to keep her close so she feels safe and loved?" 
 
    "I don't know what you're talking about. This is ridiculous." Sal spun and started out of the kitchen. 
 
    Polly rushed over, grabbed her arm and stopped her. "Why are you so mad at me?" 
 
    "I'm not mad at you. We're just worried about you. You aren't the same Polly that we've known for the last few years." 
 
    "I hope not. My life is different." 
 
    "I haven't changed." Sal's eyes flashed.  
 
    "Yeah, Sal, you have. You and Mark don't go out all the time. When's the last time you had sex in the back yard?" 
 
    "It's been too cold." 
 
    Polly scowled. "Whatever. When's the last time you had crazy sex?" 
 
    "I don't know." 
 
    "Because the boys are in your life. You think of them first. It won't always be that way, but it's what you have right now. When's the last time you and Mark just picked up and went out to dinner without having a plan in place?" 
 
    "We can't." 
 
    "I know," Polly said. "None of us can. I'm the same Polly, I just have responsibilities that require I react to the world differently. They won't always be there. My responsibilities change all the time; but wow, my friends should be the people who understand that. I can't believe you set those other three up to question whether I can be their friend and live my life at the same time. That was so totally unfair." 
 
    "You haven't had time for any of us. That's what’s not fair." 
 
    "There it is," Polly said. "I haven't had time. What in the world, Sal? When was the last time you and the boys came to my house?" 
 
    "You haven't invited us." 
 
    "Oh, come on. You know better than that. The thing is, I wasn't going to say a word to you about what happened yesterday. I was just going to let the whole thing go. And then tonight, you got snotty about Cassidy." She breathed out loud. "At a party at Joss's house. Why would you do that to me? I hadn't even told Henry about it yet, but you broke my damned heart and all I could do was hold onto him for a minute in the kitchen. Then you came out and continued to be a snot. If I want to hide with my husband while he tells me that I'm okay, I get to do that without you shaming me into doing something different." 
 
    Tears bubbled out of Sal's eyes. "I needed you and you weren't there." 
 
    "What do you mean? When wasn't I there?" 
 
    "Last Monday. I really needed you and you were busy with that whole dead body thing and I knew you had a million things going on. Marnie told Mark about how busy everybody has been. Her daughter was complaining because she never saw Heath. I just couldn't bother you." 
 
    "What happened?" Polly pulled Sal deeper into the kitchen and then out onto Joss’s back porch. "Talk to me." 
 
    "I had a miscarriage." 
 
    Polly’s stomach dropped and she sagged against the washing machine. "You had a what? I didn't even know you were trying."  
 
    "We weren't. I'm not on the pill and we know we want more children, so we don't use any protection. It just happened. I wasn't very far along, but still. I needed you and didn't feel like I could reach out because you're always so busy." 
 
    "I am never too busy for you, Sal. My lord, especially for something like that. I would have moved heaven and earth to be there if I'd known. I am so sorry, honey." Polly had to reach up to pull Sal's head to her, but she managed, and then Sal was sobbing into her shoulder. "Did you tell anyone?" 
 
    "Just Mark. Well, he told his mom and she offered to come down, but she's busy with the dance studio and it's a long drive for her. I needed you." 
 
    Joss came into the kitchen and peered at the two of them on the back porch. Polly gave her a quick shake of the head, still holding Sal close.  
 
    Sal stood up straight and brushed at Polly's shoulder. "I messed up your sweater." 
 
    "It'll wash. Honey, I am so, so sorry that you didn't feel as if you could reach out to me. Trust me when I tell you that there is nowhere I would rather be than with you when things are falling apart. I will always make it work." 
 
    "See, that's the thing. You always make it work and sometimes I feel guilty that I ask you to work that hard for me." 
 
    "You're my friend," Polly said. "I love you. Why wouldn't I?" 
 
    "Because I don't deserve it." 
 
    Polly chuckled. "That might be true." 
 
    "What's up with my makeup?" Sal asked, seeing Joss standing there. 
 
    "Truth or a lie?" 
 
    "Oh, damn, that bad?" She shook her head and said to Joss, "I'm fine. I'm a bitch and a terrible friend, but I'm fine. Is there a bathroom I can sneak into to fix this face?" 
 
    "What's going on?" Joss asked. "Do I want to know?" 
 
    Sal looked at Polly, then at Joss. "I need to apologize to you and Sylvie and Tab. But not tonight. I'll tell you all later this week. That thing I did to Polly yesterday?" 
 
    "We did," Joss said. 
 
    "Well, it's my fault, but I need to put my party face back on. Mark's probably wondering what happened to me." 
 
    "This way," Joss said. "Do you need me to find your purse?" 
 
    Polly pushed past her. "I'll get it." 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
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    "As you can imagine, we got really busy last week after that man’s body was found at the new salon," Mina said when Polly called Monday morning about making appointments. 
 
    "I’m not surprised. Are you still busy this week?" She should have known better than to expect them to have time for her. 
 
    "For a couple of manicures? We have time." 
 
    "What if I wanted you to put color in my hair?" 
 
    "I'd love to. Are you thinking highlights or something wild?" 
 
    Polly lowered her voice, not that anyone was around to hear her. "Maybe something wild." 
 
    "Red," Mina said. 
 
    "And purple." 
 
    "No way. We get to go crazy with you?" 
 
    Polly chuckled. "Let's not get too crazy, but yeah. Summer is coming and I'm feeling sassy." Then she laughed again. "That, by the way, is the very last thing I want to hear anyone say about me after I turn sixty. I heard someone make a comment about an elderly woman at church yesterday and they called her sassy because she gets out and does stuff." 
 
    "Stuff that for anyone else would be normal?" 
 
    "And probably still is for her. Good heavens, we’re uncomfortable when women get grey hair and still want to live their normal, wonderful lives. Enough, I say." 
 
    "You aren't even forty yet," Mina said. "I think you have a few years." 
 
    "I'm just getting everyone on board now so that I don't have to fight this fight with them when I'm old and worn out." 
 
    Mina laughed at her. "I can't imagine anyone wanting to pick a fight with you. Let's set you up for Wednesday morning for the hair. Will you bring Cassidy?" 
 
    "No, I have help at home this week." 
 
    "Nonni will miss her, but I understand. That's a long time for anyone to sit still. We'll see you tomorrow with your daughter and then again Wednesday morning. Are you telling your family about the new color?" 
 
    "Not beforehand." 
 
    "Got it. Mum's the word. See ya, Ms. Giller." 
 
    "Mina, you know better." 
 
    "It's so hard for me to remember. Thanks, Polly." 
 
    Polly put her phone down on the desk and smiled. She did it. She really did it. And no, she wasn't telling anyone. If it didn't work out and all she got were some highlights, they'd still be impressed.  
 
    Most everyone from Sunday night's pizza group had been at Nate’s birthday party and decided that since it was spring break and they were already together, they'd wait one more week. It was probably just as well. Sal wouldn't want to talk about her miscarriage with everyone, though other than Polly, they were the closest friends she had. When she was ready, she'd talk about it. And if she never was, no one else needed to know a thing. 
 
    Polly couldn't imagine what Sal had gone through last week. Mark was a wonderfully supportive husband and he would have set aside his own ache to care for her. She knew better than to feel guilty. Had she known, there was no question that she'd have been with Sal.  
 
    Sal's ridiculous attacks on Polly were also understandable. She’d never learned how to address her pain. They'd had some incredible arguments when they lived together during college. Some simply revolved around whenever one or the other was menstruating, others came after Sal had been emotionally brutalized by her mother or set aside by a boy. She couldn't verbalize what was happening, so she found other ways to get attention from Polly. It generally began with a small irritation, but before long, Sal had blown it into an immense fight, leaving Polly in shock before she realized what had happened. There was often a confrontation like the one Saturday evening, but back then, it took longer for Sal to be ready to listen. At least that had changed over the years. There was a lot of passion in that gorgeous body and sometimes it was explosive. 
 
    After church yesterday, everyone except Rebecca was ready to relax and play at home. She was always ready to spend time with her friends. Cilla had family duties at her grandparent's house and Kayla was busy with Stephanie and Skylar, so she'd been stuck — her words — in the house with the boring people. She'd ended up playing in Cassidy's room with her sister while the boys had the run of the basement tunnel. The weather just hadn't been good enough to play outside. 
 
    Polly and Henry had moved from the sofas in the kitchen to the sofas in the living room to their bedroom for a nap and back to the living room. After dinner they ended up back in their room together with the door wide open for dogs, kids, cats, and whatever else came along. Henry watched television; Polly read, and it had been a wonderfully calm day with no interruptions.  
 
    She'd finally remembered to ask Henry if he knew Agnes Hill. He didn't, and made a quick call to his mother to see if she knew her. Marie hadn't met her either, surprising both of them. He assumed his parents knew everyone in town. Agnes didn't go to the Methodist Church and she'd moved into town later in life, so she hadn't ever been active in any of the same groups that Marie was involved with. Bill Sturtz remembered the buffet that she'd owned in Boone, but otherwise, he had no more information.  
 
    That actually delighted Polly. She had the opportunity to get to know someone whose only exposure to Polly Giller was Sycamore House and all that had happened since she arrived in town.  
 
    She picked up her phone and called before she could talk herself out of it. 
 
    "This is Agnes Hill," the woman said. "May I help you?" 
 
    "Hi, Mrs. Hill, this is Polly Giller." 
 
    "Ms. Giller, how are you! Don't tell me you found my ghost hovering around broken-down hedges and think you need to return it to me. If so, I've been doing just fine without it. Tell it to move on without me. Then, maybe, I'll find immortality." 
 
    "What?" Polly asked with a laugh. 
 
    "My ghost. I named it Aggie, just in case it needed its own personality. I haven't seen it for a few days, so I thought maybe it got lost when you and your little girl drove me around town. I usually move slow enough for it to keep up." 
 
    "I haven't seen Aggie anywhere," Polly said, "but I've been busy. If it shows up, do you really want me to send it on its way?" 
 
    "No," the woman said, dejected. "It would miss me and I'd probably miss it too. Who knows how much of my personality is tied up in the silly thing. Send it home." 
 
    Polly laughed. "Are you busy this morning?" 
 
    "Of course I am. There isn't a single hour of the day that I'm not busy." 
 
    "I see, then I'll let you get back to whatever it is that you're doing. I apologize for interrupting you." 
 
    A few moments passed, enough that Polly wondered if Agnes had hung up. She looked at her phone and saw that they were still connected. "Did I lose you?" 
 
    "What? Who is this? Why are you bothering me when I'm doing my level best to be busy?" 
 
    She didn't know Agnes well enough to know whether she should be concerned about Alzheimer's or something else, and Polly frowned. "Tell me you're kidding." 
 
    "What? You think I'm living in my own home with my own ghost and don't have full mental capacity?" 
 
    "I'm not sure?" 
 
    Agnes cackled. "Oh, you're going to be a fun one, I can tell that right now. In answer to your query, I have a few free moments this morning. I've gotten myself out of bed with relatively few moans and groans, traipsed to the bathroom, the kitchen, and collapsed in a dining room chair on the way to the living room where I find that I'm sprawled out on my recliner. I should probably sit like a lady. Mother always scolded me if I sat down and spread my legs. A hell of a lot of good that did me. I met my husband after I'd learned to sit like a lady. Figures, doesn't it?" 
 
    "Ahhhh," Polly laughed so hard she snorted. "I want you to meet my neighbor, Andrea. The two of you would have a brilliant time together, but this morning she's busy, so you'd just be stuck with me. I'd love to take you up to Sweet Beans for coffee." 
 
    "And your little girl?" 
 
    "You want me to bring Cassidy along?" 
 
    "Unless you have another little girl, that's the one." 
 
    "Well, I do have another daughter, but she's in high school." 
 
    "Oh, the hell-years. Or so I've heard. You know, since I never had any children of my own. Well, I guess since I didn't, it isn't fair of me to judge. Your daughter might be a perfectly lovely young lady. Is she?" 
 
    "Most of the time. She's gotten better with age." 
 
    "Don't we all. I used to be a foul-mouthed, fool of a woman. I'm much less a fool, though the foul mouth hasn't really changed." 
 
    "In fact, Rebecca and her mother used to live down the street from you. After her mother died, Henry and I adopted her." 
 
    "Oh, I know that story. I never met them, but the woman seemed like a very nice person. Her daughter was awfully shy. I tried to speak with her a couple of times. Is she still shy?" 
 
    "Not at all." 
 
    "Uh oh. You did that to her, didn't you. Are you sorry?" 
 
    "No," Polly said, still laughing. "I'm kind of proud of the young woman she's become." 
 
    "That's horse crap speak for 'she's doing what she wants and I couldn't stop her if I wanted.' Am I right?" 
 
    "She cleans a lot of bathrooms." 
 
    "What?" Agnes demanded. "Bathrooms? Do you people operate a prison facility there or something?" 
 
    "Not quite that bad, but sass and mouthy rebellious children require creative punishments." 
 
    "When you're bad, who makes you clean bathrooms?" 
 
    "My life makes me clean bathrooms," Polly said with a sigh.  
 
    "How many commodes are there in that monstrosity you call a home?" 
 
    "Seven." 
 
    "Seven bathrooms? Well, la-di-dah, aren't you the fancy folk." 
 
    "I suppose." 
 
    "I went too far, didn't I. You don't know me well enough to tell me to shut my mouth. The thing is, Ms. Giller? I don't have enough people to talk to and it seems that once I begin, I have a difficult time reining it in." 
 
    "Please call me Polly." 
 
    "We'll see. What time would you like to meet me at the coffee shop?" 
 
    "Can Cassidy and I pick you up?" 
 
    "That's a great idea. Maybe Aggie has been stuck in your big ole vehicle and didn't know how to get out. You can bring her home and I'll try to hook up with her before you whisk me off on another adventure." 
 
    "Speaking of adventures. I'd love to take you anywhere that you need to go." 
 
    "Today or any day?" 
 
    "Both," Polly said. 
 
    "Because I was thinking that I'd like to travel to Saskatchewan early next week for a day or two. Would you be up for the road trip?" 
 
    "Let me check my calendar." 
 
    "Good girl. I will see you in a bit." 
 
    Polly put the phone down and stretched. This woman was hard work, but she was as entertaining as they came. And she wanted to spend time with Cassidy. That was unexpected. How many women her age who had never been around small children asked for that?  
 
    She wandered out into the hallway and listened for the sounds of her family. There were running feet on the floor above her and sounds in the foyer. Rebecca was still in bed, as she would be every day this week. Why not? It was a holiday. 
 
    Polly opened the door to the foyer and drooped at the sound of Cassidy's crying. She'd hoped for a good day today. Yesterday had been wonderful, but then Cassidy responded well to having her entire family around. Cat was trying to cajole the little girl when Polly came into the main part of the foyer. 
 
    "What's up?" Polly asked. 
 
    "I don't know. She got mad and started throwing things." 
 
    Cassidy looked up at Polly and reached her arms up. 
 
    "Why are you so angry, little one?" Polly asked. Instead of picking Cassidy up, she knelt beside her and snagged an action figure. "Why are you throwing the toys? You know better." 
 
    Cassidy thrust out her lower lip, then sent a look with daggers toward Cat. 
 
    "Whoa," Polly said. "You don't get to pull that attitude with anyone in this house, much less Cat. Especially if you can't figure out how to tell us what's wrong." 
 
    "Play," Cassidy said. 
 
    "What does that mean?" 
 
    Cassidy grabbed the figure from Polly and flung it, narrowly missing Cat's leg. 
 
    "No," Polly snapped and swatted the little girl's fingers. "You do not get to throw things at people. You know better." 
 
    At the swat, Cassidy burst into wails of anger. 
 
    "Come with me," Polly said. She scooped her daughter up and held on against Cassidy's angry flailing. "No idea?" she asked Cat. 
 
    "Nothing. I came into the room and asked if she wanted to play and the next thing I knew she was angry." 
 
    "Got it. I'll take care of her." 
 
    "I can," Cat said. "I intended to make this week easier on you, not more difficult." 
 
    "We're a team around here." Polly squeezed Cassidy tighter as the child attempted to wriggle out of her arms. This one was as much work as hefting those bales of hay at the barn had been. "Keep the boys out of the living room for a while."  
 
    Cat scurried to catch up as Polly strode across the foyer, then opened the doors and ducked back while Cassidy yowled and cried. She followed Polly through the hallway and closed the doors to the living room once they were inside. 
 
    Polly put Cassidy down on a sofa and held on when she tried to bolt. "No," Polly said. "Sit still. We aren't going anywhere and no one is coming in here. It's just you and me and we will stay here until you can contain your anger." 
 
    Sitting beside the child, while still keeping a hand on her, Polly scooted close and wrapped her arms around Cassidy. There was nothing more she could do. Screaming and yelling would only escalate the problem. She'd made that mistake early on in this journey. She could not imagine the things that Cassidy had experienced that had brought her to this point. While Cassidy wailed, Polly closed her eyes and hummed, holding her daughter close against her chest. If a cat's purrs could calm Polly at night, maybe this would help. She was willing to try anything. Whether it was the humming, the tight grip or just that Cassidy finally ran out of steam, the child slowly quieted, her sobs giving way to quiet tears. Throughout the ordeal, she'd ended up moving up and onto Polly's lap.  
 
    "Well," Polly said. "Are we nearly finished with this?" 
 
    Cassidy nodded, her head nestled against Polly's shoulder. 
 
    "Were you just mad at the world or was there something specific that made you angry this morning?" 
 
    Since Cassidy had such trouble expressing herself, there were rarely good answers. It could have been any number of things, from one of the boys ignoring an unspoken request or maybe she'd bumped her leg against something and it hurt.  
 
    "We'll sit here for a while until you calm down completely and then I want you to apologize to Cat. Can you say the word 'sorry?'" 
 
    Cassidy looked at her, then put her face back against Polly's shoulder. 
 
    Letting her stay that way for a few moments wouldn’t hurt, Polly leaned her head back. There were many lessons that she'd discovered her kids had yet to be taught, but apologizing and saying thank you were two that seemed to take the most time to learn. 
 
    "Say the word, Cassidy. I know you can. I want to hear it." 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    "Honey, we are going to sit here until I hear you say the word out loud and then we are going to stand in front of Cat until you say it to her. Now, I had plans for the two of us this morning, but I can cancel them if you’re unable to be cooperative." Polly absolutely hated this kind of bribery, but the problem was, she knew it would motivate the little girl. 
 
    Cassidy looked up at her with curiosity. 
 
    "I'm not telling you what those plans are and I have no problem changing them. The most important thing is that you learn that when you’ve hurt someone, you apologize for it. You should apologize to me and then you will absolutely apologize to Cat. Do you understand?" 
 
    Cassidy nodded and squeaked out a "Sorry." 
 
    "Thank you," Polly said. She kissed the tear-streaked face and brushed wetness away from the little round cheeks. "That was so nice." Holding Cassidy close, she shut her eyes again and breathed slowly, in and out, in and out. When she opened her eyes again, Cassidy was staring at her. 
 
    "You try it." 
 
    Cassidy frowned. 
 
    "Close your eyes," Polly said. She waited and when Cassidy obeyed, she went on. "We're going to take in a long breath while I count to three. Don't let it out. Hold it for just a second. Ready?" 
 
    Cassidy nodded. 
 
    "Breathe in very slowly. One. Two. Three. Hold it. Now, very slowly, let it out with me. One. Two. Three." Polly didn't take long between the counts because she knew that Cassidy barely understood what she was asking her to do. But maybe this would be something they could work on together. "Keep your eyes closed and we'll try it again. Breathe in. One. Two. Three. Hold it. Slowly let it out. One. Two. Three."  
 
    Polly squeezed her. "Open your eyes." 
 
    Cassidy looked at her. 
 
    "When you think about being mad or losing control, you and I are going to start working to slow everything down. We're going to learn to breathe together just like that. Do you want to try that?" 
 
    Ever obedient when she wasn't being a horror, Cassidy nodded.  
 
    "Okay, what about apologizing to Cat. Are you ready for that yet?" 
 
    In answer, Cassidy pushed her face against Polly's shoulder again. 
 
    "That's okay," Polly said, leaning her head on Cassidy's. "We can sit here for a few more minutes. Close your eyes and we'll breathe together again." 
 
    With every breath in and out, Cassidy further relaxed in Polly's arms. If this truly worked, it would be a miracle. But it worked right now and that was all that was important. They sat in silence broken only by Polly's quiet counting. Finally, Cassidy sat up. "Sorry?" 
 
    "Are you ready to talk to Cat?" 
 
    She nodded and hopped to the floor.  
 
    Polly had been so relaxed that she wasn't ready to get up, but she hauled herself to her feet, reached down to take Cassidy's hand, and the two of them walked out into the hallway. When they got to the foyer, it was empty, so Polly led the little girl across the floor to the kitchen. "You and I are coming back in here to pick up every one of the toys you threw after we're done with this," Polly said. "Do you understand that?" 
 
    Cassidy nodded and Polly opened the door into the kitchen. 
 
    At their entrance, Cat turned from the counter where she'd been working. 
 
    "Cassidy has something to say to you," Polly said. 
 
    When Cassidy stood still beside Polly, Cat came around the island and bent down, putting her arms out. "What did you want to say, honey?" 
 
    Polly gave Cassidy a nudge and the little girl walked forward, stopping halfway between the two. She turned back to Polly, who nodded, then looked at Cat. "Sorry." 
 
    "Thank you," Cat said. "I appreciate that. Can I have a hug?" 
 
    Cassidy slowly walked forward and let Cat hug her but didn't return it.  
 
    "We're going to clean up her mess in the foyer," Polly said. "We'll be back." 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
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    Polly woke up Tuesday morning feeling more normal than she had in a while. Having all her kids at home was amazing. She no longer felt like she was in charge of the entire world. 
 
    Taking Agnes to coffee yesterday had been a hoot. The woman had something to say about everything they encountered, and then she had plenty to say about her own commentary. She'd kept Cassidy entertained, no small feat for a woman without her own bag of tricks. The little girl was entranced by something with the woman, whether it was her voice, her small stature, her bright white hair, Polly didn't know. 
 
    They'd returned that afternoon to a house filled with people. Rebecca's friends were there — Dierdre, Libby, Kayla, and Cilla. The kids from across the street had come over to play in the basement, leaving Cat and Hayden to keep an eye on everyone.  
 
    After her big morning, Cassidy was ready for a nap, though it took some doing to drag her away from the activity. That gave Polly time to work in the office. Jessie was back at the shop and had sent eighteen applications and resumes for Polly to look through. She'd culled ten immediately. They weren't at all what Henry was looking for. Two resumes she forwarded to Jeff and Stephanie for possible consideration at either Sycamore House or the hotel. That left six that she wanted Henry to see before she contacted them to meet for an interview. She would do the initial interviews, allowing Henry freedom before he needed to get involved. 
 
    He and Heath had gotten home late again last night, but since the family was under no pressure to get to bed early, they were able to spend time with the boys. Hayden had purchased more pieces for the racing set and a few new cars. Polly and Cat agreed that he was living out his own childhood fantasy with these boys. The racetrack in the foyer continued to grow, and everyone, both kids and adults, boys and girls, had a blast sending cars ripping around the room.  
 
    This morning she was headed back to Sycamore House. Jeff and Eliseo had been conducting interviews for a second custodian who would help with things inside the building, with issues at the hotel, and in the future, at the bed and breakfast. With the number of classes, seminars, and other events happening during the week at Sycamore House, setup and teardown was more than Eliseo could handle, especially if he wanted to spend any time with the animals and later this spring, the gardens.  
 
    With Jason in school, Eliseo had been managing on his own, even though Noah helped one day during the week and most Saturday mornings. Eliseo could do the work himself, but Polly was keeping an eye out for another young person who might need a mentor. He'd done such amazing things for Jason. Of course, it didn’t hurt that Eliseo had fallen in love with Jason's mother, but that was another story. 
 
    She smiled at the thought of that relationship. Neither Sylvie nor Eliseo was comfortable with how public their relationship had become. If they could live together on the moon, away from the curious looks and questions that people in Bellingwood always had, they would have been ecstatic. Sylvie wasn’t effusive in her affection. Not for her boys, not for her friends, and certainly not for her boyfriend. She loved well and sometimes she'd surprise a person with the way she reached out, but more often than not, her outward shows of affection were done by making gifts of food and sharing what little time she had available. She'd raised two wonderful boys, but they'd all been through their share of problems. Polly figured that was par for the course with kids. Until you lived with them, you had no idea what unholy terrors they could be.  
 
    Eliseo still had difficulty believing that someone as astounding as Sylvie Donovan would love him. While some of that probably had to do with the terrible scars he carried, both physically and emotionally, his sister had told Polly that he'd never had a great deal of confidence with women. He'd spent more time with his family's animals than anything else. Once he entered the army, he didn't have time to play those games and was content with doing his job well. The accident that scarred him also separated him from the world. After that, the fear of ridicule for his scars kept him locked away. When he'd first come to work at Sycamore House, he begged Polly and Jeff to let him work for a month without asking about his background. He was certain they would reject him because his scars would frighten their customers. Instead, he'd become part of the family. That was due to the four big Percherons who claimed him as their own. They saw beyond his scarred body to the heart of a warrior. 
 
    Sylvie saw that man, too. After life with Anthony Donovan, she'd quit trusting men, choosing instead to focus on the needs of her two little boys. Once Jason and Andrew got old enough to fend for themselves, Sylvie discovered that there were good men, not abusive tyrants, who wanted to spend time with her.  
 
    Eliseo had been smitten the first time he laid eyes on Sylvie. He'd probably never understand the gift that he had been to her. It took time for her to let go of her own fears, but once she did, the two found happiness together. She understood the daily battles Eliseo fought and didn't attempt to do anything for him but love him. Even then, it was love that he could take from her without question. She never pushed, she never demanded. And he offered the same thing to her.  
 
    Anthony Donovan, her ex-husband, still disrupted Sylvie's life. If there was one person who could knock her feet out from under Sylvie, it was that man. She hated that she still reacted with fear when he was around, but years of abuse weren't easily set aside. Eliseo would have stepped between her and Anthony at the drop of a hat, but that wasn't what Sylvie needed. She needed to stand strong on her own, to prove to herself that she was no longer a victim. He stood beside her, offering the warrior's strength. 
 
    Polly felt herself get emotional. She'd never expected those two to figure it out, but my goodness, they were perfect for each other. Sylvie's boys, Jason and Andrew, loved Eliseo and were happy that he was in their lives.  
 
    She glanced at the clock and realized it was time to get moving. She hoped that finding a second custodian for Sycamore House wouldn't be as difficult as finding the first one had been. 
 
    No one was in the kitchen as she headed for the back porch. This morning, she would take Cat's car and leave the Suburban. She sent a quick text to Cat that she was leaving, grabbed the keys, and headed out.  
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Eliseo and Jeff were ready to hire this new man, but they wanted Polly to meet him first. She found this whole concept hilarious. First Henry, now these two. Like she was some great judge of character. If they liked the guy, bring him on board, for heaven's sake. Not that she minded being involved. In fact, she loved that they wanted her input. She was afraid that someday Sycamore Enterprises would be so big she wouldn’t recognize the employees who came and went. Sycamore Catering was filled with part-time and temporary employees that she rarely got to know personally. It wouldn’t be easy as the distance between her and so many of her employees grew. 
 
    Polly and Jeff were sitting at the small table in his office, waiting for Eliseo. She looked down at the resume he’d set in front of her to make sure she had the name anchored in her mind. Scott Luther. As she scanned the resume, she tried to capture as much information as possible to get an idea of the man, but it was going to take more than this. 
 
    Jeff slid a cup of coffee across the table. "Are you about ready?" 
 
    "Thank you." Polly held it up to her lips, blew across the top and took a tiny sip. Way too hot. "Any time. First, tell me what it is about him that you liked so much." 
 
    He frowned. "A hard worker. He's not afraid of digging in and doing any type of work we have. He says he can fix anything, but electricity is a little out of his league. He isn't a fan of plumbing issues, but he can do it." 
 
    "That's good," Polly said with a chuckle. Between kids and drunken idiots, they'd had their share of plugged toilets. It was never pleasant. She’d quit being surprised at what people felt they could flush down a toilet. Whether it was here or at Sycamore Inn, plumbing problems were a regular issue. Did those people not live in homes with indoor plumbing? Right now, Eliseo handled most of the maintenance issues at both locations, with help from Roger Carlson, who worked part-time for Sycamore Enterprises and part-time at Elva Johnson’s stables. He and his daughter were still learning how to be part of the world after the abuse they’d suffered at his wife’s hands. He was a good man and very handy.  
 
    Jeff sent a quick text. "I just let Eliseo know to bring him in any time. We talked about where to let Scott set up a base. If you don't mind, we're going to let him have that room in the basement to do with as he likes. We have an extra desk and a comfortable chair. The rugs are still on the floor. It's a nice room." 
 
    "That will be a big office." 
 
    He shrugged. "I don't know where else we'd put him. He won't be in the office very often, I don't imagine, but he'll need a place to keep work orders and an office to meet with contractors and outside help." 
 
    "Where does Eliseo keep all of those things?" 
 
    "In filing cabinets in that basement room," Jeff said with a grin. "He's always kind of used it that way. I suppose we should put two desks down there." 
 
    "Do you really believe Eliseo will use it if Scott is there?" 
 
    "I … I … I don't know. Eliseo is in and out of the building all day long. I don't pay attention to where he spends his time. He gets the work done and then he's off getting more work done." 
 
    "No big deal. You guys work it out." At a light rap on the door frame, she looked up.  
 
    Eliseo looked in. "You two ready for us?" 
 
    "Come on in," Jeff said. 
 
    Polly wasn't quite prepared for the big bear of a man who followed Eliseo in. He was well over six feet tall and he was thick. He wore a neatly trimmed heavy beard, and she was completely struck by his smile. Bright blue eyes glinted with laughter and full, ruddy cheeks peeked out between a pair of glasses and the beard. She found herself standing without thinking. 
 
    "Hello," she said to him, her hand out. 
 
    He took it in his two meaty paws … that's all she could think when she saw them … and then released it. "Nice to meet you, ma'am." He tipped his head to her.  
 
    She sat back down and glanced at his resume again. Did he live in Bellingwood? There is no possible way she would have missed seeing this man around town. No, his home address was in Boone. That made more sense. 
 
    "Have a seat," Jeff said, gesturing to the chair between him and Eliseo. "Scott, we wanted you to meet Ms. Giller. As the owner of Sycamore Enterprises, she takes an active role in overseeing our activities." 
 
    Scott nodded. "You have some nice properties in town, Ms. Giller. I drove up to see the future site of the bed and breakfast your husband is building. That's your husband, Mr. Sturtz, right?" 
 
    "It is," she said. "He did the renovation of this place, too. That's how we met." 
 
    Scott let out a laugh that seemed to rumble up from his belly. "We all know the stories," he said. "Big city girl meets local boy and changes a small town. It's enough to write a tale about." 
 
    "I don't know about that, but it's certainly been fun," she said. "I see that you live in Boone. Did you grow up in the area?" 
 
    "Sure did. Lived over there in Ogden most of my life. Moved to Boone for a job five years ago." 
 
    Eliseo sat forward. "Scott was just telling me he went to high school with the man who was killed last Monday." 
 
    "You did?" Polly asked. 
 
    "Played football together. We’re buddies. We hunt and fish together whenever we can. In the summer we like going to the races." Scott frowned. "I’m going to miss him. Kinda hard finding new friends at this age, you know. Man, we just were always there for each other. Sure would like to know what happened to him. Though it could have been a bunch of things, I suppose." 
 
    "Like what?" Polly asked. 
 
    He peered at her, then shook his head. "I'm sure they'll figure out who did it and then whatever brought this about will come to light. Hate to gossip about a friend, especially when he's a really good guy. Gonna miss him." 
 
    "Did he have a family?" She wasn't ready to let it go. It seemed like there was something here. 
 
    "A couple of kids. They'd be in their early twenties, I suppose. Their mother left with them when they were little 'uns. Story was, Keen had a girl on the side. He's always had a couple, you know. He was good looking, easy to talk to. Anyway, she found out, served him up a divorce as fast as that and then left for parts west. I never knew where she took off to and Keen never said much. He lost custody of the kids. I know they took money out of his pay for their support, but I don't think he ever got to see them." 
 
    "That's too bad." 
 
    "It's what it was. I know that when he got older he wanted to know more about them, but too much time had passed. I told him that he needed to just let the water flow under the bridge. If they ever showed up, he could be decent about it, but like as not, that Brenda told the kids he was dead. Wouldn’t surprise me at all. She was mad as all get out when she left town. Keen didn't fight her for custody or child support amount, nothing. He just let her go. It was probably all for the best. Keen wasn't meant to settle down with one woman and live like a normal dad. He was a wanderer." Scott gave a laugh. "I say that, but he never wandered very far. Always lived in these parts. And he'd'a been a good worker for your husband. Really liked people and got along good with most everybody. Well, except for his exes. But even then, most of them knew who he was and moved on. No big deal, you know. Now me? I still haven't found the girl 'o my dreams. She's gotta be out there somewhere, but I'm afraid that I've probably scared her off. Spent too many years being a bachelor. Probably set in my ways." 
 
    Polly tried not to shake her head. She did like this guy. She glanced back down at his resume. "You've worked some construction?" 
 
    "Yeah, worked for Keenan for a time. He was a good boss. But he had a hard time with the money end of it and had to let me go. He went to work for other people. That was better for him." 
 
    "What about you? You didn't want to keep doing that?" 
 
    "Nah. I like being around more people and doing different kinds of things. It just wasn't my bag. I'm really good with my hands and I like being helpful. I really like those big ole horses you have down at the barn. Your man, Eliseo, here, is a lucky guy to get to spend time with them every day. Hopefully he'll teach me how I can help him. Not that I'll have a lot of extra time, I suppose. This place is hopping. I thought all you did was wedding receptions and stuff like that. You have things going on in here nearly every day. Congratulations." 
 
    "That's all Jeff and Stephanie Armstrong," Polly said, gesturing with her head to Stephanie's office. "They are the driving force of Sycamore House." 
 
    "It's a pretty good team y'all have built," he said. "That's another reason I applied for the job. And that was why Keenan wanted to work with your husband. You know, we hear about things going on up here. It's a good, safe place to work. You people are fair and reasonable about wages and even though you expect people to work hard, you appreciate it for what it's worth. That means something. A man likes to be appreciated. Doesn't often happen. Especially in positions like this one. They take you for granted even though you end up doing all the dirty work." 
 
    "No one takes you for granted around here," Eliseo said. 
 
    "That's what I'm saying. Word gets out when there's a good local employer. I was surprised I didn't have more competition. Seems to me you'd have to beat people off with a stick." 
 
    "Not so much," Polly said. "It isn't easy finding the right people for this family." 
 
    "Family, huh? I like that. If you hire me, then I'll be the big ole dumb protective brother." 
 
    "I don't think you're dumb," she responded. 
 
    "Never been to college." 
 
    "Don't think that means a thing," Polly said. "I knew plenty of college educated dumb people. You seem to know what you want and just how to get it." 
 
    He shrugged. "Always knew I had to figure out what my goals were." He grinned across at her, his eyes alight with laughter. "Don't know why I didn't set my sights on a wife. Maybe it would have changed my life way back when. But you know, it's a pretty good life. Though I'm going to miss Keenan a lot. Kinda thought we'd be old and grey in a nursing home somewhere embarrassing nurses and telling tall tales. Guess maybe it is time for me to look for someone who will put up with me. Don't like the thought of being alone forever." 
 
    Jeff and Eliseo asked a few more pointed questions so Polly could hear the types of things that Scott knew how to do and then Eliseo stood. He must have received a signal from Jeff. "Let's head out so the bosses can talk, Scott." 
 
    "One of these days, I want you to show me how to ride one of those big horses. I think even they could put up with me on their back," Scott said. He stood up, leaned across the table with his hand out.  
 
    Polly took it and smiled up at him. 
 
    "Even if you don't want me in this job," he said. "It was good to meet you. You've done a lot of good in Bellingwood and I respect you for that. Thanks for your time today." 
 
    After he left the office with Eliseo, Polly sat back and crossed her arms. "Huh." 
 
    "What does that mean?" Jeff asked. 
 
    "Weird that he knew Keenan Baxter so well. I wish he'd said more. Didn't sound like he was terribly surprised the man had been killed. He was just sad." 
 
    "I had no idea. He hadn't said anything until today about that." 
 
    "Eliseo seems to like him. That's a good thing. What about you?" she asked. 
 
    "I like him a lot. He's one of those guys that makes everyone around him feel safe. Does that make sense?" 
 
    "Yeah," she said. "It really does. He's so big, he should be intimidating, but he doesn't come off like that at all. I suppose he could if necessary, but he's like a teddy bear. Nice guy and his background sounds solid. I don't see why we shouldn't offer him the job." 
 
    Jeff made a few notes on a sheet. "Great. I think he'll be ready to come on board next week." 
 
    "When is Edna Dahlman starting?" 
 
    "A week from next Monday. She wanted time to give her notice and spend a couple of days with family. Since it's a new position, I didn't feel we needed to be in a rush. That gives us time to rearrange the offices, too." He frowned. "I wonder if Scott would want to start this week. He'd be great help as we shifted things around in here. I'll talk to him. You like him?" 
 
    "I do," she said. "I think these last two weeks have been the most fun I've had in a while. I keep meeting interesting people. My goodness, the world is filled with them. Thank you for doing the work to bring these two on board. I'm excited about where we're going." 
 
    "Me too." 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
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    Usually, her entrance was accompanied by noise and laughter, but when she returned from Sycamore House, Polly walked in to a very quiet house. Cat and Rebecca were alone in the kitchen, putting sandwiches together. 
 
    "Where is everyone?" Polly asked, rubbing Obiwan's head as she walked in. 
 
    Rebecca started to laugh, then pointed at Cat. 
 
    Cat just shook her head. 
 
    "Did you lock them in the basement or something?" 
 
    "Pretty close," Rebecca said. 
 
    "They're all upstairs in their rooms." 
 
    "Even Cassidy?" 
 
    "Especially Cassidy," Cat said.  
 
    "What in the world happened?" 
 
    "There was so much yelling and screaming and fighting and crying that they woke me up," Rebecca said, still laughing. 
 
    "I tried to reason with them." 
 
    "That doesn't work when they’ve lost control," Polly said. 
 
    "Then I tried to threaten them with cleaning bathrooms." 
 
    "Okay, we're going to have very clean bathrooms." 
 
    "None of it worked. They were way out of control. Not a single nice child in the house." 
 
    Rebecca pointed at herself. "Except me." 
 
    Cat smiled and patted Rebecca’s shoulder. "Hayden came upstairs in the middle of the crisis and the next thing I knew he'd picked Cassidy up, deposited her in her room and shut the door, then herded the boys into their rooms, shut all the doors and told them they were staying put until I was ready to deal with them again." 
 
    Polly laughed out loud. "I think I'm in love with the boy. What started it?" 
 
    "I'm not really even sure," Cat said. "We were doing just fine. I'd asked for some help getting laundry downstairs. Caleb and Noah were hauling it out into the hallway. Then Elijah jumped on Caleb's back and told him they were doing piggy back rides. JaRon said he wanted one, Cassidy wanted to be on someone's back. Then Caleb fell to the floor because Elijah was too big and he hit his elbow and started crying when Elijah wouldn't get off him. Cassidy got mad because no one would give her a piggy back ride and, well, things devolved from there." 
 
    "As they would," Polly said. "How long have they been in their rooms?" 
 
    "About twenty minutes. Cassidy wailed for a while, but Rebecca and I just came downstairs. I didn't want to listen to it." 
 
    Polly looked at the clock. "You woke up twenty minutes ago?" 
 
    "I wouldn't have if there hadn't been all that noise." 
 
    "That's awesome. How long are you going to leave them in their rooms?" 
 
    "They can come out any time. Poor Hayden volunteered to stay upstairs to make sure they didn't escape." 
 
    "I keep telling you. I'm in love with that boy," Polly said. "Do you want me to get involved?" 
 
    Cat shook her head. "It probably isn't necessary. I think they figured out that Hayden and I won't put up with their crap, but it's probably right that they know you're aware." 
 
    "Well, why don't you let me go be disappointed in their behavior and release them for lunch," Polly said. "I can do that whenever you're ready." She tapped Rebecca's shoulder. "You going to be ready this afternoon?" 
 
    "Absolutely." 
 
    Polly smiled at Cat. "I feel like I'm on holiday too while you're here. I'm going to owe you at least one manicure and a couple of nights out with Hayden. All of it on me." 
 
    "We both feel like we owe you this week," Cat said. "Have I told you I'll be around more the next few weeks? I'm going to be observing in the classrooms at the elementary school, so I don't have to go to Ames every day." 
 
    "Really?" 
 
    "Yeah. I didn't think I'd told you. We're pretty sure I'm going to do my student teaching over here next fall. That will be great." 
 
    "That will be wonderful," Polly said. "Then they need to hire you so you and Hayden can stay in Bellingwood." 
 
    Cat smiled at her. "Lunch will be ready in five or six minutes." 
 
    "I'll go play disappointed mama and try to bring five contrite children down to you." Polly headed up the back stairs and lightly knocked on the door frame to Hayden and Cat's apartment. 
 
    "Hey there," he said.  
 
    "I'm going to shame the children into apologies. I just wanted you to know it was me opening the doors," she said. 
 
    "Cat told you?" 
 
    "I figure this is the best birth-control you two will ever have." 
 
    He gave her a warm smile. "Honestly, we've learned so much that we are talking about having a big family." 
 
    "You have got to be kidding me." 
 
    "No. Not really. It was only me and Heath. I want more than that for my kids. I don't want them to have to face growing up alone if something were to happen to me and Cat." 
 
    "You know we'll always be here." 
 
    He nodded. "I do, but still." 
 
    "You want a big family. I swear, Hayden, I didn't mean to corrupt you." 
 
    He chuckled. "Too late. All corrupted. It feels good. It won't happen for a while, but someday there will be babies." 
 
    "Great," Polly said. "Because I'm so fantastic with babies." 
 
    "You'll love them." 
 
    "Never fear that. Okay, off I go." She headed on down the hall, going past the first two doors to Noah and Elijah's room. After a soft tap, she pushed the door open. "Boys?" 
 
    The two sat up on the edge of their beds where they'd been reading comic books. Both boys were worried about what was coming next. 
 
    "You wanna tell me what happened?" 
 
    Noah looked down as Elijah glanced at him.  
 
    "Not really," Elijah said. 
 
    "Fair answer. Are you ready to apologize to Cat and Hayden for your behavior?" 
 
    Elijah started to say something and Noah snapped his head up and stared at his brother. "Don't," he warned. 
 
    "Okay," Elijah replied, slumping his shoulders. "I'm ready to apologize." 
 
    "Do you know why you're apologizing?" she asked. 
 
    "For starting a fight. Noah said it's my fault, that I wouldn't stop and made it worse. I’m sorry." 
 
    "Okay. Follow me. You know what we're doing next, right?" 
 
    Elijah took in a deep breath. "Apologizing to Caleb and JaRon?" 
 
    "You are such a smart boy." 
 
    "Why can't I be a smart boy first so I don't get in so much trouble?" 
 
    "Because you're also passionate and playful. I don't want you to stop being those things, but I do need you to learn control." 
 
    "How many bathrooms do I have to clean?" 
 
    "Oh, the bathrooms are getting pretty clean these days. You and Noah will take the bathroom off the kitchen and we'll find something else for Caleb and JaRon to clean." 
 
    He nodded and took her hand as they walked down the hall. Since Polly didn't hear any noise coming from Cassidy's room, she decided to save that one for last. She knocked on the boys' door and pushed it open. Two more sets of guilty eyes looked at her. They relaxed when they saw Elijah and Noah with her. 
 
    "Are you two ready to apologize to Cat and Hayden for your behavior?" Polly asked. 
 
    "You know?" 
 
    "I know everything," she said with a smile. "I’m the mama. Don't ever forget that. Do you feel like it's time to apologize?" 
 
    Caleb nodded and JaRon jumped off his bed and ran over to hug her leg. "I'm sorry." 
 
    "That's awesome. Before we go downstairs, do you four have something to say to each other?" 
 
    JaRon looked confused. 
 
    "We're supposed to say it to each other, too," Noah said. "I'm sorry, Caleb and JaRon." 
 
    Elijah looked at him. "Me too?" 
 
    Noah turned to Polly. "Do I have to?" 
 
    "What do you think?" 
 
    "I'm sorry, Elijah." 
 
    "Let's hear those words from the rest of you," she said and stood in the middle of them while they all apologized to each other. Polly knelt down and pulled her boys in close. "You don't know how special you are, but I do. Thank you. Now, run downstairs. Make sure you each tell Cat and Hayden that you're sorry. If Rebecca wants you to apologize for making her get up early because you were so loud, you might want to add that to the mix. I'll get Cassidy and we'll be down in a minute. If Cat wants to start lunch without us, it's okay." 
 
    The four took off running down the hall, their guilt and worries left behind.  
 
    She opened the door to Cassidy's room, not surprised that the little girl was sleeping. Polly sat down beside her and spoke her name quietly. She'd found that touching Cassidy to wake her was a bad idea. More often than not, the poor thing woke up in terror. As it was, Cassidy's eyes shot open and fear filled them until she focused on Polly. Then she sat up and threw herself into Polly's arms. 
 
    "It's okay," Polly said. "You're safe. I love you." These were words she said whenever she had to wake the child up. It was much easier to let Cassidy come awake on her own, but that wasn't always possible. "Are you ready to have some lunch?" 
 
    Cassidy nodded, but wasn't ready to let go. 
 
    "I understand you got mad at the boys and at Cat earlier." 
 
    She set her little jaw in defiance. 
 
    "Is that how we act in this house?" 
 
    Cassidy didn't respond. 
 
    "You know it isn't. Before we go downstairs for lunch, I want you to know that I expect you to apologize to Cat for misbehaving. Say the word to me." 
 
    Cassidy shook her head. 
 
    "Oh honey, I love you so much, but you know that's not the right answer. Say the word." 
 
    "Sorry," she ground out. 
 
    "When we get downstairs, you'll say that word to Cat." 
 
    Polly was pretty sure Cassidy shook her head in the negative, but she wasn't putting up with it, so she put the little girl on the floor, took her hand and they headed downstairs. 
 
    Everyone but Cat was in the dining room when they got to the kitchen and Polly took Cassidy over to stand in front of the young woman. "Tell her." 
 
    Cassidy looked up. "Sorry." It was quiet, but it was there. 
 
    "Thank you," Cat said. "I made your favorite sandwich for lunch. Shall we go eat with everyone?" 
 
    Cassidy looked at the dining room, taking in the fun that the boys and Rebecca were having. She made a quick choice and smiled before switching her hand from Polly's to Cat's. 
 
    Some days it all worked, some days none of it worked. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    "I can't believe we're getting manicures together," Rebecca said, bouncing in her seat. "We've never done anything like this. I just can't believe it." 
 
    Polly grinned. "Maybe we'll have to do it more often." 
 
    "Can we? That would be so awesome. I love doing mother-daughter things with you." Rebecca stopped and sat back in her seat. "Is it okay that I said that?" 
 
    "Absolutely." 
 
    "Is it weird that sometimes I feel guilty being so happy with you as my mom?" 
 
    Polly pulled into a parking space down the street from the salon. She stopped the car and turned in her seat. "Your mother wanted you to be happy. What do you think she would say?" 
 
    "She'd tell me that it's okay, that I'm supposed to move on with my life, but then there are times when it's like I forget her. No, that's not it. I don't forget her. I'll never do that. But it's like I'm not thinking about her and all I'm thinking about is how much fun I'm having. And she isn't here to have fun with me. Then I feel guilty." 
 
    "It's not weird for you to have these feelings. But no one expects you to be sad or morose all the time because your mother died when you were so young." She chuckled. "And if you come across someone who does think that's how you're supposed to live, run away. Run fast. I was lucky to have Dad. He made it okay for me to have fun. I absolutely loved Mary Shore. She was a lot like a mom to me. Probably not as much as I am to you because Dad was still there, but we were close. I remember feeling guilty sometimes because I couldn't wait to come down in the morning to see her and have her hug me. And there were times I couldn't wait to get home from school because I had something I wanted to show her. The thing is, Mary let me do all those things and when I had questions about my mother, she was ready with answers. She let me talk if I needed to." 
 
    "I don't talk about Mom much," Rebecca said. "It's kind of hard, because you only knew her when she was sick, so you don't know all of the things that we did before we came to Bellingwood. There's nobody that knows my mom except me." 
 
    "Tell me one thing you remember from before you moved to Bellingwood. One little memory you have of your Mom." 
 
    Rebecca pursed her lips and thought. "It was in the summer. I didn't have to go to school and it was really a bright, sunny day. I remember because Mom pointed it out. We went for a drive. Yeah, we went to go get ice cream. But there wasn't any in the town where we lived, so we had to go somewhere else. It was a long ways away. After we got our ice cream …" 
 
    Polly interrupted her. "Do you remember what kind of ice cream?" 
 
    "I had chocolate chip. Mom's favorite was weird. She got one scoop of banana and a scoop of mint chocolate chip. She always let me lick some of hers." 
 
    "Go on." 
 
    "We went to a park and sat at a picnic table. There were a bunch of kids playing in the play area and I wanted to swing. Mom told me we had to finish our ice cream first because it would melt, but once I was done, we went over to the swings. She sat in the one beside me and held my hand while we went back and forth. Huh," Rebecca said. "I'd forgotten all about that." 
 
    "I'm going to put the story into my notes program on my phone and email it to you. What if you were to start deliberately thinking about little memories from your time with your mother. Especially those before you came to Bellingwood. If you're at school and don't have time to write them down, just put a couple of words on a piece of paper that will help you remember. When you get home, take the time to put the story in your journal. Before you know it, you'll have a bunch of memories that you can share with all of us and we'll get to know your mother." 
 
    "That is such a good idea." Rebecca reached across and hugged Polly. "At least we aren't crying this time." 
 
    "No kidding." Polly stopped her before she got out of the car. "Have you ever done any sketches of your mother from memory?" 
 
    Rebecca looked at her hands, shaking her head. "I'm so afraid that I won't remember and it will come out dumb." 
 
    "Maybe you ought to try it sometime. No rush. Just give it more thought and don't reject the idea. I'll bet the boys would love to see what she looked like." 
 
    "What if it isn't really her?" 
 
    "It will be all of her that you have inside you. That's what's important." 
 
    "Now you're going to make me cry," Rebecca said. 
 
    Polly chuckled. "No, I'm not. What color do you think I should have them paint my nails?" 
 
    "Bright orange?" 
 
    "What? Are you kidding? That is so not my color." 
 
    "You asked. What color do you want to paint them?" 
 
    "Clear. No color." 
 
    "Oh, come on. We have to compromise somewhere between those two things. You should totally do a cool color. Like electric blue or some crazy purple." 
 
    Polly thought about the colors she was going to ask for tomorrow when Mina colored her hair. Blue or purple would be terrific. "Okay, we'll talk about it. What are you going to do?" 
 
    "Something different on every fingernail. It's not like it's permanent or anything." 
 
    They walked into the salon. Mina waved at them from her station where she was cutting a girl's hair. 
 
    "That's Lesa Moore," Rebecca said in an undertone. "She's a senior." 
 
    "Do I know her?" 
 
    Rebecca looked up, chuckling. "I don't know, do you?" 
 
    "I mean, do I have a reason to know her?" 
 
    "Probably not. She plays basketball. She's not in band or choir or drama." 
 
    "Do you like her?" 
 
    "She's fine. Hangs with a different crowd, you know." 
 
    Nonni came around from behind a screen. "Hi there. Guess who gets to do your manicures today? Me." 
 
    "I figured you'd be busy." 
 
    "It would normally have been Gia," Nonni said with an edge to her voice that Polly didn’t understand. "Sick or something. I shuffled schedules and made time. How's my little girl?" 
 
    "She's good," Polly said, knowing Nonni was asking about Cassidy.  
 
    "When she's asleep?" Nonni asked. 
 
    Polly laughed. "How'd you know?" 
 
    "That's what my daddy always used to say about me. I was the best little girl in the world when I was asleep." She sighed. Something was bothering her, but Polly didn’t know how to press for more information. "Come on back. We'll get you set up." 
 
    "We're patient," Rebecca said. "This is the first time we've ever done this together." 
 
    "I should have planned better," Nonni said. "Cakes and coffee. Made it a party." 
 
    Polly was thinking that she certainly could have used more coffee. She'd not had near enough today. Then it hit her. "What if you got Rebecca started and I ran down to the coffee shop." She stopped herself when she saw Rebecca's face. "No, I'll be fine." 
 
    "Really. We have coffee here," Nonni said. "It isn't as fancy as Sweet Beans, but I'd get you a cup. We also have pop in a machine in the back. Do you want something, Rebecca?" 
 
    Rebecca looked at Polly, who shrugged. They didn't drink much pop at the house. In fact, she rarely had any there at all. Kids had really messed with her Mountain Dew habit.  
 
    "I'd love a Diet Coke," Rebecca said. 
 
    "On it. Sit and get comfortable. I'll be right back." 
 
    When they sat where she'd directed them, Polly turned to Rebecca. "Why are you drinking diet pop?" 
 
    "Calories." 
 
    "You don't have anything to worry about. I didn't say anything in front of Nonni, but that is the last thing you should be worrying about these days. You don't diet on the sly, do you?" 
 
    Rebecca frowned at her. "Not really." 
 
    "Does that mean you do it sometimes?" 
 
    "I guess." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Everybody worries about what they look like. Kayla. I mean, she needs to lose weight. I don't ever say anything, but it's like she looks at me funny when I have regular food. And you know, girls always talk about it." 
 
    "Well, I want you to stop talking about it," Polly said. "Do you hear me discussing weight issues?" 
 
    "But you look great." 
 
    "Thank you," Polly said with a laugh. "We eat sensibly and we're always doing something, keeping busy, exercising without making a big deal out of it. It is as unhealthy to obsess over your weight as it is to be overweight. Does this make sense?" 
 
    "But what about Kayla?" 
 
    "Honey, whatever Kayla has to deal with, she has to make it her own. You can't fix it for her, and you can't feel guilty because you don't have the same body shape that she does. You can, however, make sure that she knows how beautiful she is. Without question. Not because she loses a pound or two, but flat out. She's beautiful. End of story." 
 
    "Libby is terrible. She's always worried about eating real food. She brings celery and carrots to school and that's all she eats sometimes." 
 
    "That is so bad for her. How can a person concentrate during class if they're hungry? You girls are so amazing, you don't need to be fretting about how you look." 
 
    Nonni had walked up as Polly spoke. "High school girls and weight loss?" She handed the can of diet pop to Rebecca. 
 
    Polly nodded and accepted her coffee.  
 
    "It's the absolute worst thing in the world. So many girls come in here and they are stick thin. I happen to know that boys like a little meat on the booty." Nonni patted her behind. "Give 'em something to …" She stopped herself. "Never mind." 
 
    Both Polly and Rebecca laughed with her. 
 
    "Mina and I talked about putting together a presentation on beauty for the high school next year. I don't know if they’d let us do it, but I want those girls to understand that God don't make no mistakes. Their beauty on the outside starts on the inside. And all we do is show 'em how to show that off." 
 
    "That would be really cool," Rebecca said. "If you can't do it at the high school, what if we organized a girl's day at Sycamore House in the auditorium. You could talk to us and show us how to do makeup. Maybe like before one of the big dances. Then, girls could make appointments to get their hair done if they want. I wonder if there are speakers out there who would come talk to us about self-esteem. Really make it a big deal." 
 
    Nonni glanced at Polly. "You're talking about an event that could be way cool." 
 
    "We'd sponsor something like that," Polly said. "Invite a few girls to be on a planning committee with you. I know things will be busy for a while until you get into the new salon, but maybe after that." 
 
    "Just a second," Nonni said. "I need to make a couple of notes about this so I can talk to Mina." She patted Rebecca's knee. "You'll be on the committee, right?" 
 
    "Yeah. And Polly too. Won't you?" 
 
    Polly nodded. "I can help find sponsors." 
 
    "This would be such a great way for us to give back to Bellingwood," Nonni said as she walked away. 
 
    "Where did that come from?" Polly asked. 
 
    "Just popped into my brain." 
 
    "I love you, my little brain popper." 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
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    Rested and content, Polly was thrilled with how this spring break was working out. Since none of her family really knew where she was supposed to be during the day, she didn't have to explain to anyone when she took off with Cassidy Wednesday morning. She was leaving her daughter with Marie and Molly for a short time while she headed to the salon. She still wasn't sure what colors she'd end up with, but who cared? It was crazy, it was wild, and it would be awesome if she didn't talk herself out of it. She hadn't even told Henry. How had she gotten to be this old without ever putting color into her hair? What a boring person. 
 
    Cassidy was excited to see Molly and Marie. Jessie was doing just fine, with no symptoms of a concussion. Bill had been overly protective. He loved those girls like they were his own family. 
 
    After Polly dropped Cassidy off, she had just enough time to run to Sweet Beans for coffee.  
 
    "Good morning," a girl called out from the counter as Polly walked in. 
 
    Polly nodded and smiled, then looked around to see who was there. The greeting was effusive, even for Sweet Beans, so she wondered what the general consensus of the room would be. No one seemed to notice, caught up in their own conversations.  
 
    Amber Gerassee and Barb Houser waved at her and she responded with a wave and a smile. She didn't know them well. They were part of the Girls Rule group and she regularly saw them and their families at church. Darcey Landon was seated at a table with two young girls, probably her daughters. Darcey worked at the feed store. There were more high school kids in here today. Rebecca would be disappointed that she wasn't out and about if she wasn't still in bed. 
 
    "How can I help you?" the girl asked. She hadn't been there long enough to have a personalized name tag. 
 
    Polly pointed at the pastry case. "I need two dozen of anything. Mix it up. Muffins, brownies, cupcakes, scones. I don't care what you put in the box. And a large black coffee." 
 
    "You really don't care?" the girl asked. 
 
    "Not at all. What's your name?" 
 
    "I'm Josie. If I don't know you, it's because I just started yesterday. Are you a regular here?" 
 
    Polly grinned. "I sure am. Sometimes more than once a day. I'm Polly Giller." 
 
    Josie nearly dropped the box. "Oh," she said. "I should have known that. I'm sorry." 
 
    "No need to apologize. You're doing very well for your second day here." 
 
    "I was a barista in Iowa City before we moved to Bellingwood. This is such a nice shop." 
 
    "Your family moved here?" 
 
    "Yeah." Josie’s face fell. "I don't know if we’ll be able to stay, though. My husband was supposed to have a job at a plant down in Boone, and the week we moved into town, they stopped hiring and put him on furlough. Kinda freaked us out. This job will be okay for a little while, but our savings won't last long." 
 
    Polly could have sworn this young thing was still in high school. Were her perceptions really that far off? "What does your husband do?" 
 
    "He's kind of a jack of all trades. He had a welding job lined up, but he can do anything, you know." She sounded so proud of him, it was fun to see. 
 
    "Construction?" 
 
    "Sure. He worked for a company when we lived in Iowa City. He wanted to advance, but then this job came up and since his family lives in Jefferson, it was a good move." 
 
    Polly took out her business card and put it on the counter. "Send me his resume. I don't know if anything will come of it, but my husband's construction company is growing and we need to hire. What's his name?" 
 
    "Gavin Riddle. This is really nice of you." 
 
    "Tell him to get it to me today or tomorrow. We're looking at people this week." Polly slipped some cash from her pocket. 
 
    "You don't pay," Josie said. "Camille and Mrs. Donovan both made sure I knew that." 
 
    Polly smiled. "I may not pay, but I tip. Thanks a lot and it's nice to meet you." 
 
    "Nice to meet you, too. I'm going to ask Camille if I can take five minutes to call Gavin. He'll get that resume right over to you." 
 
    "Perfect. Thanks." Polly took up her box and her coffee and headed for the door hoping she hadn't just made a huge mistake.  She hadn't offered anyone a job, right? Just an opportunity to apply for one. If he wasn't anything that Henry wanted to hire, she'd just let him know to keep looking. Sheesh, being an employer got awkward sometimes. 
 
    She walked down the street to the salon and went inside. Mina was standing at the front counter. 
 
    "Are you ready for a fun day?" she asked. 
 
    "I brought a bribe," Polly said, handing over the box of goodies. "Be gentle." 
 
    Mina laughed out loud. "We're going to have such a good time. Come on back. You'll never believe who's here." 
 
    Polly frowned. "Someone's here?" 
 
    When she turned a corner, Polly grinned. She'd recognize those long legs anywhere.  
 
    Sal had her back to Polly and her eyes closed. The young stylist stepped back, and Polly put her hands on Sal's shoulders, making her friend jump. 
 
    "Polly!" 
 
    "If I'd known you were here, I'd have brought coffee to you." Polly held hers out. "Do you want to split this with me?" 
 
    Sal leaned forward and picked a travel mug up from the counter. "I came prepared. I tote my own mug these days. Helping the environment one cup at a time. Are you checking up on me? I'm fine, you know." 
 
    Mina pointed to the chair at the station next to Sal.  
 
    "I have to do this with her watching over my shoulder?" Polly asked. 
 
    "Might as well," Mina said. 
 
    Sal turned to look at Polly in the face, rather than in the reflection of the large mirror. "Why? What's going on?" 
 
    "Tell her," Mina said. "She’ll know in a few minutes anyway." 
 
    "Mina is going to color my hair." 
 
    "Get out," Sal said. "You? My properly frumpy friend?" She patted her own head. "Style and natural color doesn't happen by itself, you know." 
 
    "I'm not frumpy," Polly said with a frown. "Quit picking on me." 
 
    "When have you ever done anything with your hair? Go on. Tell us." 
 
    "Mina cuts it for me." 
 
    "Every six weeks whether you need it or not. You haven't changed your style since you were in college. You're beautiful and all that, but come on. Are you going to cut it, too?" 
 
    Mina looked at Polly and shrugged her shoulders. "Depends on the client." 
 
    "No cutting," Polly protested. "Isn't it enough that I'm adding color?" 
 
    "What kind of color?" 
 
    Polly bit her lips and then grinned. "Maybe blue or purple low lights." She turned to Mina. "Is that right?" 
 
    "That will work. And blonde highlights to set them off." 
 
    Sal stood up and, putting her hands around Polly's below-shoulder-length hair, said, "What if you were to cut it to just at the shoulder, then layer everything, including her bangs. If you really want color, do that in layers, putting the wildest colors underneath. You could put some deep reds and maybe bronzey blonde on the top layers. You're going to leave her natural color, just blend, right?" 
 
    Mina nodded. "That's what I was thinking." 
 
    "If you did reds, purples and bronzes, those would be gorgeous accents. It would be a great place to start," Sal said. "If you want to do something different the next time you come in, at least you'll have a baseline to start from." 
 
    "How do you know so much?" Polly asked. 
 
    Sal dropped Polly's hair back to her shoulders, spreading it out. "I've been reading fashion magazines and having my hair dyed my entire life. I love salons. Now that Mina's here, there's finally one in town that does more than color and style little old ladies and prepubescent cherubs." She sat back down. "Sorry, Gia. I'll sit still now." 
 
    "You're fine," the girl said, sending a glance Polly's way. "Sorry I missed you yesterday. I had stuff going on." 
 
    "That's okay. We had fun with Nonni." Polly looked around. 
 
    "She isn't in yet," Mina said. "She has some late appointments, so she'll be here around noon. Shall we get started?" 
 
    "Are you planning to do what Sal recommended?" Polly asked. 
 
    "I don't know. You tell me." 
 
    Polly looked at her friend, who sported a Cheshire cat grin.  
 
    "You know I'm right," Sal said. 
 
    "Do it," Polly said. "Is that the last decision I have to make?" 
 
    Mina waited until Polly settled in the chair before wrapping the cape around her. "You'll be fine," she said, patting Polly's shoulder. 
 
    "So, Mina," Sal said. "Kind of a big deal finding a dead body in your new place. Do you think that's going to help or hurt your business?" She flinched and sent a look to Gia. "You okay?" 
 
    "Sorry. I missed a knot there." 
 
    Sal frowned. 
 
    "So far," Mina said, "it's been great for us. People want to know what's going on, so they come in for cuts and manicures. We've been really busy. I wouldn't have asked for that to happen, but since it has, I'll sit back, make the appointments and keep us moving forward." 
 
    "When will they let the contractors back in?" Sal asked. 
 
    "Mr. Sturtz stopped in yesterday to go over a couple of things." She tapped Polly. "You and your daughter just missed him." 
 
    "You were in yesterday, too?" Sal asked. "My lord, girl, what kind of crazy are you up to these days?" 
 
    "Hush," Polly said. "I didn't talk to Henry much last night. He got home late and the boys were all over him to play with them." 
 
    "He said they'll be done soon. I'd love to be ready to go before Mother's Day, but that might be pushing it. I'd kinda hoped to have it open for prom, but there's no way. We'll just cram everybody in here and move them through as fast as possible. It's going to be an all hands on deck couple of days." 
 
    "Who's Rebecca going with?" Sal asked. 
 
    Polly shrugged. "She's only a sophomore. I don't think she's planning to go." 
 
    "Barrett Evans is going, isn't he? Aren't they dating?" 
 
    "No," Polly said with a laugh. "They dated, but they're just friends." 
 
    "Marnie says he really likes her." 
 
    "They're friends," Polly reiterated. 
 
    "Got it. Mina, do you believe in hauntings and ghosts?" 
 
    "Because some poor man was murdered in the salon?" Mina asked. "No way. I feel really bad for him, but I don't think he has any family around either. That's so sad." 
 
    Sal brought her hand up to the side of her face. "A little close with the scissors there, Gia. I'm kinda partial to that ear." 
 
    "I'm sorry. I'm not completely over what I had yesterday, I guess. Sorry." 
 
    "No one on your staff was connected with him?" Polly asked. 
 
    Mina looked at her in the mirror. "Not that I know of. Everything I've heard is that he didn't have any family. I guess he knew a lot of women." She chuckled. "You wouldn’t believe the gossip floating around. If the stories are even half true, that man was as bad as Wilt Chamberlain." 
 
    When no one responded, she leaned forward. "Wilt Chamberlain? Basketball player for the Lakers in the seventies?" 
 
    "The nineteen seventies?" Sal asked. "Are you a vampire or something? Please don't tell me you were alive back then." 
 
    Mina laughed. "My dad loves the Lakers. Lifelong fan. Anyway, Wilt Chamberlain was a huge star. And when I say huge, not only was he amazing, but he was over seven feet tall and weighed about two seventy-five. He was amazing. But he boasted about having twenty thousand women in his lifetime." 
 
    "That's exhausting," Polly said. "How did he have the energy to play basketball?" 
 
    "Haha. Good question. Maybe men like Wilt and this Keenan Baxter have something extra." 
 
    "I can't imagine being one of his harem," Sal said. "Why would you date a man whose stuff was out there for all the women to play with?" 
 
    "Sal," Polly said, laughing. 
 
    "Well. I wouldn't have anything to do with it. That's just gross." 
 
    "Maybe he was a nice guy," Gia said quietly.  
 
    "He'd have to have been something to get that many to pay attention to him. It's not like this is a big city here. People talk." 
 
    "I met a friend of his yesterday," Polly said. "He's going to work at Sycamore House. He liked Keenan Baxter and says he'll miss him. I wish we knew what happened, though." 
 
    "Me too," Mina agreed. "Why would they use my shop? I mean, I know that it's empty unless there are guys in there working, but wow. And who would have done that to me?" She chuckled. "Sorry. Like it's important that they did it to me. The poor guy is dead." 
 
    Polly smiled at her. "Henry says that there were quite a few people with access to that building. Since the back door faces a field, no one would see who is coming or going. That restaurant is opening next month, but they don't have that much going on in there all the time." 
 
    "And it's at the other end of the strip," Mina said. "There's been so much activity in the salon the last two months, nobody would pay any attention." 
 
    "Do your girls have access to the place?" Polly asked. 
 
    Mina shook her head. "I have a couple of keys, but the only person who’s been over there is Nonni. She was there when they unloaded the chairs. Remember, Gia? Man, it was crazy that day. I'm going to be so glad when we're in and everyone has their stations set up and we can focus on clients again. This back and forth stuff is making me nuts." 
 
    "Are you going to do a grand opening?" Sal asked. 
 
    "Yeah, Nan is putting together the plan. She wants us to advertise all over the region." Mina shook her blond head. "Makes my head hurt. I'm glad she's my friend or I'd think she's crazy. So far, she's been right about everything. I could never have pulled this move off if she hadn't been on my side. Maybe in a couple of years, but not right now. Is she working for you, Polly?" 
 
    "A little," Polly said. "She's done some consulting work with Jeff and Stephanie." 
 
    "That's a girl who needs to spend time here," Sal said. "She's so cute, but that hair of hers is blah." 
 
    "Sal," Polly scolded. "Stop it." 
 
    "Am I wrong? I love her, but she needs a serious upgrade to the new century. She got stuck in the nineties." 
 
    "She isn't even that old." 
 
    "Her hair is." 
 
    "Be good. I'm not kidding. Be good." 
 
    Mina chuckled.  
 
    "Do bad hairstyles make you crazy?" Polly asked. 
 
    "I try not to let it. People have to do what they have to do. Sometimes it's about not having the money, sometimes it's about being afraid to try new things …" 
 
    Sal coughed loudly. 
 
    "I'm trying," Polly protested. "Leave me alone. You are really getting pushy these days." 
 
    "Sorry. I'll be good." 
 
    Mina continued. "Sometimes people are so used to how they look they can't imagine trying anything different." 
 
    "Maybe you need one of those facial scanner things so we could look at ourselves with different hair styles," Sal said.  
 
    "That would be fun," Gia said quietly. She really was quieter than Polly thought. Most of the young people working here were outgoing and gregarious, some even quite flamboyant. 
 
    When Gia and Mina walked away, leaving the two alone, Sal reached across to Polly. "I'm glad you're here today. It's fun hanging out with you." 
 
    "How are you. Really?" 
 
    "Okay. Every day that passes gets me a little further from the worst pain of it. I still cry a lot. Poor Mark doesn't know how to help, but at least he tries. The boys are wonderful. It's like they know that I need extra love." 
 
    "I haven't made enough of an effort this week," Polly said. "I'm so sorry." 
 
    "Don’t worry. I know you’re busy and the worst of it is passed. It isn't like you can make this go away." 
 
    "But I can put my arms around you and tell you that you're not alone." 
 
    Sal shrugged. "I know I'm not. Last week I felt like I was." 
 
    Polly took her hand and they smiled at each other in the mirror. "I can't imagine going through that." 
 
    "I couldn't either before it happened. After how easy I got pregnant with Alexander and Theodore, I figured I was safe. Guess that isn't always true." 
 
    "Are you telling your mother what happened?" 
 
    Sal frowned at her. "Absolutely not. I don't need her insincere crap flung at me. She'd just tell me about a daughter of one of her close friends who wasn't able to get pregnant and had miscarriage after miscarriage and then had to go through all sorts of medical procedures. On and on. Such a comfort she would be." 
 
    "I'm sorry." 
 
    "It's okay. Kathryn calls me every day." Sal smiled. "She’s so amazing. How did I get lucky to have a mother-in-law like her? I know how busy she is, but when she calls, it's like she has all the time in the world to listen to me freak out." 
 
    Polly cringed and sighed. "I'm glad you have her." 
 
    "I didn't say that to make you feel guilty. I never expected to have a mother figure like her in my life and then I met Mark and he brought this amazing family with him." 
 
    "What about Lisa? Does she know?" 
 
    Lisa and Dylan Foster lived in Bellingwood. She was Mark's sister and ran a dance studio in town. Dylan owned Pizzazz Pizza across the street from the coffee shop. 
 
    "Not yet. She and Dylan have been talking about having children. I really don't know where they're at with the whole process. After they got back from Europe last summer, I thought they were trying, but nothing has happened yet. If they're having trouble, I don't want to make her think about my problems." 
 
    "I will try to be better about calling you," Polly said. "But you can call me any time. You know that, don't you?" 
 
    "Yeah. Last week I was so out of control. It's like I wanted you to just sense there was something wrong. Then you found that dead guy and I knew that your life was going to be crazy busy, like it always gets when something like that happens. I got mad that you wouldn't have time for me when I needed you." 
 
    "Honey, I always have time." 
 
    Sal chuckled. "I know that. Like I said. Out of control. That was me. I'm getting back to normal." 
 
    "Okay." Polly squeezed Sal's hand and dropped it as the two stylists came back to them. 
 
    Mina was holding the box from Sweet Beans. "Do either of you want anything?" 
 
    Polly smiled and shook her head. When Sal waved her off, Mina handed the box to Gia. "Make sure the other girls know we have treats." 
 
    Gia nodded and walked away with it. 
 
    "What is Henry going to say when he comes home tonight and sees this?" Mina asked Polly. 
 
    "He doesn't have any idea what I am doing," Polly replied. "He'll either fall down in a faint or maybe he'll ravage me." 
 
    Sal laughed out loud. "Vote for ravaging. Every day." 
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    Polly looked at herself in the car mirror one more time before going in to Marie's house. She never spent this much time checking herself out, but she couldn't help it. The girl who looked back at her was so different. Polly loved the new look, though it still surprised her. There was so much beautiful color and it bounced as she moved. 
 
    Now for the first hurdle. Cassidy wasn't comfortable with change and this would be a big one for her. As Polly got out of Cat's car, she groaned. Bill Sturtz emerged from the shop and headed straight for her. Cassidy wasn't the first hurdle, Bill would be. 
 
    "Can I help you?" he asked with a smirk. "We don't generally entertain strangers in the house." 
 
    "I was hoping to have a few minutes with your lovely wife. I have a set of encyclopedias in my trunk that would do your home a world of good," Polly retorted. 
 
    Bill chuckled. "You went and got yourself all de-aged. Looks pretty good for a daughter-in-law. What is that, purple in there?" 
 
    "Some." 
 
    "You little rebel, you. Come in and show Marie. Maybe we can talk her into doing something wild and crazy." He held the door as they went inside, then called out, "Marie, we have a visitor here to sell you some snake oil type of thingie." 
 
    Polly swatted at his arm. "It's just me, Marie. Don't leave what you're doing." 
 
    She came into the kitchen, did a short double-take, then smiled. "Polly, that is absolutely beautiful. You must be thrilled." 
 
    "I'm happy." Polly floofed her hair. "It feels so soft." 
 
    "It always does after they color it," Marie said. 
 
    "How would you know that?" Bill asked. 
 
    Marie smiled at him. "Just one of my many secrets. Cassidy and Molly are putting puzzles together in the living room. Come on in." She pushed Polly ahead of her and when they rounded the corner into the living room, Cassidy looked up.  
 
    Her eyes grew wide and she jumped to her feet. "Mommy," she cried as she ran to Polly. 
 
    Polly picked her up and the little girl put both hands on either side of Polly's head. "Pretty." 
 
    "You like that?" 
 
    "Pretty hair." 
 
    "That's a lot of words, little girl," Polly said. "Thank you. Are you ready to go home? I want to show the boys my new haircut."  
 
    "Pretty hair," Cassidy repeated, patting at Polly's hair. 
 
    Molly had come over to stand at Polly's feet. "Me see." 
 
    Putting Cassidy back on the floor, Polly said, "Help Grandma with your coat." She sat on the coffee table to allow Molly access. 
 
    "That's pretty," Molly said, reaching up to touch the colors. 
 
    "Thank you, honey. Did you have fun this morning?" 
 
    Molly nodded. She ran to the other side of the room and came back with a stack of flash cards. Putting them beside Polly, she pointed. "Try." 
 
    "You're learning your letters?" Polly picked up the flash cards and held up the top card. 
 
    "Dee," Molly said. "Dog." 
 
    "Very good." Polly held up another. 
 
    "Zee. Zebra." 
 
    "That's terrific." 
 
    Cassidy and Marie had come back in and when Polly held up the next card, Cassidy rushed forward and said, "Bee. Ball." 
 
    "You're doing great, too, honey." They worked with letter and word flash cards at home with Cassidy, hoping to break through her speaking barrier. She was fine with one word at a time but refused to string words together into a complete sentence, or even a short thought. Five and a half months was all the time Polly had left. It had to happen before school started. 
 
    "The girls are learning," Marie said. "It's fun to have them together. Things get a little competitive." 
 
    "That's probably good for both of them." After a quick hug for Molly, she stood up and took Cassidy's hand. "It's time to go home. Tell Molly goodbye and tell Grandma thank you." 
 
    Cassidy waved at Molly and said "Bye," then put her arms up for a hug. Marie bent over and hugged the little girl. "Thank you," Cassidy said. 
 
    "You're welcome. Thanks for coming to play with us." 
 
    Polly got Cassidy into her car seat and they waved good-bye as she headed out of the parking lot. Rats. She should have asked Bill to not say anything to Henry. Welp, that was one surprise she wouldn't have to worry about. 
 
    When they got home, the dogs were playing outside and rushed to greet them. Polly was thankful that at least the animals in her life wouldn't be taken aback by her new look. Why had she even done this? If there was one thing she hated, it was being stared at and talked about, even if it was for a good reason. She was much happier in the background. She chuckled. Most people wouldn't believe that about her since she'd made such a splash in Bellingwood when she arrived. The day she hired Jeff to be at the front of her business had been the best day of her life. When she could step away from the spotlight, it landed where it belonged. On the businesses and people who worked for her.  
 
    She opened the door and the two dogs dashed inside as she held Cassidy back. Once they were safely out of the way, she and Cassidy went in and took off their coats. No one was in the kitchen, which was surprising. People were always in and out of the kitchen as they moved around the house. She did love this room. It was spacious and comfortable, the perfect place for her family to gather. 
 
    Cassidy headed for the foyer. 
 
    "Are they in there?" 
 
    Before the little girl pushed the door open, she pressed her ear to the wooden door, then nodded. Polly followed her. 
 
    "Polly!" Elijah yelled as he chased a car down the raceway on the steps. Then he stopped. "Whoa, Polly. What did you do?" 
 
    All four boys, Cat, and Hayden turned to look at her. 
 
    "Just a little something-something," Polly said, turning so they could take in the whole effect. "What do you think?" 
 
    "You're so …" Noah looked for the right word. 
 
    "Cool!" Elijah said. "You look so young." 
 
    The boys surrounded her as they looked up. She finally went down on a knee so they could get closer to it.  
 
    "Do you like it?" she asked JaRon. 
 
    He nodded and didn't say a word as he stared at her. 
 
    "What about you, Caleb?" 
 
    He tentatively put his hand out, then drew it back. 
 
    "You can touch my hair. It's really soft." Polly smiled as the boys all patted her head. 
 
    "You are the coolest mom," Elijah said. "Nobody else looks as good as you." 
 
    "I love you, too," Polly said with a laugh. "Now go play. Include your sister." 
 
    And without another thought, the four went back to what they'd been doing.  
 
    Cat walked over. "That's a nice cut. Are you happy with it?" 
 
    "I am," Polly said. "It feels strange knowing that I've done something so different, but what's life if you can't have some fun? What are your plans for lunch?" 
 
    "The boys want spaghetti without sauce." Cat shook her head. "I'll never understand that, but if that's what they want, I can easily drop spaghetti in boiling water. I've already cut up carrots and cauliflower." 
 
    "Perfect. Where's Rebecca?" 
 
    "She was in the kitchen last I knew." Cat took out her phone. "Yeah, I asked her to text me if she went over to Cilla's house." She showed the message to Polly. "They were talking about doing something with Kayla. Maybe going uptown. If she left the neighborhood, she was going to come home first." 
 
    "Perfect. Do you need me?" 
 
    Cat looked up at the boys on the landing as they held their cars in place. Hayden started a countdown and the race was on. "They're playing outside this afternoon. The ground has dried up enough that it's not gooey out. I told them that if they spent a half hour in their rooms after lunch, they could invite their friends over and we'd do some races and games in the back yard." 
 
    "You are amazing," Polly said. "Will you be okay with Cassidy for a while?" 
 
    "Sure. She's easy. Hayden does most of the work with the boys. He's got a bunch of relays ready for them to play." 
 
    "It's like camp around here," Polly said. "Thank you." She gave Cat a quick hug and headed back into the kitchen, just as the dogs raced past her for the back door. "Well," she said. "Another one arrives." 
 
    Rebecca walked in, her head buried in her phone. She looked up and said, "Hey there," then looked back at her phone. 
 
    Polly blinked. "Hi. What's up?" 
 
    "Andrew just texted me that …" Rebecca looked up again. "Your hair! What did you do? Why didn't you tell me?" 
 
    "Do you hate it?" 
 
    "I love it." She put her hands on Polly's shoulders and turned her. "You colored it. That's so awesome. You're like a cool mom, not boring." 
 
    "Huh," Polly said. "That's what Elijah told me, too. Thank you." 
 
    "You and Henry should totally go out tonight. Don't let this go to waste." 
 
    "It's not going anywhere. He won't get home until late." 
 
    "That stinks. Maybe you shouldn't eat until he gets home. The Alehouse will be open late. Make him take you." 
 
    "We're really not that interested in going out just to go out," Polly said. "It will be fine." 
 
    "It's not fine. He's working too hard." Then her eyes lit up. "Oh, that's what Andrew texted me about. He says that Reuben Green is looking for part time help at the art studio. Can I run up there and talk to him?" 
 
    Polly stepped back. She knew this was coming, but suddenly it felt too soon. She tried to cover. "Okay. Do you want a ride?" 
 
    "Would you go in with me? Mr. Greene knows you. You'd tell him good things, wouldn't you?" 
 
    The last thing she wanted was for Reuben to hire Rebecca because of his relationship with Polly. "Why isn't Andrew applying for the job?" 
 
    Rebecca shrugged. "I don't know. He just told me about it. He's working in the bakery this week, helping his mom. The sign just went up. Can we go now before someone else sees it?" 
 
    "A couple of things before you get all crazy," Polly said. "First, you need to change into something more professional than those jeans and that sweatshirt. Take a few minutes to look nice. A skirt for sure. Secondly, you need to consider how many hours you can work for Reuben. You're busy at school." 
 
    "I don't have to be. I just like to be," Rebecca protested. "There will be that week before the musical, but otherwise I could be home more often. If I talk to Beryl about changing our time, I could work all day on Saturdays. On Thursdays, I could work until choir practice. The stores close by then, anyway." 
 
    "What if he's looking for someone to work during the school days?" 
 
    Rebecca slumped. "You're right. It's probably not for me. Forget I brought it up." 
 
    Polly took her arm. "Oh no you don't. Don't give up. You need to come up with answers. You need to think through things before you walk in because I don't want you to be thrown by these questions in public." 
 
    "You'd let me work there?" 
 
    "It would be a great place for you to work, but there are responsibilities that come with working for someone else. You can't sleep late on Saturdays." 
 
    Rebecca groaned. 
 
    "And you won't be able to just flit off with your friends on a moment's notice. You'll have to plan ahead for trips you take with Beryl to make sure that Reuben is okay with you being gone. The life of a working girl isn't a picnic. I'm ready for you to take on this responsibility, but you need to be aware of the pitfalls." 
 
    "So, what you're telling me is that growing up stinks." 
 
    Polly laughed. "Sometimes it does. Run upstairs and change your clothes. I'll tell Cat that we're going to be gone for a while. Maybe we'll get lunch while we're out." 
 
    "You're the best, coolest mom ever," Rebecca said, throwing her arms around Polly. "I need to tell Cilla. We talked about wandering around town to see what kind of jobs would be available this summer. Oh, and I need to call Kayla. She was going to come over." 
 
    "We can pick them up after you speak with Reuben. He might not be ready to interview you today. This just might be a chance for you to fill out an application." 
 
    Rebecca nodded. "I'll be right back." 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Polly pulled up in front of Green Space. While the inside of the space was rustic, with hard wood floors, rough brick walls, and dropped lighting, he'd also wired in additional lights along the walls where several of Beryl Watson's prints had been hung. They'd made contact with a local potter and two fiber artists, one who wove beautiful tapestries and another whose string art seemed to float in mid-air. Several of Reuben’s smaller pieces were on display, but there was room for a great deal more. Now it was just a matter of finding the artists. He knew that once his studio was open full-time, the art would come. 
 
    Rebecca took a deep breath. "I've never done anything like this before." 
 
    "You look fantastic," Polly said. "Very professional. Be honest about the hours you’re available. Don't try to make him happy by exaggerating things. You don't want to disappoint him. Don’t undersell yourself either. Be realistic; be honest." 
 
    "He's not going to ask me for a resume, is he?" 
 
    "I don't know," Polly said with a slight shrug. "If he does, tell him that we will pull one together and send it via email by tomorrow afternoon. How does that sound?" 
 
    Rebecca nodded. "Are you coming in with me?" 
 
    Polly smiled and put her hand on the girl's knee. "You don't really want me to, do you?" 
 
    "Yes? No?" Rebecca laughed uncomfortably. "No. I get it. I have to do this by myself. Maybe I don't want a job." 
 
    "Maybe this will be the easiest job application you're ever going to do," Polly said. "Go on in. I'll be at the coffee shop waiting for you. If it's good news, we'll celebrate with something fun. If it's no news, we'll commiserate with something fun. If it's bad news, I'll get you drunk." 
 
    Rebecca looked at her in shock. 
 
    "There. That got your mind off your fear. Go on," Polly said. "You'll be great." She watched her daughter get out of the car and gather herself together before striding up to the front door, her head held high. Polly let out a huge sigh. This was only the beginning and she wasn't ready. As she watched, Reuben came up to Rebecca. He looked out at Polly when Rebecca extended her hand, then gave a quick nod and smiled, drawing Rebecca further into the shop. Whatever happened, he'd be the best first interview Rebecca could possibly have.  
 
    She blinked back a few tears, got out of her car, hesitated in front of the shop, then walked down the sidewalk toward Sweet Beans. Before she got there, she cut into the quilt shop. She was too nervous to sit still. Pacing through bolts of fabric and wonderful creative ideas would calm her nerves. 
 
    "Polly," Jen Dykstra said. "How are you this morning?" 
 
    "I'm good. I just need a distraction." 
 
    "Is something wrong?" 
 
    Polly chuckled. "Rebecca is applying for a job at Reuben Greene’s gallery. It's her first time and I want it to go well." 
 
    "Those kids are looking for jobs now?" Jen asked. "How did they get to be that age? If you know any that want a job this summer, I'll be hiring. I'd love to get one or two kids on the payroll who could put in some part time throughout the school year. There is always something to do and I need more help. I'm not ready to bring on full-time employees, but wouldn't it be wonderful to teach more kids to love sewing?" 
 
    "That fabric addiction is a killer, though," Polly said. "I haven't had much time to get back to sewing, but I'm feeling it in my bones. You did a bad, bad thing to me." 
 
    "We're proud of ourselves for promoting fabric addictions," Jen said. "Is there something that you'd like to work on? What about some soft books for that little girl of yours?" 
 
    Polly shook her head. "She has a few, but she’s into real books now. Do you think I could make her a doll?" 
 
    "Like a rag doll?" 
 
    "Yeah. She loves her baby doll, but I think she'd love something that I made." 
 
    "We have some wonderful patterns over here." Jen beckoned Polly across the room. 
 
    Polly idly flipped through the patterns and landed on a book that had several different rag doll patterns. She kept looking up and out the window, hoping she wouldn't miss Rebecca walking past.  
 
    A bolt of soft, cuddly fabric in light pink caught her eye and she fondled it before catching herself. "I'm sorry. I'm not paying attention." 
 
    "It's cute," Jen said. "And by the way, so is that hair. When did you do that?" 
 
    "Just this morning." Polly moved her head back and forth. "I'm still trying to get used to it. Do you remember the first time you ever put lipstick on?" 
 
    Jen laughed out loud. "I don't wear it often enough that even now when I do, I talk funny because it feels like my lips are sticking way out." 
 
    "That's how I feel about my head today," Polly said with a laugh. "I'm holding myself at odd angles because my hair isn't lying where it usually sits on my shoulders. And it's all light and fluffy. I'm sure that after a couple of days, I'll be back to normal, but this is weird." 
 
    "Did you go to that new salon?" 
 
    "Mina's. Yes. She's wonderful." 
 
    "They're moving out to Alden's Corner, right? Isn't that where you found that poor man’s body last week?" 
 
    Polly nodded. "The investigation has slowed things down for her, but they'll get there." 
 
    "Do the police know anything yet? I heard some of the ladies talking about that man. Keenan Baxter, right? Anyway, they said that they heard it was a husband of one of his girlfriends." 
 
    "Really," Polly said. "I hadn't heard that one." 
 
    Jen grinned. "I do hear a lot of gossip. Evidently, that man had many, many girlfriends. I can only imagine what would have happened to Bellingwood if he'd started through the single women up here." 
 
    "Henry really liked him," Polly said. "That morning we were meeting the man for lunch so I could meet him before Henry offered him a job." 
 
    "That's the thing," Jen said. "The gossip is that he was really friendly with men, too. Had a lot of good buddies. Nobody hated the guy, well, except for the husbands. But if their wives were out messing around, it's not like that was this Baxter guy's fault. He was just living his life, right?" 
 
    "I guess." 
 
    "Oh, listen to me. I'm as bad as my gossiping customers. I apologize. Did you want to buy that book? I can put it at the counter while you look around." 
 
    "What is this stuff?" Polly asked, fondling the pink plush fabric. 
 
    "It's called minky. It makes wonderful blankets for little girls." 
 
    "Could I sew it?" 
 
    "Of course. I'd put something complementary on the back and then you'll have a warm blanket that will last a long time." 
 
    "Maybe I should wait." 
 
    Jen stood still, waiting for Polly to decide. 
 
    "You aren't going to push me?" 
 
    "I don’t need to," Jen said with a laugh. "You’re doing all the work for me. You can’t walk away from it. Your hands haven't quit fondling the fabric since you saw it." 
 
    "You are so mean to me." 
 
    "It's my best thing." 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
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    Once she finished spending more than she’d expected in the quilt shop, Polly walked next door to Sweet Beans. She hoped the conversation with Reuben Greene was a good one. There was every probability that he might not be able to use Rebecca, especially since her available hours were limited until after school was out.  
 
    She waved at Camille and headed for the front counter. 
 
    "Hey, Polly. I heard you were in here already this morning. And look at your hair. It’s beautiful." 
 
    Polly put her hand on her head. "Thank you. Yeah, I stopped in for something fun to take to the salon with me.  Met your new barista, Josie? Is that right?" 
 
    Camille nodded. "She works from open until ten thirty. Her husband is picking up temporary work these days, so she needs to get home and take care of their children." 
 
    Polly stepped back in surprise. "Children? Plural? She looks like she’s in high school. How does she even have one child?" 
 
    "She's in her late twenties," Camille replied. "They have two little cuties. A four-year-old boy and a little girl who just turned two. I hope her husband can find a job. Those two have had a rough run of it with this move to Bellingwood." 
 
    "I heard about that. She mentioned something earlier." 
 
    Camille frowned. "She what?" 
 
    "No, it wasn't like she was sharing too much. I don't even remember how it came up, but I was the one asking questions." Polly grinned. "Who can resist my interrogating ways? But look at you, hiring an experienced barista." 
 
    "You have no idea how nice it was to bring her on board. She understands the equipment, already knows how to connect with people, has experience with food service, and she isn't afraid of staying busy with cleaning and re-stocking if there are no customers. I want to hire her full-time, but until they get their world figured out, I'll take what I can get." 
 
    "If he gets a full-time job will that mess with her working here?" 
 
    "I don't know. She said that they used daycare when they were in Iowa City. At least a couple of days a week so she could keep working. We'll see. What are you doing in here again today?" 
 
    "Waiting for Rebecca. She applied for a job with Reuben Greene." 
 
    "At the studio? I heard Andrew mention that Mr. Greene posted a ‘Help Wanted’ sign. If she doesn't get a job with him, she could work here this summer. Several of our college students will leave and we'll be looking for help." 
 
    "I'll tell her. She has plenty of friends who are going to want jobs so they can drive their cars." 
 
    "They’re sixteen," Camille said with a knowing smile. "That's what's going on. It all makes sense now. I wondered why Andrew was so keen to help his mother this week. And speaking of, there's Rebecca now." 
 
    Polly turned to see her daughter come in, the bell on the door jangling as she pushed it open. She looked closely to see what the mood might be, but Rebecca was giving nothing away. She solemnly walked toward them and stopped beside Polly. "Are we eating lunch here?" 
 
    "Is that what you'd like?" 
 
    "It doesn't matter." 
 
    That wasn't helpful at all. Polly had no idea where to go with the conversation. So, she just pushed ahead. "How was your conversation with Mr. Greene?" 
 
    "It was very nice," Rebecca said, looking up at the menu while avoiding Polly's eyes. 
 
    "Did you talk about the cost of sending cows to the moon?" 
 
    Rebecca nodded. "It came up. We decided it wasn't worth it quite yet. The technology isn't available." 
 
    "And what did he think about your hot pink and green teeth?" 
 
    "He thought it might just be a fad. Probably not something that will last long into the future." 
 
    Camille cackled. "You two. Stop it. You're killing me. Rebecca, did you get a job?" 
 
    Rebecca shrugged and turned to look at Polly. "I don't know. Did I?" 
 
    "Since you're being such a brat, I'm going to conclude that yes, in fact, you did get a job." 
 
    "I did," Rebecca said, grabbing Polly into a hug. "I was so nervous. And I told him that he shouldn't feel like he needed to hire me because I was your daughter. Was that okay?" 
 
    "Of course it was." 
 
    "We talked about art and the different ways that people perceive it when they want to purchase things. He spoke to me like I was an adult. We had the best conversation. I want to work there every day." 
 
    "But you won't," Polly said. "Because you have to go to school and finish your high school education." 
 
    "What a drag. I feel so energized and excited. Kind of like I used to when I first started with Beryl. Everything is so interesting." 
 
    "I wouldn't tell her that." 
 
    Rebecca gave her head a quick shake. "She's still interesting and we have the best conversations, but we do it like friends. Mr. Greene treated me more like a colleague today. I don't know how to explain it. I was afraid that he was going to ask me deep questions about art and expect me to have answers. That's why I wanted to get it over with right away. If I had time to think about it, I was going to panic. But he didn't try to trip me up with off-the-wall questions; he talked to me. He just talked to me." 
 
    "That means a celebratory lunch. Do you want to eat here or go somewhere else?" 
 
    "Is Andrew in the back?" Rebecca asked Camille. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    "Would you mind if I went back to tell him that I got the job?" 
 
    Camille pointed and Rebecca ran around the counter to the back room. 
 
    "They really aren't dating," Polly said in exasperation. "At least she swears they aren't. But I don't know if those two will ever be able to live without each other." 
 
    "Best friends have a tendency to count on the other one whether it's good news or bad news." 
 
    "They have been that for a very long time," Polly said. "I’m glad they’re finally moving past some of the ugliness from the breakup. It will never be easy, but this is easier to live with. I'm getting hungry. Wonder how long this will take." She smiled. "I'll be back." 
 
    Camille was chuckling as Polly walked around the counter to the bakery. 
 
    "Hello?" she called out. 
 
    Shelly Nelson came out into the hallway at Polly's voice. She looked so much better than the day they'd picked her up off the street in Boone. Was that really a year ago? It had been so cold that day. Now, she was healthy and happy, much less fearful and finding her own way in the world. 
 
    "Hey, Polly." 
 
    "Shelly, how are you?" 
 
    The girl smiled. "Doing okay. I have a favor to ask." 
 
    "What can I do?" 
 
    "I will be done with my high school equivalency in July." 
 
    "Oh, Shelly, I'm so proud of you. That's wonderful." 
 
    "Thank you. It's been a long year. Marta has been amazing. She won't let me quit. But anyway, I was wondering if …" Shelly let out a resigned breath. "I don't know how to ask this. Daddy said we could go to a restaurant in Boone, but …" 
 
    "Do you want to have a graduation party?" Polly asked. She knew exactly how hard it was to ask someone for things, hoping they would understand. 
 
    "Yeah. We could do it here, maybe. Do you ever rent this out after hours?" 
 
    "We could," Polly said with a nod. "How many people are you expecting?" 
 
    "Just, like, the people who work here, my dad, my brothers and their families, and you and your family. That's why I want it around Bellingwood, so I can say thank you to everybody who helped me get this far." 
 
    "What if we had a party at the Bell House?" 
 
    Tears came to Shelly's eyes. "That's where I wanted to have it, but I didn't know how to ask. You guys did so much for me already. It feels weird to ask you to do one more thing." 
 
    "Tell you what. Ask your father if it would be okay, then the three of us should talk about a date that works. We can use the grill and help you decide what kind of side dishes you want to serve. If you and your father want to figure out the food and decorations …" 
 
    "There won't be any decorations," Shelly said. "I don't want to make a big deal out of it. It's just a time to say thank you and to celebrate that I’ve come this far." She blinked back tears. "When I was in that basement, I wondered about my future. Graduating from high school wasn’t even something I dreamed about. There was no way I’d get to do that." 
 
    "You made this happen, Shelly," Polly said. "I would love to invite you all to the Bell House. We love you and we are all so proud of you. As long as this is what you and your father want to do, the rest is easy." 
 
    Shelly pulled her into a hug. "Thank you, Polly." Her voice dropped to a whisper. "You saved my life. I owe you everything." 
 
    "You're paying me back by moving forward, honey," Polly said. "Someday you’ll change the life of another person who needs it and that will be an amazing gift to me." 
 
    Sylvie came out and put her hand on Shelly's back. "Did she tell you the good news?" 
 
    "About being finished in a few months?" 
 
    Sylvie frowned at Shelly. "No, though that's great, too. The other good news." 
 
    Shelly lit up. "Oh. Contingent on me completing my equivalency, I'm accepted this fall to the nursing program in Boone. I'm really doing it." 
 
    This time Polly couldn't help herself and hugged Shelly. Then she stepped back. "This is such great news. All of it. We're going to have a heck of a party in July." 
 
    "Thank you, Polly." Shelly turned to go back into the bakery, embarrassed at the attention. "I'll check on those loaves of bread." 
 
    Sylvie nodded. "She's worked hard to get here. It's been a tough year, but you should be proud." 
 
    "I am," Polly said. "Shelly has done all of this work on her own, though. Did you hear Rebecca's news? I need to thank Andrew for letting her know about that job." 
 
    "Look at them," Sylvie said. The two kids were talking animatedly, though in low enough tones that their words couldn't be heard. Both of them were smiling and laughing. "It's like last year didn't happen." 
 
    "Except it did. I'm glad for that, though. At least they’ve discovered they can still be friends, no matter how much bad stuff they go through." 
 
    "What's up with your new hairdo?" Sylvie asked, popping Polly's hair up from her shoulder. "That's some pretty fancy stuff." 
 
    "Good fancy or weird fancy?" 
 
    "It's nice. I like it. Has Henry seen it yet?" 
 
    "Not yet. I hope he likes it." 
 
    "He will. You're beautiful. This is kind of radical, though. People are going to think you're eighteen again." 
 
    "I doubt it," Polly said. "But thanks." 
 
    "Eliseo says they're hiring a new custodian at Sycamore House. He likes the guy." 
 
    "So do I. It will be good to get him some extra help." 
 
    Sylvie glanced into the bakery. "I wish Andrew had the time to work with him at the barn. Not that my boy would enjoy it, but Eliseo would be good for him. I'm so grateful that Jason learned how to work alongside Eliseo. It changed everything for him." 
 
    "How's Andrew doing with his writing program at the university? I haven't heard him say much." 
 
    "That's because he's working all the time. He loves it and has met some interesting people online. They make him think outside the box and I believe it's really helping him focus." She shook her head. "Both he and Rebecca are going to have a hard time because of their passions." 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "Jason fell in love with your horses and was able to turn that into a job with Elva. Once he’s through the vet tech program, he can go anywhere and do anything with his degree. Andrew and Rebecca don't have solid career paths that come from the arts. At least not obvious career paths. If they want to be artists, they'll have to work hard to not only create their art or write their stories, but then to promote themselves. I see why parents want their kids to have real jobs to fall back on. I'm trying to not be that parent, but it isn't easy. Is Andrew going to be a struggling writer for the rest of his life?" 
 
    Polly chuckled. "I think it's become easier now that there are new online avenues for authors and artists." 
 
    "Yeah, that's just what I need. Andrew becoming a big YouTube star and bringing out the crazies." 
 
    "You're kidding, right?" 
 
    "Kinda." Sylvie shook her head. "Oh well, I can’t fret over this today. He has two years of high school, four years of college, and who knows, maybe grad school. Then, we can worry about what he does with his life. Before that, though, my boy needs to earn enough money to not be a leech." 
 
    "Sylvie," Polly scolded. 
 
    "I'm not stressing about this. I'm not stressing about this." 
 
    "Stressing about what?" Andrew asked as he walked with Rebecca out to the hallway.  
 
    "Life. Have you finished unloading the shipment that came in?" Sylvie asked him. 
 
    He nodded. "On it. Congratulations, Rebecca. Talk to you later?" 
 
    "Yeah. See ya." She turned to Sylvie. "Thanks for letting me tell him about the job." 
 
    "Congratulations. When do you start?" 
 
    "Mr. Greene said I could come in tomorrow at ten. Maybe just for four hours. And then another four hours on Friday and again on Saturday. Once I'm comfortable being in the store by myself, he said that means he can get out and find more artists that will use the gallery to show their work. This is going to be fun." 
 
    "That's terrific," Sylvie said.  
 
    "We'll see you later." Polly steered Rebecca back down the hallway. "Lunch here or somewhere else?" 
 
    Rebecca eyed the menu board. "Since we're celebrating, will you let me have an iced caramel latte?" 
 
    Polly coughed. "When did you start drinking coffee?" 
 
    With a side-eye glance, Rebecca said, "Cilla and I might get a coffee every once in a while in Boone when we go downtown between school and rehearsals." 
 
    "I see. And you like the stuff?" 
 
    "It took a few times to get used to it, but I do now. It's the same thing as drinking pop." 
 
    "We don't have pop at home either." 
 
    "When I first started coming to your house, you had Mountain Dew all the time. Now you drink coffee. Why can't I?" 
 
    "Because you are still developing." 
 
    Rebecca glanced down at her chest. "You mean I'm not done getting boobs yet?" 
 
    Polly nearly choked. "I meant your brain is still developing. As for the rest of your body, I don't know enough about your family history to say." 
 
    "Well, so can I?" 
 
    "This is one of those things I'm not going to handle well," Polly said. "It makes me want to ask how many other things you've tried and haven't told me about." 
 
    "You don't want to know." 
 
    "I probably don't, but I should." Polly grinned at her. "Maybe it's time for me and Andrea to sit down with you girls and discuss the ins and outs of becoming an adult. We can talk about our expectations and explain how we plan to enforce those." 
 
    "You wouldn't." 
 
    Polly sighed. "You know, it's funny. When your closest friends were Kayla and Andrew, the only time I worried was when you and Andrew were alone. I knew Kayla would never set you up to do things where you had to question if I’d approve. Cilla has her own ideas of right and wrong and while I trust the two of you completely, you are both creative and independent enough to explore ideas and try things that make me nervous." 
 
    "Really? Like coffee?" 
 
    "No. There are worse things than coffee out there." 
 
    "I can have one?" 
 
    Polly realized that one coffee was no worse than those energy drinks advertised to kids. This was killing her. She took a deep breath. "No. Not today." 
 
    "Why not? That's not fair. We're celebrating." 
 
    "Honey, I don't believe it's right for you to be drinking that much caffeine at this age. If you feel that you must sneak one when I'm not around, I can't stop you. But I can still wrest a little control back when you’re in my space." 
 
    "Fine," Rebecca snapped. "We might as well go home. I don't feel much like celebrating." She stalked toward the front door. 
 
    Polly ran to catch up to her and snagged her arm. "Are you kidding me? You want to sulk because I won't let you drink coffee in front of me?" 
 
    "When are you going to believe that I'm no longer a kid?" Rebecca asked, yanking her arm away from Polly. She walked outside and headed for the car. 
 
    "Honestly. When you stop throwing tantrums because you don't get your way," Polly said, striding to keep up. 
 
    "This isn't a tantrum." 
 
    "Call it what you will," Polly said. "But this behavior right here tells me that you aren't old enough, nor mature enough to take responsibility for yourself." 
 
    "Whatever."  
 
    "I'm not driving you home. I want to have lunch, and the kids and Cat have already eaten. I'm going back inside the coffee shop and order a sandwich. If you'd like to join me, I will buy your lunch. If you'd prefer to go home, you can walk. I’ll call Cat to let her know that you're on your way. If you aren't there in a reasonable amount of time, I'll come looking for you and there will be an entirely new set of consequences you'll deal with." 
 
    Rebecca walked down the street and Polly turned to go back to the coffee shop. She took a deep breath so she could smile at Gia, who had come down from the salon. Just set it aside, Polly. She thought to herself. Set it aside. 
 
    "Hi there, Gia. How are you?" 
 
    "Okay." Gia looked away. 
 
    "Are you going in for lunch?" 
 
    The girl nodded and allowed Polly to open the door. She appeared to be uncomfortable as they walked together toward the front of the shop.  
 
    About halfway there, Gia stopped and spun on Polly. "Would you leave me alone?" 
 
    Polly snapped her head back. "What?" 
 
    "You’re following me everywhere." 
 
    "I'm sorry," Polly said. "I was just walking beside you. I didn't mean for it to feel as if I was following you." 
 
    "No, I mean, you are everywhere. I didn't do it." 
 
    "Didn't do what?" 
 
    The girl's voice dropped to a low whisper. "I didn't kill him." 
 
    Polly's mouth dropped open. "Kill who?" she whispered. She took Gia's arm and, finding the least populated spot, took her toward a booth where no one could hear them. "Kill who?" 
 
    Gia looked frantically around, her eyes darting from person to person. "I know you suspect me. I didn't do it. I swear." 
 
    "Are you talking about Mr. Baxter?" 
 
    "Yes. Who else would I be talking about? I know that Nonni told you she gave me a key to the new place. Just because I had it, doesn't mean I wanted to kill him." 
 
    "Why would you kill Keenan Baxter?" 
 
    Gia's agitation had grown. She began breathing faster as Polly pushed her into the booth, then sat down across from her.  
 
    Polly closed her eyes to think. There had been something odd about a couple of things the girl had said earlier at the salon. She thought through the conversation and it hit her.  
 
    "Which was it? Were you busy or sick yesterday?" 
 
    Gia frowned. "Why?" 
 
    "You told us you had something else going on yesterday and then you told us you were sick. Which was it?" 
 
    "I just didn't want to come in and do your manicure after you found him. There was no way I’d be able to act like nothing happened. I shouldn't have skipped out though. That's when Nonni told you, isn't it?" 
 
    "Nonni did do our manicures," Polly said. "Why did you ask her for the key?" 
 
    Gia dropped her head and loudly breathed in and out through her nose. She looked up, her lips pursed in frustration and she shook her head. "I didn't kill him. I swear it." 
 
    "Do you know who did?" 
 
    "It wasn't me." Gia said as she shook her head. "I wanted to talk to him, but he was dead when I got there. He was just lying on the floor with blood on his head and he wasn't breathing. It was awful. I can't get it out of my mind. But I swear. I didn't kill him." 
 
    "You wanted to talk to Keenan Baxter? Why?" 
 
    "He was my father." 
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    Sliding into the booth beside Polly, Rebecca mouthed "Sorry," at Polly’s questioning look. Then she leaned across the table to Gia. 
 
    "Sorry about your dad, Gia." 
 
    "How do you know they were related?" Polly asked. 
 
    "I'm online. Everyone knows. Bellingwood is a small town." 
 
    Gia shook her head. "That's why I figured you thought I was the killer." 
 
    Rebecca sat straight up and snapped her head to Polly. "You thought Gia killed her own dad?" 
 
    "No," Polly said. "I didn't think anything like that. I had no idea they were related. Gia, when did you move back to Iowa?" 
 
    "Two years ago," Gia said. "My mom’s friend works at the beauty school in Des Moines, so when I started looking for a place to go, she worked it out. Then I found this job in Bellingwood. Mom wasn't happy with me moving up here, but after all these years, I didn't think it would matter. I wasn't ever going to see him." She shook her head. "It isn't like he'd recognize me." 
 
    "Unless you look like your mom when he knew her," Rebecca said. "Do you?" 
 
    "I kinda do, but I wear all this makeup and my hair is way different." Gia said. She was right. Her hair was much different than most everyone else. Green and blond on the top, short blond around the rest of her head.  
 
    "Polly would never let me do that to my hair," Rebecca said, sliding Polly a knowing grin. 
 
    "Mom isn't happy with it either, but that's the thing," Gia said. "Hair grows out. If I want to treat it like a canvas, I should be able to. Now that I'm on my own, I also want to get some tattoos. Since she's not paying for anything anymore, I get to make those decisions. I talked to Mina about learning to do tattoos someday and maybe opening a business inside the salon. There's nothing like that in Bellingwood." 
 
    Polly had nothing to say to any of this. She did, however, feel extraordinarily old. Was she ever that creatively rebellious? The answer was most definitely no. Not that she remembered even considering those things. Her father wouldn't have stood for wild hair or tattoos, but he was the first to admit that people got to live their own lives. As long as they didn’t live under his roof, it wasn’t his business. 
 
    "When did you find out he was your dad?" Polly asked. 
 
    Gia’s eyes grew big. "Mom finally told me who he was a couple of months ago. I couldn’t believe it, but I found him online and asked if he had any kids. Then he messaged me. That was, like, the Saturday before we met. It happened really fast. We were going to meet at a restaurant in Boone, but I didn’t want anyone to see us. Not yet. I told him I worked in Bellingwood and he said that he’d be in town on Monday. I was at work and Nonni told me we should keep it private and meet out at the new salon." 
 
    "I’m sorry you didn’t get a chance to talk to him," Rebecca said. 
 
    "I have to go," Gia said, getting out of the booth. "I just came down to pick up our lunches. When I saw you again, I panicked. I've been doing my best to avoid you, but Mina told me I had to show up this morning, no matter how sick I was." 
 
    "But you aren't sick," Rebecca said. 
 
    "I know." Gia turned and headed to the front counter. 
 
    "What was that about?" Rebecca asked. 
 
    "You know as much as I do. Why aren't you on your way home?" 
 
    "Because I'm an idiot. I was just making it worse for myself by walking away. Sorry about that." 
 
    Polly looked at her. 
 
    "Okay, I'm sorry I sulked and pouted. That was dumb of me. I still don't understand, but I shouldn't have stalked off." 
 
    "Here's the deal," Polly said. "I don't believe that an addiction to caffeine is good for someone your age. You are still young. You need your sleep, and you need to focus on your day without additional chemicals flowing through your bloodstream. When you get to college, just like Gia's mom, I won’t be able to stop you from making your own choices about what you do to your body. You’ll have to decide for yourself." 
 
    "But you drink coffee all the time." 
 
    "An adult brain is much different than the brain of someone your age," Polly said. "You're right. I probably drink too much coffee. But this isn't a goose and gander situation. It's not even apples and oranges." 
 
    "You're weird." 
 
    Polly grinned. "That may well be. Tell me that you really like the taste of coffee." 
 
    "It's fun to drink it with all of the fun flavors, but coffee is kind of bitter." 
 
    "So a chocolate shake with caramel would be just as good?" 
 
    "Can I have one of those?" 
 
    "I suppose. See, you don't even like coffee. You like the fluffy fun flavors. Would you drink black coffee?" 
 
    Rebecca turned up her nose. "I don't think so." 
 
    "Exactly. Here's what I think. You and Cilla thought it would be fun to sneak in something that neither Andrea or I would approve of. Would you have felt the need to have this discussion with me had the two of you had chocolate caramel milkshakes?" 
 
    "Probably not." Rebecca looked away. "I'm never going to get away with anything, am I?" 
 
    "Not if you keep telling me about it," Polly said, laughing. "Here’s the deal. I'm not going to start letting you drink coffee drinks in front of me. Not yet. When you turn eighteen, I won't stop you. If your brain hasn't developed enough by that point to handle a caffeine addiction, well, college is going to be rough." 
 
    "Are you going to tell Cilla's mom?" 
 
    "It will probably come up. I won't intentionally try to get Cilla in trouble, but we do talk about things and this is one of those stories that makes me laugh and cringe all at the same time. Now, before we embroil ourselves in something else entirely, what would you like to do about lunch?" 
 
    They watched Gia leave, carrying a box filled with small sacks. 
 
    "Do you think she knows anything about her father's death?" Rebecca asked. 
 
    "Maybe." Polly took out her phone. "Maybe not. But I do know that she needs to talk to Tab." 
 
    "You're calling the cops on her?" 
 
    "I'm calling my friend, Tab, who is in charge of this investigation. Gia met her father at the salon out at Alden's corner. Well, she didn't meet him, but she did see him there … dead. I didn't want to press her because that would have been awful, but it doesn’t sound like he was wrapped in plastic when she found him there. Those are questions Tab can ask. The thing is, Gia’s also not running away now that she’s talked to me." 
 
    "That means she didn't do it." 
 
    "You'd think so. Gia doesn't strike me as a sociopath. If she’s the killer, I don't see her confronting me about his death, admitting she saw him, then picking up lunch and taking it back to the salon." 
 
    "Polly?" They heard Tab's voice on the phone in Polly's hand. 
 
    "Hey there. Have you gotten anywhere with Keenan Baxter's death?" 
 
    "Not really. I suppose you're about to tell me that you uncovered the key to the mystery." 
 
    "You need to speak with Gia Monroe at Mina Dendrade's salon. She's his daughter." 
 
    "No way. Everyone we've spoken with knows his family left when the kids were young. We don't even know what his ex-wife's last name is yet or where she ended up." 
 
    "Did you speak with Scott Luther?" Polly waited as she heard Tab flip through the little notebook she carried. 
 
    "A few days ago. He gave us most of the information about Baxter's family. Those two were friends. He also said something about an interview at Sycamore House. Are you hiring him?" 
 
    Polly smiled. "He seems like a good guy and Eliseo needs the additional help. Okay. That's all I have right now." 
 
    "How did you know about this Gia girl?" 
 
    "Had my hair done this morning. She got worried that I thought she killed him." 
 
    "Why would she worry about that?" 
 
    "Because she's his daughter and she was supposed to meet him at the salon out there that morning. He was already dead when she went in." 
 
    "You're just telling me now?" 
 
    "I've only known about it for twenty minutes. I was having a conversation with the girl. As soon as I could, I called you." 
 
    Tab took in a breath. "Okay. Sorry. Thought you had talked to her about it earlier this morning." 
 
    "No. Just now." 
 
    "Thanks. I’ll get up there and have a chat with her. She might know something that she doesn't realize she knows. You don't believe she killed him, do you?" 
 
    "Once you talk to her, you won't either," Polly said. "I just told Rebecca she didn't seem like a sociopath, but who knows." 
 
    "You're dragging your daughter into this investigation?" 
 
    "I'm not investigating anything. Things happen to me and I can't help who is around me when they do." 
 
    Tab chuckled. "Thanks for the call. I'll talk to you later." 
 
    "You have been the hardest woman in the world to find."  
 
    Polly and Rebecca turned at the sound of Beryl Watson's voice. 
 
    Rebecca jumped up from the booth and ran to give her mentor a hug. "You won't believe what happened to me this morning." 
 
    "Did you get a job at Greene Space?" Beryl asked with a wicked grin. 
 
    "How did you know?" 
 
    "I just dropped off two new pieces." 
 
    "Did you take that one in of the eagles flying over the snowy field?" Rebecca asked. 
 
    "That was one of them." 
 
    "It's one of my favorites. What are you doing here?" 
 
    "Coming to visit you and Polly, of course." 
 
    Polly gave her a look of disbelief. "I'm not driving the Suburban, so it isn’t parked outside. There's no way you knew we were in here." 
 
    "Fine, then," Beryl said. "I'm meeting Lydia for lunch. We miss Andy. Have you two finished your lunch?" 
 
    "We haven't started," Rebecca said. "We're going to celebrate my first job. Will you join us?" 
 
    "At least we've finally settled on where we're eating," Polly said, blowing out an audible sigh of relief. "It's been at least a half hour since I started asking her to decide." 
 
    "We don't have to eat here," Beryl announced. "If this is a celebration, we should eat anywhere you'd like. I've heard there are some good restaurants in Kansas City." 
 
    "My hunger pangs would kill me before then," Polly said. She took Rebecca's arm. "Last time I ask. Do you want to eat here?" 
 
    "It's fine." 
 
    "Catch the excitement, Polly," Beryl said, fluttering her hands around. "Can't you feel it? The girl is exuding enthusiasm everywhere." 
 
    Rebecca furled her brow. "That was an alliteration." 
 
    Beryl tapped Rebecca's forehead with her finger. "That's being too smart for your britches." 
 
    "Let's get a table," Polly said. "Lydia will have hot tea, right?" 
 
    "Who knows. She had some big meeting at the church. Every possibility she's going to be all hot and bothered by the time she gets here." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    Beryl chuckled. "I’ll let her tell you. Maybe it all worked out and she didn't have to get involved." 
 
    Just as they sat down, the bell hanging on the front door rang and caught their attention. Lydia stepped in, looked around, and strode over to them. 
 
    "I didn't know we were going to have two more for lunch," she said. "This is great. And look at you, Polly. I love your new hair. When did you do that?" 
 
    "Just this morning," Polly said. 
 
    "Turn around and let me see it." When Polly turned, Lydia went on. "That is just gorgeous. Honey, you are so beautiful, I love that you did this. What do you think, Beryl?" 
 
    Beryl grinned. "You did something to your hair? I didn't notice." 
 
    "Come on," Rebecca protested. "You had to notice." 
 
    Beryl pushed her shoulder against Rebecca. "Ask Polly how many people have commented on her hair today." 
 
    "Countless," Polly said. 
 
    "Now ask Polly how she likes being the center of attention because she changed one thing on her body." 
 
    Rebecca turned to Polly, but before she opened her mouth, Polly laughed. "Beryl, you are my kind of woman. I knew that I'd have to talk about it once I made the choice to go ahead, but you're right. It's intimidating to have everyone stare at me because my hairstyle changed." 
 
    "Better than them staring because you forgot to put pants on this morning," Lydia said. 
 
    "One time," Beryl said. "I forgot my pants one time." 
 
    Rebecca looked at her in shock. "You did not." 
 
    "You're right, dear," Beryl said, patting her on the back. "I did not. Not ever." 
 
    Lydia touched Polly's head, flipping the layers up to see the color. "I think it’s lovely. I wish I had the courage to do something as exquisite as this." 
 
    "Why not?" Rebecca asked. 
 
    "Because I'm an old lady who is expected to be proper." Lydia chuckled. "And because Aaron would have a heart attack. Right there in the kitchen. We don't want that, do we?" 
 
    "I think it would be really cool if you did," Rebecca said. "Your hair is so nice. If you added some reds and blonds to it, it would be gorgeous." 
 
    "Look at my girl, teaching us how to be youngsters again," Beryl said. 
 
    "You need purple and green and electric blue and hot pink," Rebecca said. 
 
    "Don't do that," Lydia pleaded. "Please don't say it out loud. Don't even think it. Beryl is not to be trusted." 
 
    "But hair grows out," Rebecca protested. "Gia was just saying that her wild hair was like her canvas. And she can always change it." 
 
    Lydia tapped Rebecca's arm. "Beryl doesn't need another canvas. She's wild enough without it." 
 
    "Speaking of wild," Polly said. "Do either of you know Agnes Hill?" 
 
    Lydia frowned. "I don't think so. Does she live in Bellingwood?" 
 
    "Yeah. Down by where Rebecca and her mother used to live. She owned a buffet in Boone with her husband and at some point moved up here. I met her the other day when I was out with Cassidy. The woman is a hoot. She doesn't have much for a filter, but she's fun." 
 
    "More fun than me?" Beryl asked. 
 
    "Different fun than you. She's much older, too. Cassidy saw her fall down into some hedges and I ended up pulling her out and taking her to the grocery store." 
 
    "Is that the little old lady that walks around town all the time?" Lydia asked. 
 
    "I suppose. She does walk everywhere." 
 
    "She's kind of grumpy and mean." 
 
    Polly glowered at Lydia. "You're kidding me, right?" 
 
    "No, I'm not. I've tried to ask if she'd like some help, but she just tells me to get lost." 
 
    "Maybe because she doesn't want your help," Beryl said. "Maybe she wants a friend instead. Right, Polly?" 
 
    Polly put up her hands. "I am not getting into that with the two of you, but I'm not surprised that she brushed you off, Lydia. She's independent." 
 
    "If you befriend her now while she's still mobile, maybe she'll let some of us help her when she can't move around so well." 
 
    "Good heavens," Beryl said. "Talk about judgmental. If she's in her eighties and still walking around town on her own, who's to say she won't be mobile right up until the day she walks out in front of a big truck and pow! Right to the moon." 
 
    "I'm just saying that I'm glad Polly is taking the time to be her friend. She needs friends." 
 
    "That's just it," Polly said. "I don't think I'm doing this because she needs a friend. I just love her, and for some reason, she adores Cassidy. The feeling is mutual, too. I want Cassidy to be exposed to many different people and Mrs. Hill is going to be a great addition to her life. This woman is really someone I want to know better, just because she's fun." 
 
    "See," Beryl said. "Sometimes you get a little too know-it-all, Mrs. Take-care-of-the-world." 
 
    "It's been a strange morning," Lydia admitted. "I'm probably not on my A-game. Sorry, Polly. I shouldn't assume anything about you or anyone else in this town. Just about the time you do that, you …" 
 
    Beryl interrupted. "Make an ass out of you and me? Did you have a rough time at your meeting?" 
 
    "It was more tedious than rough. There are so many things we could be doing, but if they require funds or a change in how we presently do things, people get nervous and negative. They talk about how it will upset other church members, so we can't do anything out of the ordinary. The thing is, I believe that most members would choose to make good changes. They'll never hear about the possibilities because a few little old ladies find their way into meetings with the pastor and staff and throw hissy fits until it's too difficult to face them down. Drives me nuts." 
 
    "What were you trying to change this morning?" Polly asked. 
 
    "It wasn't a big thing. A few members offered funds to renovate the lower level of the church. Do a completely new kitchen and eating area. What we have in there is so old, it's barely useable. They want to take on the west wall where we have those big storage lockers. Move all of that out of the church; maybe put up a nice shed out back. That way we can put in additional space for the youth program. I don't think it's going to happen. The church would have to match the funds that were offered for it to happen, and this morning, those stupid little old ladies came up with every reason in the world that we shouldn't move that stuff, that we shouldn't fix the kitchen, that we shouldn't do this or that. It's change and by God, we can't have that." 
 
    "How much more money do they need?" Polly asked. 
 
    "It doesn't matter." 
 
    "What do you mean? As I hear Bill and Henry talk about it, the little old ladies don't have a say in the building itself. That's the Trustees. Has this been taken to that board?" 
 
    "I don't know. This morning we were meeting to discuss possible plans for the kitchen. That's when it all fell apart. Don’t forget, half of these women have husbands on the Board of Trustees." 
 
    "Do you think their husbands are as narrow-minded in their thinking?" Polly asked. 
 
    Lydia shook her head. "I don't know. I'm frustrated and until I can let this go and move on, I can't be creative in how to approach the next steps. Building projects are always trouble in a church. Naysayers come out in force unless there is strong leadership to shut them down. One of the big problems we're seeing here is that older people find it difficult to come to terms with younger generations taking leadership roles. They don't like seeing themselves put out to pasture." 
 
    "Who's putting them out to pasture?" Beryl asked. 
 
    "They do it to themselves, but it's always a struggle." Lydia pointed to the front counter. "I'm starving. Are we eating or are we going to sit here jabbering like little old church ladies?" 
 
    Rebecca hadn't said a word as she watched the entire interplay. Polly would have to talk to her later about keeping this to herself. Lydia was so trusting of Polly and her family, but Rebecca was part of the youth group that would use that additional space. The thing was, Polly and Henry were part of the younger generation taking on more leadership roles in the church. This was prime news for someone like Rebecca. She didn't need to carry it to other kids in town. 
 
    "I knew Lydia was going to be stressed from her meeting," Beryl said. "But I didn't think she'd come in like a wrecking ball on your little celebration." 
 
    "What celebration?" Lydia asked. 
 
    "Rebecca got a job at Greene Space." 
 
    "You did?" Lydia gave the girl a quick hug. "I'm proud of you. That's a perfect place for you to work. Did you talk with Reuben or Judy?" 
 
    "I spoke with Mr. Greene this morning. Andrew told me he’d put up a sign looking for help and I hurried in to apply for the job. I won't have many hours until this summer, but then he said I can work full-time. I'll be sixteen by then, too." 
 
    Beryl laughed. "Do any of you remember when it was exciting to think about working full-time? When you actually wanted to work forty hours because it meant real money?" 
 
    "You work more than forty hours a week," Lydia said. 
 
    "But I have the freedom to come and go when I please. Unless I'm on a deadline. Even then, it's my choice. So, what shall we buy for Rebecca as a congratulations gift today? A pie? Cupcakes? Eel soup?" 
 
    Polly shook her head. What a gift her friends were. Not only to her, but to her entire family. 
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    “Even if they get the funding for the church construction, it won’t happen until I’m out of there,” Rebecca said once she and Polly were in the car.  
 
    “What?” Polly asked. 
 
    “You guys were talking about it at lunch. My friends won’t get to use that space. It’s not like any of us care about old people fighting over money.” 
 
    Polly chuckled. “That may be true, but Lydia doesn’t need to have her words come back to her. Promise you won’t say anything.” 
 
    “I promise, but I’m telling you it just doesn’t matter. They’re going to do what they want to do whether we think it’s a good idea or not. It isn’t like adults ever ask us kids about our opinions. Even if we are the ones who will be taking care of them when their teeth are falling out and their brains are mushy.” 
 
    “You’re horrible,” Polly said with a laugh. She checked her phone. A text from Henry had come in a few minutes ago. 
 
    "Hey, what 'cha doing? You should come up to the B&B. I'm here with a crew putting in the basement walls." 
 
    "Do you want to go up to the B&B?" she asked Rebecca, holding out the phone. 
 
    Rebecca nodded. "That would be great. Let's go." 
 
    "You sure? You look really nice and it's a dirty job site." 
 
    "Everything I’m wearing can be washed," Rebecca said. "Except for my shoes. But I can clean them. I want to see it. I've never watched a house go up from the beginning." 
 
    Polly replied, telling Henry that she and Rebecca were on their way and to wait a few more minutes for them if he could. 
 
    "That was fun with Mrs. Merritt and Beryl," Rebecca said. "They're kind of funny together. Sometimes Mrs. Specek gets on them when they're silly." 
 
    "Don't let her fool you," Polly said. "She can be silly. Imagine being the friend who has had to corral Beryl Watson for most of your life. Those two have been friends since they were kids." 
 
    "That's so weird. Do you think Kayla and I will always be friends?" 
 
    "I hope so, honey, but it will be different than it is now." 
 
    "Well, duh. We'll be adults and have kids of our own and stuff." 
 
    "What if you move to different cities?" 
 
    "You'll always be here." 
 
    Polly laughed out loud. "You're right, there. But you know, Stephanie might not. She could very well go somewhere else once Skylar figures out what he wants to do with his life." 
 
    Rebecca was stricken. "Do you think she'd leave Bellingwood? Really?" 
 
    "I don't know. The future brings changes we can't predict." 
 
    "Cilla's family won't ever leave. Especially since her grandparents live here. Right?" 
 
    "I hope they don't, but you never know." 
 
    "I'm moving back after college." 
 
    "You have to know I'd love that," Polly said. "But I want you to live the biggest and best life you can find. If that means you live in Bellingwood, fantastic. If that means you live in Paris or London, Toronto or Tokyo, then your family will find ways to visit you." 
 
    Rebecca sat back, as if pondering that. "I love traveling, but I don't think I want to live in another country." 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    "I don't know. I'd have to learn the language and then there are cultural differences." 
 
    "You can overcome that. Especially if it was your dream." 
 
    Waving her hands in front of her face, Rebecca groaned. "I am not ready to think about that. I don't even know where I want to go to college. They're going to make me start thinking about that next year. Isn't it enough that I just enjoy high school with my friends?" 
 
    "You, my dear, are being a chicken. Where is my adventurer? Where is the girl who can't wait to charge into the world and make it her own?" 
 
    Rebecca reached over and took Polly's right hand, then linked their fingers together. "I hate to admit something to you." 
 
    "Admit what?" Polly turned on to the gravel road that went past the B&B.  
 
    "Andrew was my courage." 
 
    Gulping as she turned into the driveway, Polly blew out a breath. "That isn't true." 
 
    "Yeah. It is. When we were together, it was like there was nothing we couldn't do as a team. If I had an idea, he helped me figure out how to make it real. If he had an idea, I usually tweaked it a little and then we did something with it. We used to spend hours talking about where we would like to go and the things we wanted to see. We talked about museums and attending big crazy events like Burning Man and Carnival in Brazil." 
 
    "I didn't know that." 
 
    "We laughed because it was never going to happen." 
 
    "You'll meet someone who wants to do those things with you." 
 
    "I already have." 
 
    Polly pulled in beside Henry's truck. "You don't know that for sure. I won’t tell you that Andrew isn't the man of your dreams. He might be. But I’d ask you to keep your eyes open. See if there isn't someone who is interesting and exciting." 
 
    "That's the thing. I look all the time. Justin Waters likes me and you think he’s cute, right?" 
 
    "Absolutely." 
 
    "Compared to Andrew, he's boring. He's cute and he’s nice and I like him a lot, but he doesn't love to read, and he isn't interested in cultural things. He likes cars and sports and hunting. Nothing is wrong with any of that, but it's just not for me." 
 
    "What about Barrett Evans?" 
 
    "He's a good guy, but Polly, he's boring, too. All he ever wants to talk about is the kids at school and what everybody is doing. He's up on everything. But that's all we talk about when we're in the same room. And then Andrew shows up and he's got something witty to say. He knows what's happening in the real world, not just high school world. He has opinions and they're always well thought out even if we don't agree. And that!" Rebecca said, slamming her index finger in the air. "If I disagreed with either Justin or Barrett, they got mad at me and told me that I just didn't understand. When I disagree with Andrew, he might frown, but then he thinks about it and we discuss why we see things differently. We might fight a little bit, but it's not really a fight. It's more like a heated discussion. If we don't see eye to eye, it’s okay. It doesn't mean anything. We're different people. He lets me be different than him."  
 
    Rebecca pointed behind Polly’s head just as Henry tapped on her car window. 
 
    "We'll keep talking about this," Polly said. 
 
    "It's okay. We don't have to. I've been thinking about things lately. When he texted me about that job, it was the coolest thing he could have done. He didn't have to, but he did. That's the kind of person he is." 
 
    Polly squeezed her daughter's knee. "I love you. It's going to be okay. Let's see what they have going on here." She opened the car door and stepped out to Henry staring at her. 
 
    "What did you do?" he asked. 
 
    "I had lunch with Rebecca, Beryl, and Lydia." 
 
    "No. Your hair. When did … What did … Wow." 
 
    She'd forgotten about her hair. 
 
    "It's gorgeous, isn't it," Rebecca said. "You're supposed to jump right to agreeing with me, by the way." 
 
    "No," he said, shaking his head. "I mean. Yes. It's gorgeous. Polly, you look amazing. You always look amazing, but this is … wow." 
 
    "Go ahead," she said. "Touch it." She had watched his hand creep up, then drop back to hang at his side. "It's soft." 
 
    Henry stroked the back of her head. "Is the color going to stay long or is this temporary?" 
 
    "It's temporary, but it will be in there for a while. Then I can do something different or repeat this." 
 
    "This is beautiful. And I love the way it lies on your head. Did Mina do this?" 
 
    Polly smiled. He was the man of her dreams. "Yeah. This morning. I didn't tell anyone because I was scared you would talk me out of it." 
 
    "I'll never talk you out of doing something like this. I'm …" He kept shaking his head in wonder. "Wow." 
 
    "You're the best, Henry," Rebecca said with a laugh. "That's exactly how a man should act when his wife gets her hair done." 
 
    "The ground is pretty beaten up over here," Henry said, still smiling at Polly, "but we have boards down so you can walk. Come on over and see what we have." 
 
    "Will we see rooms?" Rebecca asked. 
 
    "The basement walls are just starting to go up," he replied. "In a couple of weeks, you'll see the upper level framework." He peered at Rebecca's skirt. "Why are you so dressed up? You look very nice, too." 
 
    "But not wow," she said. "I got a job." 
 
    He flashed his eyes to Polly, who shrugged. 
 
    "Where?" 
 
    "At Greene Space. I start tomorrow so he can teach me what to do while I still have time off. I'll work mostly on Saturdays and Thursday evenings. Whenever I know that I can be home early after school, I'll tell him so that we can decide if he's going to be open. Then I'm going to work a lot this summer. I didn't even say anything about being a night person and he told me that he won't ever open before ten o'clock in the morning. That's my kind of a guy. He said that he likes working out here at the forge early in the mornings, so if I feel comfortable, he might let me open the studio. That way he can keep working when he wants to." 
 
    "This was fast," Henry said. Then he stopped. "Congratulations, though. That's terrific." 
 
    "Andrew saw him put up a sign on the front door this morning and sent me a text," Rebecca said. "Polly thought it was a good idea, so we ran up. I didn't even have time to get nervous." 
 
    "Always better that way," Henry said, and stopped in front of the hole that had been greatly expanded after the original house burned down last fall. "Here you go." 
 
    "It's kinda big," Rebecca said. "This house goes forever. It takes up a lot of the yard that used to be on that side." She pointed toward the west side of the lot.  
 
    Many of the old trees that had once been there had been so badly damaged by the fire, that they'd all come down. A nice canopy still separated the lot from the highway, but it was going to take quite a bit of work to replant what had been lost. 
 
    A large group of people were already discussing what types of trees they'd like to plant. Some fast-growing trees would go in immediately, giving them time to grow the others.  
 
    The sycamores they'd planted along the drive at Sycamore House were already so much different than they'd been nearly six years ago. Time did wonders for vegetation. It wouldn't take long for things to return to the lush landscaping that had once been a hallmark of this location. 
 
    "What is what?" Rebecca asked, bending over the open pit as she held on to Henry. "This is just so cool." 
 
    He pointed to the back. "That will be the entertainment room. The bar and mini kitchen will be along that wall." He pointed off to their right. "In the middle will be the stairs leading up and then this front area is still kind of up in the air. Maybe another suite; maybe more entertainment space." 
 
    "Do you have the house design on your tablet?" she asked, looking at Polly who was looking at her phone. "Are we supposed to be somewhere?" 
 
    Polly shook her head. "I worry about Henry's time." 
 
    "Oh," Rebecca said. "Yeah. I'm sorry. You're probably busy. This is way cool." 
 
    Henry had been tapping on his tablet and then held it out to Rebecca. "I have a few minutes. It's okay." 
 
    "So we're standing, like, where the steps up to the front porch will be?" she asked. "That's the dining room?" 
 
    "We’re moving the dining room to the back by the kitchen. Because it’s a B&B, this will be an additional bedroom." 
 
    "Oh," she said. "That's right. I can't wait to see the walls go up." 
 
    He grinned. "It’s one of my favorite parts of the process. Your imagination has fun as you see through the framework." 
 
    "Henry?" One of the men called out to him. "Sorry to bother you." 
 
    "I should get going," he said to Polly and Rebecca. "I'll try to be home for dinner." 
 
    "It's okay." 
 
    "No, with Heath helping this week, I'm doing better than I was. I'll really try." He accepted the tablet back from Rebecca. 
 
    Polly took his hand, squeezed and released it. "I love you. Let me know." 
 
    "Thank you. You are beautiful; and Rebecca, congratulations." Henry climbed down a ladder and headed across the basement floor. 
 
    "I didn't mean to ask him to spend so much time with us," Rebecca said as they picked their way across the yard to the car.  
 
    "It wasn't that long and he wouldn't have invited us to come out if he didn't have it available." 
 
    "You really love him, don't you." 
 
    Polly pulled her seatbelt on and stared at Rebecca. "Yeah. Why do you ask?" 
 
    "It's just cool to see it. Libby's parents don't show very much love at their house. He's always in front of the television and kind of grunts when anybody talks to him. I've never seen him say anything nice to Mrs. Francis, much less do sweet things for her. He wouldn't even have noticed if she got a new hairstyle. I don't want to end up like that." 
 
    "You don't have to," Polly said. "It's a choice every day." 
 
    "You mean there are some days you have to choose whether or not to love Henry?" 
 
    Polly laughed. "No. That isn’t what I mean. But there are days I have to choose to be nice to him. Sometimes I'm just plain grumpy and some days he's really made me angry. That’s when I have to choose whether I'm going to stay angry or if I'll let his apology be enough." 
 
    "Why wouldn't it be enough?" 
 
    "Because I'm angry," Polly said with a chuckle. "I didn't say it made sense. It's the same way you interact with your friends. You choose whether or not you want to keep the relationship healthy."  
 
    They were driving through the north end of town and Rebecca pointed at a house and said, "Like that relationship. I don't like her and have no desire to have any kind of relationship with her." 
 
    "That was Maddy Spotter's house, right?" 
 
    "Yeah. She is just a bit …" Rebecca cut the word off. "I do my best to ignore her, but she's always talking about me. And it's not even behind my back. It's right in front of me, like she wants me to haul off and slap her or something." 
 
    "You'd never," Polly said, a hint of warning. 
 
    "Of course not. But I can still want to when she makes me mad. I just shake my head and do my thing. That's the worst part about sitting in the front row of band. There's no one around me that I can escape to when she decides to get mouthy. So, I just practice my fingerings and try to ignore her." 
 
    "I'm sorry you have to deal with that." 
 
    "Oh well. Would you believe that one day I even thought about just giving her first chair so she'd get off my back?" 
 
    "How long did that last?" 
 
    "About thirty seconds. I realized she'd still be nasty to me and I’d be in second chair." Rebecca took her phone out. "So, you know I saw that Gia's dad was that guy who was killed? I didn't tell you the rest of it." 
 
    "Rest of it?" 
 
    "Her brother is here in Iowa, too. Do you think he could have killed his father? I mean, why would Gia think you suspected her?" 
 
    "Wait. Her brother moved back to Iowa?" 
 
    "Yeah. But I only put it together because I was kind of stalking her." 
 
    "Exactly why were you stalking her?" 
 
    Rebecca let out an annoyed sound. "Just because. It's not that hard. When she didn't show up to do our manicures the other day, I remembered that I'd followed her online, so I went to see what she was doing and then I kind of tracked back through her pages and there was this guy that's been there from like before she moved to Des Moines to go to beauty school." 
 
    "Wow." 
 
    "No, seriously. It isn't that hard to see this stuff. People don't even think about their really old photographs. Then I saw one where they were little kids together. Same name. Same guy." 
 
    "Where does he live?" 
 
    "In Boone. They live together as far as I can tell. I was going to tell you after she left, but then Beryl and Mrs. Merritt came in and then we came out here and then I was talking about Andrew and I just thought of it again." 
 
    "You're as bad as I am when it comes to investigating. What's his name?" 
 
    "Well, he doesn't have the same name as she does." 
 
    Polly frowned. "What?" 
 
    "I know. So, I bet that Mina doesn't know they're related. He does hair, too. His name is Jud Abelo. He's kinda cute, but I think he's gay from everything I've seen." 
 
    "Wow," Polly said. "He looks nothing like Gia. I met him at the coffee shop last week with Nonni and some other girl." 
 
    "I'll bet that's Alayna. I think she lives with them too." 
 
    "Do you know this much about everyone in town?" 
 
    "If they're online and they're kind of interesting, I probably do." 
 
    "And how do you have time to go to this much effort? We restrict your phone usage." 
 
    "It's not like it takes very long. And I can do it while I'm talking to Cilla or Kayla or Libby or anyone. You know you can do more than one thing on your phone at a time." 
 
    "I do. I didn't think you knew." 
 
    "Come on. I'm smarter than that." 
 
    "Yes you are and I don't like it." 
 
    "You can’t change me." 
 
    "Did Jud and Gia talk about their dad's murder?" 
 
    "Not online. They aren't acting like they're brother and sister. I don't know why, I just know that they aren't. I wouldn't have known except that I was flipping through photographs and saw them together and then I added things up and made an assumption. But if you look at them, really look at their faces, you can see the similarities. They’re definitely related." 
 
    "You are good at seeing those types of things," Polly said. "This is all so convoluted. Why are those two kids back in the same area that their mother ran away from all those years ago?" 
 
    "Duh, to find their dad. If I had any way of finding out who my dad was, I'd be all over it." 
 
    Polly pulled up in front of their house, turned off the car and sat back. "You would?" 
 
    "Sometimes I think I want to know. But Mom didn't want me to ask questions. I wouldn't even know where to start." 
 
    Polly had a folder that Sarah Heater had given to her before she'd died. She hadn't spent time looking through it. Sarah had asked her not to show Rebecca until she was eighteen, so it had gotten tucked into a safe deposit box. She'd forgotten it, except for those few moments when she paid the annual fee on her boxes at the bank. Then, as soon as she thought about it, it was gone again. Their lives had been too busy for her to wonder what types of things Sarah wanted Rebecca to know someday.  
 
    "Maybe when you're older, you can do some searching and find him." 
 
    "It's not like it would change anything," Rebecca said. "He had a lot of years to look for us when Mom was still alive." She shrugged. "I'm just curious." She put her hand up. "Don't try to do anything yet, though. I'm really not ready for that. Maybe when I'm settled down and my life is boring, I'll spice it up by investigating my own past." She smiled. "Sometimes I imagine crazy stories about him. You know?" 
 
    "Like what?" 
 
    "Like he's an international spy or maybe he's an assassin who works for the government. Or he's a famous artist and that's where I get my talent from. Or maybe he's a tech magnate and lives in a great big house overlooking the San Francisco bay." She shrugged. "Or he's some schlub who doesn't do anything but mooch off of people." 
 
    "Someday you might be ready to know who he is." 
 
    "But until then I will come up with fun stories." 
 
    "Good idea." 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
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    "Absolute craziness. I can't believe your parents expect you to be there today," Polly said. "You don't have time for this." 
 
    "I'll make time," Henry replied, filling his thermos with coffee. "Second thermos for you?" 
 
    "No way," she said, brushing him away. "You can suffer through homemade coffee, but I'm stopping at Sweet Beans. I'd be glad to pick up breakfast items." 
 
    He shook his head. "I'm sure Mom will have that taken care of." 
 
    Polly reached up and kissed him. "A little more notice would have been nice, but we'll get through it. Hopefully I rounded up enough help last night." 
 
    Mrs. Naylor, who lived next door to Bill and Marie Sturtz had been moved to a nursing home close to her daughter in Southwest Iowa three weeks ago. The family wanted to sell her house but needed it emptied. They'd contacted Marie and asked if she could deal with it, a request that infuriated Henry. How could they just refuse to take responsibility for their mother's home? They'd moved out the few items that she wanted to keep, ransacked her belongings for what they wanted, and left the rest in a mess.  
 
    Yesterday, the daughter had called Marie to tell her that the house needed to be cleared out before the weekend because they were bringing in painters and carpet installers to get it ready to sell by the first of the month.  
 
    Polly would have told the daughter to stick it. Henry wanted to call her back and tell her to find someone else to empty the house, but Marie wasn't having it. The thing was, Henry and Bill had spent years taking care of Mrs. Naylor's home, charging her nothing when they fixed things for her. Marie had looked in on her nearly every day and had been the one to alert the family of the woman's declining health. Even then, they'd taken a long time to move her somewhere safe. Because she cared so much for the woman, Marie considered this her last gift. 
 
    When Marie called Henry yesterday, he'd just gotten home from work and was looking forward to dinner with his family. Even Heath was home for the evening. They were home late, but he'd called Polly early enough that they fed the littlest ones a snack and held dinner. It was nice having everyone in the dining room at the same time.  
 
    After dinner, when they should have been playing with the kids, he and Polly were on the phone, looking for people to help today. Marie had done a quick run through the house. She thought maybe some of it could go to the thrift store and some could go to Simon Gardner's antique shop.  
 
    Henry was off to pull a dumpster from one of his locations and Polly was taking Cassidy to Jessie Locke's apartment to play with Molly. Since it was all hands on deck, the shop would be closed.  
 
    Hayden came tearing down the stairs as Henry hit the back door. "Henry," he called. "Let me go with you. I can help." 
 
    Henry stepped back into the kitchen. "Don't hurry. You can ride over with Polly." 
 
    "No, please. I'm sorry. I meant to be down here in plenty of time, but one of the boys got hold of my phone and turned the sound all the way off. I didn't hear my alarm." He chuckled. "Let me put my shoes on and I'm out of here with you." 
 
    Henry took a breath as Hayden rushed to the porch. 
 
    "It's going to be okay," Polly said. "Maybe you can get us started and then leave to check your other work sites." 
 
    "We'll see. I'm glad you'll be there today. I do need to head to the salon. Ben is pretty sure they're nearly finished." 
 
    Hayden stood back up. "I'm ready to go. Sorry about that." 
 
    "It's all right," Henry said. "I appreciate you helping today." 
 
    "I've had fun with Cat and the boys this week," Hayden said as they walked toward the back door, "but I'm ready to get out of the house and do something with adults." 
 
    Polly shook her head. He had no idea. She took out her phone and opened a call. 
 
    "Hello, Polly," Marie said, sounding a bit breathless. 
 
    "I'm heading to Sweet Beans. Can I pick anything up for you?" 
 
    "I think I have it. I've been baking all morning." 
 
    "You have enough coffee?" 
 
    "I called Jeff last night and went over to pick up one of the big coffee pots. It's already brewing." 
 
    "That was smart." 
 
    "I am so sorry about dragging you and Henry into this. Bill gave me the business last night because I didn't let Henry tell that girl off, but I couldn't. If Mrs. Naylor thought for a minute that she was putting us out, it would break her heart. I can't do that to her. Who knows how much longer she'll even be alive?" 
 
    Polly rolled her eyes. With a little bit of decent health care, the woman could probably live quite a few more years, but that was neither here nor there.  
 
    "No problem. We'll have plenty of help. I'll be there soon." 
 
    "Thank you, Polly. I know you're busy with your family." 
 
    "Marie, I'm glad to help. You do so much for us." 
 
    She went out to Cat's car and looked up at the cloudy sky, hoping it meant nothing more than clouds in the sky. Bellingwood was still quiet at this hour and though she didn't see another car on her way downtown,  there were quite a few in front of the coffee shop. Polly parked in front of Greene Space. She couldn't believe that Rebecca would be working here today. Cat would bring her up on the way to the salon with the boys.  
 
    The amount of chatter and noise in the coffee shop was more than Polly was used to. A group of men had gathered in one corner of the shop. A hand came up to wave at her and she waved back at Sam Gardner and Ralph Bedford who were there with several others around their age. In another section, a group of eight women that she recognized from church were having breakfast, with their Bibles in front of them on the tables.  
 
    Josie gave her a small wave as she approached the counter.  
 
    "Good morning," Polly said. 
 
    "Hi there. Did you get his resume?" 
 
    Polly hadn't had time to get to her email yesterday and now she felt terrible. "I don't even know," she said. "Yesterday spun out of control on me. If he sent it, I'm sure it's in there. I'm so sorry." 
 
    "I just wanted to make sure. He was excited about the opportunity. He can do anything." 
 
    "Camille tells me you have a couple of children." 
 
    Josie's face lit up. "Yeah." 
 
    "Seriously. I thought you were in high school." 
 
    "Everybody says that. I'll be thirty this August." 
 
    "You have the best genetic structure I've ever seen," Polly said with a laugh. "Does your husband look as young as you do?" 
 
    "Nah. He's a normal thirty-year-old. This came from my mom. She looks young, too. What can I get for you this morning?" 
 
    Polly handed over a travel mug. "Dark roast. Some friends and I are clearing out a house for a lady whose kids moved her out of town. I need caffeine." 
 
    "Gavin doesn't work today. Could you use more help around lunchtime? I'll be home by then and he'd come over. That way you could meet him. No pressure, though." 
 
    "Are you sure he wants to do that? He doesn’t know any of us and it’s not going to be a fun job." 
 
    "He's always looking to meet people and he's a hard worker." 
 
    "Do you still have my business card?" 
 
    "It's at home." 
 
    "Tell him to call. If we need help, I'll give him directions." 
 
    "That would be awesome. Thank you." 
 
    "No," Polly said. "Thank you. I'm going back to drag Andrew Donovan out to help." 
 
    "He's not a fan of mornings," Josie said. 
 
    Polly laughed out loud. "That's for sure. But since he's already awake, I'm going to put him to work. I'll be right back." 
 
    "Do you need anything else?" 
 
    "Nope. Just the coffee. Thank you." Polly slipped around the outside of the counter and down the hall to the bakery. "Andrew?" she called out. 
 
    He came out of the bakery door and threw his arms around her. "I'm so glad to be going with you today." 
 
    "What's this? A hug from you?" 
 
    He jumped back, a glint in his eyes. "That was crazy. What was I thinking?" 
 
    "A little tired of working here?" 
 
    "You have no idea. Can you hire me to watch the boys tomorrow? Maybe send Cat and Hayden off to Jamaica or Cancun or something?" 
 
    She pursed her lips. "I could probably use you around the house if you'd like. We have a lot of work to do before Saturday afternoon." 
 
    "Pick me. Pick me," he said, then turned around. "Mom, Polly needs to hire me tomorrow to work at her house. Is that okay?" 
 
    Sylvie came out with a grin. "How hard did he have to beg?" 
 
    "I didn't beg. It's a real thing. Right, Polly?" 
 
    Polly nodded. "The foyer is a wreck and if we're going to be ready for the Foundation reception Saturday afternoon, I do need help." 
 
    "Marta is back. He's released from duty." 
 
    "I promise to pay him," Polly said. 
 
    "Even if you don't, he'll be there. What time is good for you?" 
 
    Polly slid a side-eye to Andrew. "Whenever you get up." 
 
    "So, four-thirty?" Sylvie asked, winking at Polly. 
 
    Andrew whimpered. 
 
    "Either I'll pick him up around nine or I'll send someone after him," Polly said.  
 
    He let out a sigh of relief.  
 
    "Make him work hard today." 
 
    Polly shook her head. "No problem. Thanks for letting me steal him." 
 
    "He's all yours." 
 
    Josie met them at the end of her counter and handed off the coffee mug. "Gavin will call. I just spoke to him and he's glad to help." 
 
    "Perfect. Thank you." Polly led Andrew out of the shop and to Cat's car.  
 
    "Gavin?" 
 
    "Her husband." 
 
    "I know that, but he's coming to help, too?" 
 
    "We'll see. He's with their kids right now. Who knows how long we'll be at this." 
 
    "Do you remember that time we cleaned out the dead guy's house and I found all of that money?" 
 
    "You were so young," Polly said. She waited for him to get in the car. "We were all so young. I don't think I even knew who Rebecca was yet." 
 
    An uncomfortable silence settled in the car. Since Rebecca and Andrew had broken up last summer and then his subsequent idiotic behavior with his father, he and Polly hadn't spent any time together other than when he was taking care of the boys or at the house with Rebecca and her friends. Their relationship was so different now than it had been when he was younger. She missed the easy-going nature of those early days. 
 
    "Can I ask you something?" 
 
    "Sure," Polly said. "What's up?" 
 
    "If I asked Rebecca on a date, would you and Henry be mad?" 
 
    "Huh," she said. "Nothing like getting right to the point." 
 
    "I learned that from you." 
 
    "The two of you are going to be sixteen soon. You have two years left in high school and then you’re off to college, most likely in two different cities. Are you sure you want to try to renew a romantic relationship with Rebecca?" 
 
    "You're probably right. It's just that there isn't anyone else in the world I want to spend time with. Nobody, Polly. Rebecca and I agreed that we would date other people and I tried. I really tried. Other girls are nice, but there's no one like her. She's the only person I've ever met that makes me want to be the best. When I'm with her, I want to, like, do the very best work just so she'll smile at me. It's exciting when we're together because we come up with an idea and then we do things. We write stories and she draws pictures and they all go together. And when we study, she makes things make sense to me because she knows how my brain works. And I do the same thing for her. That brain of hers is so smart. She's always thinking about concepts, not just what other girls are wearing or what boys are thinking. We talk about those things too, but it's like we're exploring the whys and wherefores, not just the reality of what's in front of us." 
 
    Polly wished that Henry could hear these two kids talk about why they wanted to be together. It wasn't about puppy love or lame romantic notions of sweetness and light. They were two people who stirred the best in the other. 
 
    "You're mad now, aren't you," he said. "I won't bring it up again. Sorry." 
 
    "No, I'm not mad. I was thinking about what you said." 
 
    "You were? Really?" 
 
    "Yes, really." She took in a breath and slowed before turning onto Willow Street. This was going to take a minute. "I want you to wait." She pulled into an empty lot and stopped. 
 
    He slumped. 
 
    "No. Listen to me. I'm not saying that you can't ask her out. I'm not saying that you shouldn't be together. But when it comes to the romantic side of your relationship, I want you to hold off for just a little longer. Make sure that you two have fixed everything that fell apart last year. Talk to her about it. All of it." 
 
    "We have." 
 
    "Talk to her again. What would happen if you tried again and it fell apart? Could you repair it?" 
 
    "I doubt it. This year has been rough." 
 
    "I know. Long distance relationships are difficult, and I don't want either of you to give anything up so that you can be together because you're afraid of losing the other one. College is hard enough without you trying to maintain a relationship while living far away from each other." 
 
    "Jason and Mel have to work really, really hard," Andrew said. "He's always worried that she'll meet someone else." 
 
    "And she might." 
 
    "That wouldn't be fair. He's waited all this time for her." 
 
    "It’s tough stuff," Polly said. "You can't expect Mel to sit around and pine after Jason while she's in college. She’s living a big life. It's not fair to ask her to cut that life in half because he's jealous." 
 
    "Okay." 
 
    "Would you be jealous if you found out that Rebecca was in a study group with a bunch of really great guys who thought outside the box like the two of you do?" 
 
    Andrew thought about that. "Probably." 
 
    "Would you want her to give that up and move to your college so that she'd be near you?" 
 
    "If I say yes, that's the wrong answer." 
 
    "Would you give up your dream to be close to her?" 
 
    "Again, it feels like yes is the wrong answer." 
 
    "It is. This is why I want you to wait. Go ahead and be friends. Be best friends. Hold off on the snogging and making out." 
 
    "Snogging? Really?" 
 
    "I like the word. I can't control what you two do in private, especially once you are driving and out of my clutches, but think about your future, not just the passion of the moment. If you want to be with Rebecca for the rest of your life …"  
 
    "I really do," he said. "And I'm not just saying that as a stupid kid. You have to believe me." 
 
    "Then be smart about this. Over the next two years, you might decide to go to the same college. If that happens, Henry and I and your mom will be part of those discussions." She turned to him. "You are much too young to be making lifetime plans with a girl. You aren't even sixteen yet." 
 
    "You're the only person I can talk to about this who doesn't think I'm being dumb." He gave a little shrug. "Okay, you probably think I'm dumb, but at least you won't hold it over my head. I don't know what's going to happen, but I can't talk about what's going on up there. It's like I have all of these thoughts and I can't tell anyone." 
 
    "Are you writing them down?" 
 
    He frowned. "That doesn't sound safe." 
 
    "Don't put them online. Get a journal. Write out what's going on inside of you." 
 
    "What if someone finds them?" 
 
    "What if you re-read them in ten years and discover how far you've come? What if you use these things to tell a young man's story and it becomes a best seller?" 
 
    "Yeah, that'll happen." 
 
    "You never know. Start writing out your thoughts. You never know what they'll inspire, and you never know how calming it might be to get them out of your head and onto paper. My father tried to teach me that, but I'm not very good at it. He always had a notepad beside his bed because if he started thinking about something, he knew it was easier to write it down than let it rattle around keeping him awake. Sometimes all you need to do is put a few words on paper and your brain can relax." 
 
    "You always tell me the best stuff to do," Andrew said. "I have a bunch of blank journals in my room. I never know what to do with them." 
 
    "Start writing." 
 
    "You'd think I should know this." 
 
    "Journaling isn't something that comes naturally, even to writers," Polly said. "Though I'm surprised that you haven't learned that in this program you're taking." 
 
    "Now that you've told me to do it, I'm sure it will come up next week. That's how it always works." 
 
    She drove back out onto the street. "I love you, Andrew Donovan." 
 
    "Yeah, yeah, yeah. If you weren't driving, you'd be hugging." 
 
    "I still have all day, and besides, you started it." 
 
    Polly drove into the parking area of Sturtz Construction and was surprised to find so many vehicles this early in the morning. "We're going to have a good crew today." 
 
    "Mom told Jason that he should come up after he gets his chores done at Elva's this morning. He’ll be here. Eliseo is coming after he puts the horses out. That new guy. What's his name? Scott? He'll be busy at Sycamore House with Jeff. Jeff told Eliseo he could come over here and they'd be fine without him." 
 
    "How do you feel things are going with Eliseo living at your house?" 
 
    "It's no big deal," Andrew said with a shrug. "Mom's happier. It's like she finally has someone who wants her to do things for him. He never complains about her getting all up in his business. And he's fixing things all the time, too. I didn't even realize half the things he keeps fixing were broken, but there it is. He thinks I should learn. Polly, I'm not handy." 
 
    "You can learn," she said with a laugh. 
 
    "I have a bruise on my thigh from where I hit myself with a hammer. All we were doing was tightening up something on the front porch. Next thing I knew, bam, I'd missed the whole banister and hit me instead. Good thing I'm still a weakling." 
 
    Polly laughed out loud. "I love you, Andrew Donovan." 
 
    "You already said that." 
 
    "If you decide you want to be with Rebecca for the rest of your life, you two are either going to have to live in Bellingwood so Heath and Henry can fix your house or you're going to have to figure these things out. She'll beat you if you don't know how to operate basic tools." 
 
    "I vote for living in Bellingwood. We'll need you around to take care of all our children." Andrew threw his door open and jumped out, then bent to peer in at her. "I thought you might hit me." 
 
    "I'm still in shock. I'll take care of the hitting later." 
 
    Polly took a long breath. Grandchildren from Rebecca and Andrew. She definitely wasn't talking to Henry about that. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
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    Nothing less than the jacuzzi tub with its jets on full would relax the muscles she’d used all day. But that wasn’t going to happen. Where had those glorious days of freedom from responsibilities gone? Pre-husband, pre-children, pre-friends that wanted attention.  
 
    Henry hadn't been able to stay long at Mrs. Naylor's house. Before he had the dumpster unloaded, he'd received three calls from subcontractors. Hayden told her later that Henry’s phone had rung over and over from the moment they left the house. 
 
    Even Bill Sturtz had been called away. By Henry. Some kind of emergency work that Bill needed to do in the workshop. He took Doug Shaffer and the two didn't come back until later in the day. 
 
    Eliseo hadn't been able to come over until after lunch and then he hadn't stayed long, but he'd brought Jason, who spent the rest of the day helping.  
 
    When Gavin Riddle called Polly at lunchtime, she'd nearly wept with relief and gave him directions to find the house.  
 
    Polly had ended up in charge of the project. Silly her, showing up thinking that she’d haul stuff to a dumpster and be done. When she realized that no one had a plan, she stepped up. All she knew was that the house needed to be emptied. Nothing would remain. Not an empty box, not a single stick of furniture. Nothing. 
 
    She spent most of the day making rapid decisions about items and sending them on their way. China and other antiques, along with beautiful old dressers and tables were sent off to Simon Gardner, with instructions to let her know if he didn't want things. Boxes of books were hauled to Sweet Beans and boxes of clothing, kitchen items, and other small items were taken to the thrift store. She spent time on the phone with each of those places to let them know what was happening and that if they needed her to clean up after herself, she'd do it next week.  
 
    The dumpster was filled with junk that was in terrible shape or completely useless. She felt awful for letting some things go without taking time to process on them, but there was no time. 
 
    When Marie and her sister-in-law, Betty Mercer, started scrubbing down the kitchen cupboards, Polly had to stop them. There was to be no cleaning today. Only cleaning out. That was hard on those two women, who had probably never had filthy cabinets in their lives. Trash bags filled with outdated and opened grocery goods were hauled out of those cupboards. Anything that could be taken to the food pantry was boxed up and stacked on the front porch for pickup. 
 
    Polly drew the line at appliances. Even though the kitchen appliances were old, she wasn't dealing with them. If Mrs. Naylor's family wanted them gone, they could deal with that on their own. She chuckled when she thought about the number of times Henry and Bill had fixed the old furnace. She was glad she didn't have to deal with that too. 
 
    Justin and Cilla filled Louis Waters' old pickup with paint, cleaners, and other things from the garage and basement. Once Louis and Deb declared the house to be free of anything else, they took off for hazardous waste recycling.  
 
    She felt fortunate to have friends who were willing to dig in and work, then make quick decisions to move junk out of the house. By two o'clock, they'd made a huge dent after two trips to Simon's antique shop and a trip with Bill Sturtz's pickup (formerly Polly's) packed to the gills for the thrift store. 
 
    When Henry got back to them about four thirty, they were nearly finished, and everyone was exhausted. He and Hayden carried a few final pieces of furniture to the dumpster and people trickled away,  exhausted and ready to collapse.  
 
    She was glad that Henry got a chance to meet Gavin Riddle. Gavin hadn't stopped working from the moment he stepped into the house. Polly liked him a lot. Once he walked into a room, he began organizing the cleanup. She hadn't had a chance to talk to him, even though he stayed until they were the last ones at the house. Henry and Gavin walked out together, standing at Henry's truck for a while. Polly considered joining them, but she hurt so bad, all she wanted to do was go home.  
 
    She hadn't expected to walk into a flurry of busyness. Cat and Rebecca were working on dinner. If Polly had been in charge, there’d have been pizza. As it was, they were having a favorite standby — tacos. Not her favorite, but the kids loved them.  
 
    "How was your day?" Polly asked Rebecca, completely forgetting that she’d spent most of her day at Greene Space. 
 
    Rebecca waved the knife she'd been using to cut tomatoes. "I had the best day," she gushed. She came around the island, still waving the knife. "We didn't have very many customers, but Mr. Greene and I talked about, well, everything." 
 
    Polly backed away from her. 
 
    "What?" Then Rebecca giggled as she saw the knife in her hand. "Oops, sorry. I was just telling Cat that he showed me how he lights some of the pieces and how to print up descriptions. We talked about the different artists and I said that we should print up cards with their biographies on them. And then we talked about setting up a Facebook page and asking Nan to put together a website. He's going to call her and make an appointment sometime when I'm available. It's like he cares what I think." She shook her head in excitement. "He said that with my background and my training with Beryl I'm going to be a huge asset. Me! An asset. I don't even know what to think about that. He's looking at some accounting software so we can manage the consignments. He has a salesman coming in tomorrow to show us what it can do." She waved the knife again. "Did you hear what I just said? To show us what it can do. I'm part of his team, Polly." Rebecca looked at the knife, put it down on the counter and then rushed at Polly to hug her. "I couldn't wait to tell you. What if this gallery turns into a big deal and I learn how to curate the art that we sell?" 
 
    Polly held on to her daughter, tears welling at Rebecca's excitement. "I'm so happy for you." 
 
    Rebecca pulled back. "You're a mess. How bad was it? I know that Andrew went. Was Cilla there? I didn't have time all day to text or talk to anyone. Mr. Greene and I just talked and talked." She bit her lip. "He did tell me that he was old-fashioned and didn't like the idea of employees carrying their cell phones. So I’ll leave it in the office. It's the right thing to do and it isn't like I am used to carrying it around with me during the day anyway." 
 
    "There ya go," Polly said. "You'll be more engaged with customers and clients." 
 
    "So, uh, do you think I can get some new clothes before this summer? I want more skirts and maybe some cool boots." 
 
    "We can work on that." 
 
    "Cilla and Kayla and me? I'll have my license." 
 
    "You won't have my credit card without me," Polly said with a laugh. 
 
    "I suppose we could take you," Rebecca said, sending her a giggle and an eyeroll. "Thank you." As she turned back to the veggies, she spun and grinned. "You know what the best part is?" 
 
    "What's that?" 
 
    "He doesn't open until ten o'clock and I don't have to be there until five minutes before. I get to sleep in and have a fabulous job all at the same time." 
 
    "Sometimes lucky just doesn't describe it," Polly said. 
 
    The doors from the foyer burst open and five children rushed in, pushing at each other to get to Polly.  
 
    "Whoa," she said. "What's this?" 
 
    Cassidy clung to her leg. 
 
    "Did you have a good day with Jessie and Molly?" 
 
    The little girl nodded. 
 
    "You won't believe what happened when we were getting our haircuts." Elijah was bursting with excitement. The other three boys bounced on their heels as they all tried to speak at once.  
 
    The words Polly heard over the cacophony were police, Gia, crying, and more police. She put her hand up and turned to Cat. "What happened?" 
 
    "Deputy Hudson came in and took Gia out while we were there." 
 
    "Did Tab arrest her?" Polly asked. 
 
    "I couldn't hear the whole thing. I was standing with JaRon." 
 
    Noah's head was nodding up and down. "I think so." 
 
    "Were there handcuffs?" 
 
    He frowned. "I didn't see any handcuffs, but she was crying a lot. Nonni was cutting Elijah's hair and she walked over to them. When she came back, it was like she was mad." 
 
    "Deputy Hudson didn't say hello to me," Caleb said. 
 
    "Do you think that was because she had a job to do and maybe she knew it would be hard?" Polly asked.  
 
    "I heard two ladies say that Gia killed her dad," Caleb said. "Is that why Deputy Hudson took her away? Because she killed someone?" 
 
    Polly shook her head. "I don't know for sure what is going on. I'm sorry you boys had to see that." 
 
    "It was kind of cool," Elijah said. "But there weren't any guns or tasers and Deputy Hudson didn't have to yell or use a baton or nothing. She just came in and took Gia out." 
 
    "Pretty big day in Bellingwood," Polly said. "But all four of you look great. Nonni does a great job." 
 
    Elijah rubbed the top of his head. "I told her I wanted her to shave me bald this summer. She said I had to ask you." 
 
    "Why do you want to be bald?" 
 
    "So I don't get hot up there. My teacher says that sometimes I think too hard. Maybe my brain will burn right through the top of my head." 
 
    "That's one way to look at it. We'll talk about it after school is out." 
 
    "I won't forget. I want it to be smooth as a baby's bottom." 
 
    "How do you know what a baby's bottom feels like?" Rebecca asked. 
 
    He glared at her. "Is it smooth?" 
 
    "Well, yeah." 
 
    "Just like that." 
 
    Rebecca laughed as she pushed a bowl of cheese to the front of the island. 
 
    "You boys go wash your hands," Polly said. "I'm going to run upstairs and see if I can't get clean." 
 
    Cat turned. "We still have fifteen minutes until things are ready, and it can wait if you need more time. Hayden's upstairs taking a shower. He should be coming down any minute to help the boys set the table." 
 
    "He was my rock today," Polly said. "Wherever I wasn't, he was." 
 
    Cat peered at her. 
 
    "I'm so tired. All I'm saying is that he had my back today. I couldn't have done this without him." 
 
    "Will Henry be here for dinner?" Rebecca asked. 
 
    "I don't know," Polly said. "I suspect so. He was still at Mrs. Naylor’s when I left." She headed for the back steps, Cassidy following along right beside her. "Are you coming with me?" 
 
    The little girl nodded, her brown eyes yearning for attention. 
 
    "Okay, but you have to stay in my bedroom with the dogs while I shower. Got it?" 
 
    Her face lit up and she ran for the steps. 
 
    "If you don't see me in fifteen minutes, send reinforcements," Polly said to Rebecca and Cat. "There's every possibility I fell asleep between the shower and my bedroom door." 
 
    "I can give you a massage later," Rebecca offered. 
 
    "You're much too important now to be doing menial work like that," Polly said and headed for the steps. She smiled at the joy that Rebecca was feeling this evening.  
 
    When she got to her bedroom door, Cassidy was already in Henry's chair, patting the ottoman for Obiwan to join her. Polly pulled sweatpants and a sweatshirt out of her dresser and headed for the bathroom. She closed the door and stood in front the shower, her body aching from all she'd done today. From the minute she arrived at Mrs. Naylor’s house, she'd felt the need to push herself, knowing that they had limited time. She was going to hurt tomorrow. 
 
    While she waited for the shower to warm up, she stripped down and kicked her clothes toward the hamper. There was no way she was bending over to deal with those things tonight. Maybe tomorrow. 
 
    The first sensation of hot water on her back caused Polly to groan in relief. She stood under the spray, willing it to melt her aches and pains away. 
 
    "Polly?" 
 
    She jumped. 
 
    "Henry?" 
 
    "There’s a little girl in my chair. I figured you had to be in here. Want some company?" 
 
    She did, but there wasn't time and besides, there was a little girl in his chair. 
 
    "Well, uhh." 
 
    "It would go faster if we took a shower at the same time." 
 
    "You have to be good." 
 
    He stepped in. "I promise." 
 
    "This feels a little risqué." She pumped soap into her hand and turned him around. "I'll get your back." 
 
    "Only if I can get your front." 
 
    "Stop it," she said. "You promised to be good." 
 
    "I'm such a nice boy. Darn it." 
 
    "How was your day?" 
 
    "Crazy-busy, but the end of it was nice." 
 
    "Seeing me?" 
 
    "Well, yeah, but also talking to that young man. Gavin Riddle? His wife works at the coffee shop, right?" 
 
    "Yes. I have his resume in my email somewhere. I haven't had time to look at it." 
 
    "I want to hire him." 
 
    "Really. You met him once and you want to hire him." 
 
    "What did you think of him? You spent more time with him than I did." 
 
    Polly scrubbed shampoo into her hair and laughed out loud. "Is this as strange as I think it is?" 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Us having a conversation about a potential employee while we're in the shower rushing to get clean before dinner?" She laughed again. "Oh, and there's a four-year-old in the other room, waiting for me to pay attention to her." 
 
    "Man, you take the fun out of things." 
 
    "After dinner I'll bring up his resume," she said. "I liked him. He dug right in. People listened when he told them what to do. That was kind of impressive." 
 
    "He had a strange request. I don't know what to think about it." 
 
    "What's that?" She rubbed shampoo into his sandy brown hair, doing her best not to get it in his eyes. 
 
    "He wondered if we would consider extending work shifts. He'd like to come to work later in the morning so his wife can keep her job at the coffee shop." 
 
    "That's important to him?" 
 
    "Yeah," Henry said as he rinsed out his hair. "I was kinda impressed, even though I don't know how we'd make that work. I suppose I could hire him part time." 
 
    "Or you could figure out how to make it work for them. If he took some of the load off you, it would be worth it, right?" 
 
    "I've never thought about this before." 
 
    "The world is changing," Polly said. She heaved a deep sigh. "I love a hot shower. I would have loved a bath even more, but who has time for that?" 
 
    "Evidently not us. We don't even have time to play in the shower." 
 
    "Does his wife work every morning?" 
 
    "That’s the thing. He said that they might be able to work it out so that she worked more weekends and maybe it would only be three days a week that he needed to come in late." 
 
    "Can you do that?" 
 
    "If I do it for him, will I end up having to do that for everyone?" 
 
    "What if you did? How difficult would that be?" 
 
    "I'd have to hire a logistics manager just for employee schedules. I can't figure all of it out on my own. For heaven's sake, it's bad enough that I have to make sure all my guys work straight hours and not a ton of overtime, or that I don't short guys any hours." 
 
    "You need to delegate." Polly stepped out of the shower and grabbed a towel. She waited until he turned off the water, then handed it to him and took another. "You know I'm not wrong." 
 
    "Do you want to do it?" He peered at her hopefully. 
 
    Once Cat and Hayden were out of school, Polly would have more time. That was only a month and a half away. If Rebecca got her driver's license, she'd be available to take the kids to more activities and she'd definitely be able to take herself places.  
 
    "You're being awfully quiet." 
 
    "I'm thinking about it. It's something I could do. It shouldn't take too many hours every week. Right? But you already have Jessie. She knows your business. Why not ask her?" 
 
    "I hate to do that." 
 
    "I'll bet if you talk to her, she could do it. And maybe it's time to hire an assistant for her." 
 
    "We've had enough trouble hiring. I don't want to deal with that, too." 
 
    "Hiring an assistant for Jessie would be a lot less work than finding construction managers. Find out what she needs help with. Maybe the assistant is only needed ten hours a week. As you grow, you can add more hours. Just think about it." 
 
    "Yeah. Okay." 
 
    "Do you want me to talk to Jessie?" 
 
    His eyes lit up. "Would you?" 
 
    "Oh, for pete's sake. You are such a chicken." 
 
    "Polly, if I didn't have to manage the scheduling, that would be a huge weight off my shoulders." 
 
    "Why didn't you say something?" 
 
    "Because I should be able to handle it." 
 
    She shook her head as she pulled on her sweatpants. "You're a nut. So, a couple of things before we go back downstairs. Rebecca is head-over-heels in love with her new job at Reuben's gallery." 
 
    Henry frowned. "Did that start already?" 
 
    "Yeah. I think Reuben realized what a gem he was getting in her. He made her feel special today." 
 
    "The other thing?" 
 
    "The boys were at the salon today when Tab took one of the stylists out." 
 
    "Officially?" 
 
    "I think so. I'm surprised she didn't let me know what was going on, especially after seeing the boys in there. I'm not sure whether they're upset about the whole thing or excited by the events or what." 
 
    "Okay. Anything else?" 
 
    Polly nodded toward the door. "Cassidy spent the day with Jessie and Molly. She's going to be clingy tonight." 
 
    "Got it. Don't get between you and Cassidy." 
 
    She put her arms up over his shoulders and he drew her in close. They stood together for a few moments and she moaned. "I have to go eat tacos." 
 
    "It's one meal." 
 
    "I know. I'm not really complaining. At least I didn't have to prepare it." 
 
    "Thank you for what you did today. I could never have gotten through that without you." 
 
    "Everyone worked hard. Oh, and Andrew is coming over tomorrow to help get ready for the reception on Saturday." 
 
    "I haven't looked at the foyer in days." 
 
    "Don't. It will just make you cringe. The boys have racetrack strewn everywhere. We'll get it cleaned up and be ready in plenty of time." 
 
    "I don't know how you do it all. I called you away from your life today and you didn't flinch." 
 
    "Your mother called me away," Polly reminded him. "I would never say no to that woman. We're trying to think of something nice to do for everyone that helped. You can't believe the amount of work they put in. I want to give the kids some money." 
 
    He nodded. "Mom will want to help with that." 
 
    "She shouldn't have to feel responsible for Mrs. Naylor's lazy kids. That infuriates me. Sometimes people are so selfish." 
 
    "They were a lot older than me and Lonnie. Mom and Dad knew them, but we only remember Mrs. Naylor. I think her husband died before Lonnie was born. All we remember is her in that old house. She used to babysit us when Mom and Dad went out for dinner or had dinner parties. She made the best macaroni and cheese. I'd have done anything for her." 
 
    "You did a lot over the years." 
 
    "I'd have done more. It's too bad that she had to move so far away. Mom and Dad took good care of her. It will be hard to see someone else move into that house." 
 
    "It's a nice sized house. Hopefully it will be a family. Your mom would love that." 
 
    He nodded and pointed at the door. "Shall we?" 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
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    "Do you like working with him?" Polly asked Eliseo Friday morning as Noah went past them into the barn.  
 
    "Scott?" Eliseo nodded. "He's a good worker. Keeps to himself more than I expected from the interviews we had. But it will be fine." 
 
    "Maybe he's concentrating on learning everything." 
 
    Eliseo's eyes lit up in disbelief. "Here?" Then he shook his head. "I shouldn't imply anything." 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "The work he's had to do the last couple of days hasn't been terribly difficult. Moving office furniture around and setting up tables and chairs for meetings. Jeff and Stephanie give us very detailed instructions." 
 
    "You don't think this was a good fit?" Now Polly was worried. She hadn't sensed any problems with Scott Luther during the final interview. In fact, she'd liked him quite a bit. 
 
    "It's going to take time. He'll get comfortable with us and I'm sure he'll be fine." 
 
    "Is he working this weekend?" 
 
    He nodded. "Every Saturday. Just like the rest of us. Sundays and Mondays off." 
 
    "You never take a day off," she scolded. 
 
    "Horses need to be taken care of, and besides, this is my favorite place to be." 
 
    Polly wasn't going to say anything about spending time with Sylvie. She knew what he meant. "I'm glad you're happy here. You will let us know if there's anything you need or want to make it a better place for you." 
 
    Eliseo gestured with his head toward Sycamore House. "Hiring Scott is helpful. That relieves some pressure. It will be nice this year to have time during the day to work the gardens. Jeff has been talking to people about setting up a Farmer's Market in the front parking lot every Wednesday afternoon. It's our slowest day of the week. If we have bad weather, we can move inside." 
 
    "He didn't say anything to me," she replied.  
 
    "We're waiting to hear from Lori up at Sutter's Farm. If she'll participate, it will be a big draw." 
 
    Lorianne Sutter owned a large organic farm on the northeast side of Bellingwood. Her husband was in prison after he murdered two of their seasonal workers a couple of years ago. Her daughter, Ariel, was the same age as Elijah, but didn't have much to do with him. Lorianne wasn't a pleasant woman, but even as she dealt with the fallout from her husband's activities, she managed to keep the farm going. Polly would never be friends with her but respected how hard she worked. That farm was going to be successful and Lori was willing to put in the hours to make it happen. 
 
    "You can't do it without her?" Polly asked. 
 
    "We could, but why not bring in the big guns? With Lori on board, we'd have a name that would allow us to reach out to other growers and vendors." 
 
    "You guys couldn’t just start with a small event, could you." 
 
    "Eliseo!"  
 
    They both turned to see Noah standing in the doorway of the barn. 
 
    "My boss is calling for me," Eliseo said. "Don't want to disappoint him." 
 
    "What time do you need him to be finished this morning?" 
 
    Eliseo shook his head. "I'll keep him all day if you like. We have plenty to do in the barn and up at the main building. Noah would be helpful. We'll feed him. Maybe I'll take him to the coffee shop for lunch." 
 
    "Then let us know when he's ready to come home." Polly had tried to offer Eliseo money to feed Noah in the past and had been rebuffed. Loudly and insistently. She wasn't going to make that mistake again. The little boy had fun working here and if Eliseo believed that Noah could be helpful, this was the right place for him today.  
 
    "Why don't I bring him home. I'll deliver the tables and chairs for tomorrow's reception at the same time. Will Hayden be there to help unload?" 
 
    "Absolutely. But if you run out of time, Henry and the boys can pick them up tomorrow." 
 
    "We'll see what happens." 
 
    "Thank you for making this a good place for Noah," Polly said. "I know what you did for Jason and it's wonderful that you're doing the same thing for one of my boys." 
 
    "My only problem is that they leave me." 
 
    "Where's Jason this morning?" 
 
    "He'll be in later. Elva needed help, so he started the day at the stables." 
 
    She nodded. "I'll get out of your hair. Thank you." 
 
    Now she needed to get home and make sure that her oldest daughter was up and moving. Last night, Rebecca had asked if they could go up early enough so she could get something to drink at the coffee shop before starting work. Polly could buy her a drink. She knew that the idea of having a fancy drink cup at your workplace was special. Last night Rebecca and Cilla had spent a long time in her room going through her wardrobe as they looked for clothing that would be both professional and hip. Because being hip in a gallery was very important. 
 
    Sometimes it was hard for Polly to see anything but the scared little girl who had watched an ambulance carry her mother away from their little house. But then she ran right into the nearly sixteen-year-old confident young woman whose future was bright and exciting. So many things had changed. 
 
    The dogs were outside again when Polly drove into the driveway. They waited and then rushed forward to greet her. "What are you two doing outside? Did Cat grow tired of putting up with you while she got the kids moving?" 
 
    Han yapped and Obiwan wagged his tail as they headed up the steps. 
 
    Elijah and Caleb were seated at the kitchen island, plates full of pancakes in front of them. 
 
    "You're home," Elijah cried. He put his foot on the lower rung to jump to the floor and Polly stopped him. 
 
    "Sit still. You're eating," she said. "I'll come over and say good morning to you. Where's JaRon?" 
 
    "He's helping with Cassidy." 
 
    "Do what?" Polly had looked in on Cassidy before she left with Noah, and the little girl was awake and playing with her dolls. She knew where Polly was going and that she'd be right back. 
 
    Caleb looked away. "One of her dolls was in the toilet. She said she needed a bath." 
 
    "I see," Polly said, gulping back laughter. "And how bad was the mess?" 
 
    Elijah's eyes grew huge as he spread out his arms. "It was sooooo big. There was water everywhere. Hayden said that me and Caleb were making it worse so he sent us downstairs." 
 
    "I wasn't gone that long." 
 
    "Cassidy cried. She got in trouble." 
 
    "You two know that you aren't supposed to put things in the toilet." 
 
    "Except our poop," Elijah said. He looked at Caleb sheepishly. Last year, during the period when the boys weren't getting along, there had been some fights in the bathroom with toilet paper and other sundry items getting stuffed into the toilet while blame was passed from boy to boy. It hadn't been pretty. Even Henry had gotten a little loud with that one. 
 
    "That's right," Polly agreed. "Do I dare go upstairs?" 
 
    "I wouldn't if I were you," Caleb said with great solemnity. "Cat was mad. That's why JaRon stayed. He took Cassidy back in her room so she could get cleaned up, too." 
 
    "Hmmm. Maybe I'll just stay down here and make more pancakes. Do the two of you want any more? We're going to be busy cleaning up the foyer today. You'll need your energy." 
 
    "I can't believe you're going to make us work on our vacation," Elijah complained, though he maintained a smile on his face. Good thing. Polly didn't want to have to assign more cleaning tasks to the boy. 
 
    "I'm just that mean," Polly said. "But you made the mess, so no complaining. Now, more pancakes means more energy. Yes or no?" 
 
    Caleb shook his head. "I'm full." 
 
    "I could eat another one," Elijah said.  
 
    Rebecca came into the kitchen carrying a basket filled with what looked like sopping wet towels. "It's a zoo up there today. Good thing I wanted to get up early." 
 
    "How are they doing?" 
 
    "I think Hayden nearly has everything out of the toilet." 
 
    "Wait. There were more things in there than a dolly getting a bath?" 
 
    Rebecca laughed out loud. "Lots more things. Doll clothes and one of her doll beds. She tried to wash a teddy bear and one of those fabric books that you made for her. Some of it is just gone, never to see the light of day again." 
 
    Polly dropped her mouth open. "I was only gone for a short time. That girl was motivated." 
 
    "Yeah and she did it in Heath's and my bathroom, too. Glad I took a shower last night." 
 
    "How mad is Cat?" 
 
    "I think she's finally able to laugh about it. Hayden isn't quite there yet. He keeps telling her that they are training for their own marathon and that's the only thing getting him through some of this." Rebecca laughed again. "I'm hiring a nanny when I start having kids." She pressed Elijah's back with her elbow. "You wanna come live at my house and be my nanny and raise my children?" 
 
    "Will they be like me?" he asked. 
 
    She was still laughing when she headed for the porch.  
 
    "Do you want pancakes, Rebecca?" Polly called out. 
 
    "Just two, please." 
 
    Polly flipped a pancake onto Elijah's plate and glanced at Caleb. "Are you sure?" 
 
    He rubbed his belly. "I'm really full." 
 
    "Good for you."  
 
    At the sound of feet coming down the back steps, she turned to wait. When Cassidy saw Polly, she ran toward her and tears erupted.  
 
    "I'm right here, Cassidy," Polly said, bending down to take the little girl into a hug. "I hear you've had a rough morning." 
 
    "No go," Cassidy said. 
 
    "No go? What do you mean by that?" 
 
    "No go," she wailed. "No go. No go. No go." 
 
    Polly looked at JaRon. "What is she talking about?" 
 
    "I dunno." He avoided her eyes as he slunk around the island to stand beside his brother. 
 
    "JaRon, come here," Polly commanded in a tone that was sharper than she intended, but she had a bad feeling about this. 
 
    "I didn't do nothing," he said, coming around behind her. "She was bad. She made Hayden and Cat really mad." 
 
    "What is she trying to tell me?" 
 
    "I dunno." He still refused to look at Polly. 
 
    Polly reached over, lifted his chin and held it until he looked up. "Are you being honest with me?" 
 
    He glanced away.  
 
    "JaRon, honey, did you say something to Cassidy to scare her into being good?" 
 
    "Cat and Hayden were really mad," he said. "I never seen them so mad. There was water everywhere and she did it." He pointed at Cassidy, who, in turn, wailed louder. 
 
    "I thought you were supposed to be helping her. That's what your brothers told me you were doing upstairs." 
 
    "I didn't do nothing bad. She did. She's gonna get us all in trouble. Hayden …" He stopped. 
 
    "What did Hayden do?" 
 
    "He asked if I helped her." 
 
    "Did you?" 
 
    This time, JaRon did look up at her in shock. "No! I wasn't getting in trouble for that again." 
 
    "Did you know that Cassidy was doing something wrong and not stop her?" 
 
    He glanced away again. 
 
    "Rebecca," Polly said. "Would you take over making the pancakes? JaRon, Cassidy and I are going to the office." 
 
    At those words, JaRon started crying, too. Polly took his hand and though he didn't make her drag him, he walked as slowly as possible.  
 
    She closed the door to the office and pointed to the two chairs in front of the desk. JaRon climbed up into one and Polly lifted Cassidy into the other. 
 
    "I want the truth, JaRon. Right now. Did you know that Cassidy was doing something wrong and not try to stop her?" 
 
    He shrugged. 
 
    "Words, JaRon." 
 
    "She wanted to do it. It's not my fault." 
 
    "And when everything fell apart, what did you do then?" 
 
    "Took her into her room." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "She was all wet." 
 
    "And why else?" 
 
    "To tell her that she was in trouble." He spoke so softly Polly could barely hear him. 
 
    "You didn't think she already knew that when Hayden and Cat were upset?" 
 
    That got her another shrug.  
 
    "So you watched her, then you made sure she knew that she was in trouble. And then what did you say?" 
 
    "That you would be mad at her." 
 
    "Did you ever tell her that I would make her go away because I was mad at her?" 
 
    "Not like that." 
 
    "What did you say?" 
 
    "That you …" He started crying again. "That you didn't like bad little kids." 
 
    "Why, JaRon? We've been through so much here. Why would you say something like that?" 
 
    "Because you love her the best. You take her everywhere. She shouldn't have come here." 
 
    Polly sank to her knees between the two children. Things could go along normally with these kids for months and she would start to relax, but then the smallest thing would trigger their fears of abandonment again. This was the first real break since Christmas where JaRon had seen how much time Polly spent with Cassidy during the day.  
 
    "Cassidy, I want you to pay attention to me," Polly said. "I love you. If I get mad at you, that doesn't mean I don't love you. Hear me say those words. I love you. Can you say them back to me?" 
 
    Cassidy shook her head.  
 
    "I love you. I will always love you. You can not make me angry enough to send you away. Ever. JaRon." Polly waited until he looked at her. "How many times have I told you that same thing?" 
 
    "I dunno." 
 
    "It was one of the first things I made sure to tell you and Caleb, wasn't it? I love you and there is nothing you can do that will change that. You are little kids. You are going to mess up. You are going to make me angry because you don't listen, because you do bad things, because you are mean to each other, because you are mean to other people. There are any number of ways you'll make me angry. But that doesn't matter at all when it comes to how much Henry and I love you. We won't stop loving you. I promise." She brushed tears off Cassidy's cheeks. "You aren't going anywhere without me or someone in this family who loves you. You don't have to leave us. Do you know that?" 
 
    Cassidy sat forward and put her arms around Polly's neck.  
 
    "Now, Cassidy, do you understand that putting things in the toilet is wrong? It just makes a mess. If you want to give things a bath, you need to find someone to help you. We can figure out a better way. Why don't you go on back to the kitchen. Rebecca is making pancakes. I'm going to take a few more minutes with JaRon. We'll be there soon." 
 
    Cassidy sent JaRon a look of fury. 
 
    "Whoa," Polly said. "I guess I forgot something here. JaRon, I want you to tell your sister that you're sorry you let her get into trouble and that you tried to scare her." 
 
    "Sorry," he muttered. 
 
    "Nope. Look her in the face and tell her that you are sorry." 
 
    He heaved a big sigh, then looked at Cassidy. "I'm sorry." 
 
    "Neither of you will like this, but now you have to hug her." 
 
    "Really?" JaRon asked. 
 
    "You know me," Polly said. "We've been down this road before. Hop on over here and give her a hug. And Cassidy, you be nice and hug him back. He's your brother and you will treat each other with respect." 
 
    After they'd finally gotten through that, Polly put Cassidy on the floor and sent her off to the kitchen. She sat down beside JaRon and put an arm around his shoulders. "You kinda liked being the youngest in the family, didn't you." 
 
    He nodded.  
 
    "And I'll bet you miss crawling up on my lap and hugging me when things feel scary." 
 
    Tears filled his eyes. "I'm sorry." 
 
    She reached over and lifted him into her lap, then held him against her as he cried. "It's so hard learning how to be a good brother. When you're the littlest, you get away with things. It's everyone else's responsibility to take care of you. It doesn't feel the same having a little sister in the house, does it?" 
 
    He shook his head against her shoulder.  
 
    "You know, JaRon, one of the things I love the most about this family is that there are so many of you. I didn't grow up with any brothers or sisters. There wasn't anyone around to take care of me or to get me into trouble. I didn't have someone that I could talk to at night when we were supposed to be sleeping. I didn't have anybody to play outside with me or help me dream up stories or look outside at the stars at night. Sometimes I walk past your bedroom and I hear you in there laughing with Caleb while the two of you are trying to go to sleep. It's the best sound in the world. We have something very special in this family and I'm glad that you are part of it." 
 
    "Cassidy too?" 
 
    "You bet. I'm glad she's here. You two aren't always going to get along, but someday, you're going to be thankful that she's your sister." 
 
    He looked up at her with a grimace. 
 
    "Okay, it might not be today. But someday. I promise. Now, let's go get some pancakes." 
 
    JaRon jumped off her lap and headed for the door. 
 
    "And honey?" 
 
    He stopped. 
 
    "You do understand that there will be punishment for your actions this morning, right?" 
 
    His little body slumped in on itself. "I have to clean a bathroom?" 
 
    Polly caught up to him. "I think that you and I are going to clean Cat and Hayden's bathroom for them. We're going to make it sparkle." 
 
    She and JaRon got to the kitchen and found Cassidy sitting on Hayden's lap.  
 
    He turned to JaRon and put out a hand. "I need to apologize for freaking out upstairs. I shouldn't have yelled." 
 
    "I didn't stop her," JaRon said. "Sorry." 
 
    Everyone in the room turned to Cat and she laughed. "It's totally my turn for sorries, isn't it. I was really mad and I shouldn't have let it get to me like that. It's just water and that can always be cleaned up. Hayden and I aren't very good at being parents yet, but we'll keep trying and sometimes I will have to apologize when I lose my head. I'm sorry to all of you that you had to hear me be so angry." 
 
    The doorbell on the side door rang and dogs barked as everyone jumped. 
 
    "Who's here?" Polly asked. 
 
    Elijah had jumped down from his seat and was already on the porch. "It's Andrew!" he shouted.  
 
    The other two boys rushed to the porch and Polly heard Andrew speaking to them as he came in to the kitchen. "Am I in time for breakfast?" he asked, holding up a bag from Sweet Beans. 
 
    "We have pancakes," Rebecca said. "What did you bring?" 
 
    He gave Polly a wry grin. "It looks like I'm late. But really I'm early. Jason came through town and stopped to get some breakfast sandwiches since Noah is at the barn with Eliseo. Mom made a bunch up for me to bring over here. Is it okay that I'm here now?" 
 
    "It's perfect," Polly said. "Since we’ll be working so hard today, I think having breakfast sandwiches on the menu is a great idea. It doesn't matter if you eat one now or have one later when you get hungry." She tapped Cat's shoulder. "JaRon and I are going to be cleaning your bathroom for you today." 
 
    "Why?" Cat asked. 
 
    "Because I was bad," JaRon said.  
 
    Elijah giggled.  
 
    "What?" JaRon demanded. 
 
    "You got in trouble; you got in trouble," he sang out. 
 
    "Check that," Polly said. "JaRon and Elijah will be cleaning your bathroom. They're going to make it sparkle." 
 
    "What?" Elijah demanded. "I didn't do anything." 
 
    Andrew poked at him. "Even I knew you were going to be in trouble with that one." He smiled at Rebecca. "Are you ready for another day at the gallery?" 
 
    "I can't wait," she said. "Mr. Greene is so good to work for. Thank you for telling me about the job.” Rebecca allowed a shiver to shake down her body. “I keep saying that because I can’t believe it has happened. Polly, can I show Andrew what I was working on last night?" 
 
    "Why don't you go get it and bring it down to the office or the library," Polly said. 
 
    Rebecca nodded and took off. 
 
    "We still have pancake batter," Cat said. "Andrew, do you want any?" 
 
    He shook his head. "I ate at Mom's place. Thanks, though. Where am I starting today?" 
 
    "Come see what we made in the foyer," Elijah said, pulling at Andrew's hand. "You have to see it before we take it down. Hayden even took pictures so we can put it back up just like this again." 
 
    The boys all followed Andrew and Elijah out of the kitchen and Hayden lifted Cassidy to her own seat. "I am sorry that I got so angry, Polly." 
 
    She laughed. "Yeah. Because none of us ever freak out on these kids. From what I understand, it was quite the mess." 
 
    "I was so afraid we were going to have to call a plumber." 
 
    "You're fine." She rubbed his shoulder. "You're both fine. Letting the kids know you have a limit isn't the worst thing they'll face. I love the way you take care of this family. I know the week has been a little intense with all that's been going on." 
 
    "Is this the way it's been all the time this spring?" Cat asked. 
 
    "Not all the time, but yeah." 
 
    "We have to make sure our schedules are better next year," she said to Hayden. "No one should do this alone." 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
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    "Just a second, that's Mrs. Hill," Polly said to Rebecca, pointing through the front window of the car. “I wonder what she’s doing in this neighborhood.” 
 
    The tiny woman was walking toward them from the downtown area. 
 
    "I see her out all the time," Rebecca replied. "You said she lives down where Mom and I did?" 
 
    "In that neighborhood, yes." 
 
    "I don't remember her from there, but she's always out walking. You've seen her too." 
 
    "How do I miss these things?" Polly asked with a smile. "I'm going to offer her a ride." She pulled up beside Agnes Hill and rolled down her window. "Good morning." 
 
    "Hello there, young ladies," Agnes said. "Imagine seeing you out and about. I was just thinking about you." She bent over and peered in to see Rebecca. "Well, not you. I don't know you yet, but Miss Polly here. She's been on my mind this week. Who are you?" 
 
    "I'm Rebecca. It's nice to meet you. Polly's taking me to the coffee shop before I go to work. Would you like to join us?" 
 
    "You're much too young to be working. What are you, twelve?" 
 
    Polly chuckled, knowing that Rebecca would have no way to interpret that and no understanding of the woman's complete lack of filter. She was right. Rebecca just stared in disbelief. 
 
    "Climb on in," Polly said. "My little girl and I would love to have you come with us." 
 
    "Polly," Rebecca scolded under her breath. 
 
    "I'll just do that," Agnes said. "It isn't like I'm desperately needed anywhere right now. My assassination teams are spread out around the world doing their jobs and won't be checking in until Sunday evening. Unless one of them has an emergency, they won't need me today." 
 
    Polly rolled her window up as the woman walked around the front of the car to the door behind Rebecca. 
 
    "She's crazy," Rebecca said. 
 
    "You have no idea." 
 
    Agnes climbed in and patted around for a seat belt. "I trust you won't kill me between here and the coffee shop. I can't find the stupid belt." 
 
    "I'll do my best," Polly said, pulling back onto the street. "So why have you been thinking about me?" 
 
    "I've decided to fall in love with you. Thought maybe I could move into that big old house of yours so we could be close." 
 
    Rebecca let loose a snort. "That would raise eyebrows in Bellingwood. Polly Giller, her husband, her strange assortment of children, and her old lady lover."  
 
    Polly looked at her in shock, but Agnes howled with laughter. "Oh, young lady, you got me back. That was perfect." She reached forward and patted Rebecca's shoulder. "I haven't been so properly handled in years. Miss Polly, you have a right-good daughter in this one. You should be proud." 
 
    "I suppose so. She's usually much more respectful." 
 
    Rebecca grimaced. 
 
    "She read me and knew just what I was doing. Don't you give her any trouble for a well-placed smackdown. I asked for it, I deserved it, and I loved it." 
 
    "I was just telling her how observant she was." Polly pulled into a parking space and took a deep breath. "Do you have time for a quick cup of coffee?" 
 
    "Like I told you, I have no appointments today and it's good to see you." 
 
    "Were you just out for a walk?" 
 
    The woman opened her massive purse. "If you must know, I stopped at the pharmacy and then picked up a few necessary items at the general store." 
 
    "That was nosy of me. I apologize." 
 
    "You are much too nice. Young Rebecca, are you not raising her right?" 
 
    "I do my best. She's a challenge." 
 
    They were all laughing as they walked into the coffee shop. Rebecca was in a hurry to get to work, so once Josie handed her smoothie over, she said good-bye and left. 
 
    "Sure is in a rush," Agnes observed. 
 
    Polly nodded. "She is excited about this job. It's her first and Mr. Greene is a good person to work for." 
 
    "I'll have to wander in there one day and see what he has hanging on those walls. Saw an ad for the place last week in the paper. Interesting developments in this little burg." 
 
    Josie smiled at Polly as she gave her the two cups of coffee. "Gavin had a great day with you yesterday. Thank you for letting him help." 
 
    "He spent time with my husband at the end of the day. Henry was impressed with him," Polly responded. "I'll call early next week for an interview." 
 
    Josie frowned. "An interview? Henry called this morning and asked Gavin to meet him at the shop to look at some of the work sites after I get home." 
 
    Polly laughed out loud. "He did. Huh. Left hand and right hand. Sometimes I never know. That's awesome. If Henry found someone he can work with, I'll be thrilled." 
 
    "I'm going to sit down with Camille this morning and talk to her about my hours. You and your husband are really nice to even consider letting Gavin be flexible so that I don't have to quit. I really enjoy my job. We aren't ready to put the kids into daycare yet. Maybe this fall. I want CJ to turn three before I hand her off to someone else." 
 
    "It will all work out," Polly said. She turned to Agnes. "Are you sure you don't want something sweet to eat?" 
 
    Agnes rolled her eyes and clutched at her throat. "It's like she's threatening me. Fine, then. I'd enjoy a pecan roll." 
 
    "Make it two," Polly said with a smile.  
 
    "I can carry my own coffee," Agnes said. "Let me take it and hobble my old lady legs over to a table. You'll probably beat me, but at least I'll have given it my best effort." She took the coffee from Polly and headed off. 
 
    "Thanks again for everything," Josie said. "Last night Gavin and I slept better than we have since moving to Bellingwood." 
 
    "If nothing else, that's worth it," Polly said, accepting the two plates. "I'm glad you're here." 
 
    She headed over to sit with Agnes at a small table in front of the side windows.  
 
    As soon as she put the plate with the roll in front of the woman, Agnes said, "I was actually walking to your house today." 
 
    "Really. It would have been lovely to have you in for coffee." 
 
    "Oh, stop the pretty talk. You'd have been shocked to see me, but I wanted to speak with you about something." 
 
    Polly gasped back a laugh. "I would have been glad to see you at the house. You're welcome any time. Things might have been a little chaotic. We're trying to clean for an event tomorrow afternoon, but you're always welcome. I should have invited you sooner." 
 
    "It isn't like we've known each other that long. The invitation period has only just begun. You have plenty of time before it becomes awkward." 
 
    "I see. What did you want to speak to me about?" 
 
    "You found that poor man's body at the new salon out on the highway, right?" 
 
    Polly nodded. 
 
    Agnes dug around in her purse and produced a journal. "I knew that I recognized his name, so I had to dig through boxes of things until I found my memory." 
 
    "You keep a journal?" 
 
    "I certainly do. How else do you think I keep everything straight at this age? When you are solely in charge of a global, multi-national, interagency contingent, you have to be able to remember everything. Lives are at stake, you know." 
 
    "Global and multi-national?" 
 
    "That's what I said and that’s what I meant." 
 
    Polly grinned. The woman was a riot. "What is it that you remembered about Keenan Baxter?" 
 
    "He was quite the playboy, but I remember the day that bitch of a wife of his up and left him." 
 
    "I thought she was the wounded party. That she left because he'd been having multiple affairs." 
 
    "That was the story he told. It wasn't the truth at all. He liked to flirt and the women certainly were interested in him, but the day he got married, he stopped messing around. And when those children of his arrived, he was the happiest man on earth. He wouldn't have done anything to screw that up." 
 
    Polly frowned. "I'm confused. Everyone knows he was messing around on her. The rest of his life was spent with multiple women, never committing to one. That's common knowledge, too." 
 
    "Common knowledge and the truth aren't always one and the same," Agnes said.  
 
    "Why did he let her take those kids away, then?" 
 
    "Because the boy wasn't his." 
 
    Polly sat back and slowly lowered the pecan roll back to its plate. "I'm still confused. This doesn't make any sense. And he talked to you about everything?" 
 
    "I might be a snarky old lady, but I listen when someone has something to say. That poor boy was devastated by what happened to him, but rather than drag his family through the gossip mills, he let her go and accepted the blame for everything." 
 
    "He let his children go. Why would a father do that?" 
 
    Agnes sighed. "At the time he was nothing more than an old football star who had nothing to his name. I think the poor guy believed that folks would give him a break because he'd been such a hero on the field. You know, make sure he had a good job, a nice place to live, whatever he needed. I know that’s what he expected. But once he graduated, his fame faded. The glory seekers were hot on the heels of whatever new, young talent showed up. Since he had no real skills, he couldn't get a decent job. He worked as a dishwasher at the restaurant I was managing. This was after we closed the buffet. 
 
    "Keenan might have taken one too many bumps on the head, because he wasn't the brightest bulb in the box. He was good-looking, athletic and never really gave much thought to using his mind for anything other than memorizing plays. He was polite and decent and girls adored him. He had a couple of buddies, but they weren't much more than bumble-brains themselves. They loved tagging along on his coattails. He thought they liked him. He thought everyone liked him. 
 
    "Then he got that girl pregnant and her daddy threw a fit. The next thing you know, he was married. He was so happy. I remember him telling me that his life was finally coming together. He adored his little girl. She was the light of his life. Then his wife had another baby and Keenan was ecstatic. A boy to carry on his name. Whenever he had a little extra money, he bought that little boy something with a football on it. Fortunately for the family, extra money wasn't in their budget very often or everything would have footballs on it." 
 
    "But the boy wasn't his? How did he find out?" 
 
    "One day Keenan came in and told me about how crazy it was that his little boy had blue eyes when both he and his wife had green eyes. The doctors had all told them that the baby's eye color might change as he grew older, but those eyes stayed blue. Now, I did a little research, and there was a slight probability that two green-eyed parents might give birth to a blue-eyed child. I asked more questions and found out that Keenan and Brenda’s parents all had green eyes. I didn't intend to raise suspicion, but it was already there. So, one night Keenan went home, bound and determined to get an answer. If he'd given up all of his girlfriends, how could his wife have done this to him?" 
 
    "Wow," Polly said. 
 
    "Her parents lived in Colorado or Utah or some state out west and had plenty of money. The next thing he knew, she left and moved home. He followed her and her daddy threatened him with some kind of lawsuit. I don't know what it was. If I were a betting woman, it had something to do with a business Keenan's father owned and lost. There was something a little odd there — embezzlement, stealing from customers. I wasn't close enough to get all the details on that. Lo and behold, Keenan came back and confessed to infidelity. No one was surprised. After the divorce, he went right out and started dating multiple women. By that point, he’d left the restaurant. Got a job working on road crews for a while. Then I kind of lost him. Hadn't thought about the boy until I heard he was killed. I don't know if any of this means anything to anyone, but I heard that his daughter showed up in town and the police hauled her out of that salon the other day. Do you really believe she killed her own father?" 
 
    "I don't think she did," Polly said. It took everything in Polly not to glance at her phone. She couldn't believe that Tab hadn't communicated with her after taking Gia away from the salon yesterday, especially since it happened in front of her boys. "I don't know what the police think either. Did Keenan tell his story to anyone other than you?" 
 
    Agnes contemplated the question longer than Polly would have expected. "My initial answer would be that I don't know. I can't imagine someone keeping a secret like that. But as I consider it, I would be hard-pressed to believe he spoke about it ever again. He knew who the father was." 
 
    "He did?" 
 
    "He never told me. For all that poor boy wasn't book smart, he thought about people's feelings. He knew that one life was already destroyed. He wasn't about to destroy someone else's. If his wife didn't want the father to know that he had a son and ran away to Colorado, Keenan wasn't about to set someone up. He might have been wrong about that, but he didn't feel it was his place to say anything." She gave a sad sigh. "He was so young and things had come unraveled all around him in a short period of time. I suspect that over the years he realized he should have made very different decisions, but you know how rumor mills are in small towns. He was already the subject of everyone's gossip; that was enough. He wasn’t dragging anyone else down with him." 
 
    "I can't believe he stayed in the area." 
 
    "Where else was he going to go? This was all he knew." 
 
    "I find it interesting that he confided in you." 
 
    "Because I'm such a crusty old crab?" 
 
    Polly chuckled. "No, because you weren't a girlfriend. You weren't from Ogden. You had your own things to deal with." 
 
    "You're right. We spent a lot of time working together. When things weren't busy, we'd clean and that boy needed someone to talk to. Since I wasn't any of those things you pointed out, he trusted me. He made me promise to never tell anyone. I kept that promise, lot of good it did him. Now that he's gone, it seems like it might be important to tell some folks. Don't know if it means anything, though." 
 
    "Why me?" 
 
    "Because, little missy, I know about you." 
 
    "What do you mean?" Polly knew what she meant. Why did she even ask? 
 
    "Not only do you end up finding those poor folk who die before their time, but you manage to stumble across the whys and wherefores before anyone else does." 
 
    "You're the one who stumbled," Polly said. "I picked you right up out of a hedge." 
 
    "Doesn't that just take the cake? What if I'm the linchpin in this whole case? What if the information I've told you today is what triggers something up in that little brain of yours to solve the murder? You stumbled across me. Well, you and your little sweetheart. Where is she, by the way?" 
 
    Polly's eyes grew big as she realized how long this had taken. Cat didn’t need her to be hanging around the coffee shop today. She'd planned to be gone no longer than a half hour, at the most.  
 
    "Did you forget about her? Leave her in a ditch somewhere?" 
 
    "No," Polly said with a laugh. "She had a few issues this morning and I didn't intend to be away this long. The poor young woman who helps me is going to either worry about me or be freaked out because she has to take care of the kids and clean that big old house." 
 
    "I'm sorry." 
 
    "It's my own fault. The least I could have done was let her know where I was. Just a second." Polly took out her phone and composed a quick text to let Cat know that she'd be home soon. "I don't know what I'm going to do with this story you've told me, but it has to mean something." 
 
    "I'm certain that it does. It's been preying on my mind enough that I turned my storage room upside down looking for this journal. Now, I have a proposition for you." 
 
    "What's that?" 
 
    "Take me home with you." 
 
    Polly laughed until she snorted. "Rebecca already predicted that the town would talk." 
 
    "That's one smart little girl you have there. She's the one whose mother died of cancer, right? They used to live down in my neighborhood? She's grown up into a beautiful person. But is she really old enough to hold down a job?" 
 
    "She'll be sixteen in May." 
 
    "Ahhhh, no," Agnes said. "How does time pass so quickly? But let me explain my proposition. I've distracted you from your work this morning. I would love to meet the rest of your family and I feel badly that I've taken so much of your time." 
 
    Polly frowned. "It's not a problem. You don't need to take responsibility for that." 
 
    "Let me. I'd be a great babysitter for little Cassidy while you work. Let's say that I stay until lunch. You can take me home and that will make up for the time that I've stolen from you." 
 
    "How about you stay for lunch. I'll give you a quick tour of the house and Cassidy would love to see you." 
 
    "But you can't treat me like a guest. I am coming in as part of your crew. I'll babysit the little one and then, if you're a very good girl, I'll let you serve me lunch." 
 
    "Agnes Hill," Polly said, shaking her head. "I don't know how I got so lucky as to meet you, but you are incredible." 
 
    "Not too many people invite themselves to your house?" 
 
    "No, not too many do. Not in this day and age. I would love to have you join us this morning." 
 
    Agnes took Polly's arm as they walked out of the coffee shop. "I've spent more time in there this last week than I have since it opened. You might have created a monster." 
 
    "I always feel like it's a vice I can live with." 
 
    "Being a monster?" 
 
    "No, silly. Coffee." Polly walked around and held the passenger door open for Agnes. 
 
    "Your husband does this for you, doesn't he?" Agnes asked as she stepped into the car. 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "And you don't much like it because you're an independent sort." 
 
    Polly laughed. "How did you know?" 
 
    "Because I'm fighting myself to not yell at you. I might be eighty-five, but I've been taking care of myself for a lot of years. If I need your help, I'll ask for it." 
 
    Polly nodded and closed the door after Agnes was settled. When she got in on her side, she grinned. "The thing I've learned from my friends is that they show up when I don't realize I need them. Like you coming to the house today. If I were to use your logic, you shouldn't come over until I ask for help." 
 
    Agnes looked at her sideways. "You might have me there. I need to spend more time with you and your daughter. I've lost my edge. A little competitive tête-à-tête will hone that right up. Now tell me what I should know about little Cassidy. She's obviously adopted." 
 
    Polly laughed out loud. "Nice observation. If two green-eyed people won't necessarily have a blue-eyed child, then …" 
 
    "Two bright young people will take in children that need a home. Let's leave it at that," Agnes said. "Did she come from a rough start?" 
 
    "Pretty rough," Polly said. "Two of the boys you'll meet today, Caleb and JaRon, are her brothers. They had the same mother, but none of them have the same father. Their mother is in prison and won't ever be released." 
 
    "She's the young woman who burned down your pretty bed and breakfast north of town." 
 
    "Her boyfriend did." 
 
    "To distract you from the children for her. I heard all the stories." 
 
    "Where do you hear these things?" Polly asked. "You say you don't have many friends in town. Do you just eavesdrop?" 
 
    "A woman can learn a lot if she stays quiet and out of the way when people are talking. You'd be surprised what people say to each other when they think no one is listening." 
 
    "You're kind of scary." 
 
    "I should be. The consortium of spies and assassins that I run wouldn't be much use if I wasn't frighteningly brilliant." 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
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    "Oh, come on, please? Can't he stay for dinner?" Rebecca pleaded. "I was at work all day and didn't get a chance to spend much time with him." 
 
    Polly frowned at her daughter. "You two aren't an item. Remember?"  
 
    "But he's my best friend and I have so much to tell him about the art and the people and Mr. Greene and then Nan was there for a while. It will take forever to do it online tonight. Please? He’s just one extra person." 
 
    "We've had a long day here, Rebecca. I want to collapse and not think about taking anyone home later. Cat and Hayden are exhausted. The boys are wiped out and will start getting cranky. Henry and Heath both had long days. Tonight is just not the night. I'm sorry." 
 
    "It's not fair," she whined.  
 
    "Please don't." 
 
    "This is the last day of my spring break. And it's a Friday. Instead of doing something fun, you all are going to sit around and mope. Why do I have to?" 
 
    "No reason," Polly said. "If you want to go out with your friends, do it. Just don't expect me or Cat to be your taxi. You can certainly walk wherever you want to go." 
 
    "It's too cold to walk very far." Rebecca sagged as she sat down in the chair across from Polly's desk. "One of us really, really needs to get our driver's license. Soon. This stinks." 
 
    "I'm taking Andrew home in fifteen minutes. If you can figure out how to wrangle your friends into doing something, I’ll take you anywhere you want to go. You have to find your own way home, though." 
 
    Rebecca jumped out of her seat. "Really? Thanks. If Kayla can go, will you pick her up, too?" 
 
    Polly held her breath for a moment. "Yes. I will pick Kayla up. But I'm not traveling anywhere else." 
 
    "Thank you. You're the best." Rebecca rushed over and hugged Polly, then left the office. 
 
    "She had a good day," Polly muttered to herself. She leaned back in the chair and peered at the computer screen. Nope. Not going to get anymore work done today.  
 
    Agnes had spent the morning playing with Cassidy in her room. While they were there, the two of them cleaned the room and even changed Cassidy's bedding. When Polly took JaRon and Elijah upstairs to clean Cat and Hayden's bathroom, she found them sitting in the door of Cassidy's room with a deck of flash cards. The thought of Agnes on the floor still made Polly flinch. If she was eighty-five years old, the last place she'd want to be was on the floor with a little girl, but they were laughing and she even heard Cassidy saying words out loud. 
 
    A morning spent with a four-year-old child was exhausting for someone of any age, so after Agnes put Cassidy down for her post-lunch nap, Polly took her home. The woman beamed the entire time. She was worn out but told Polly that she hadn't had that much fun in years and offered to spend time with Cassidy any time Polly needed her. 
 
    When Agnes was with Cassidy, her foul-mouthed, snarky attitude was gone and she offered the child positive and encouraging words, sounding nothing like the woman Polly was getting to know. At lunch, normal Agnes-behavior returned and she bounced off the boys, Cat, Hayden, and Polly like a lit torch. The boys had a blast with her. 
 
    Noah and Eliseo came over with tables and chairs at three thirty. Noah was pooped after working all day at Sycamore House. 
 
    That was another thing that had Polly on edge. Scott Luther hadn't shown up after lunch. Eliseo and Jeff had both tried to reach him, using every phone number they could find and he didn't answer any of the calls. She hated the idea that they'd misjudged him and once again, they would be stuck looking for a custodian. 
 
    She tried not to think about what could have happened. Their early attempts to find a custodian had been difficult. From a drug addicted jerk, to a young man who ran off to join a commune, and the murder of man they finally hired, she had nearly given up. When Eliseo showed up, she'd been ready to employ anyone. She was thankful he turned out to be such a good man and she’d thought Scott Luther was a good man, too. This did not bode well. 
 
    Polly was just shutting her computer down when Rebecca rushed back into the office. "Can we pick up Kayla? Stephanie said it was okay if she went with us. Cilla will be here any minute." 
 
    "Where am I taking you?" 
 
    "Pizzazz." 
 
    "And how are you getting home?" 
 
    "We aren't sure yet. Maybe Jason if Andrew can talk him into it. Or maybe Justin. Kayla said she might even talk Skylar into coming up to get us." 
 
    "Are you ready now?" Polly wasn't going to argue with her about asking someone else to shuttle them around. She was just too tired. 
 
    "As soon as Cilla gets here." 
 
    Polly walked out of the office with her and peeked into the family room. All four boys, Cat, Hayden, and Cassidy were watching a Disney movie. The dogs were curled up with anyone who would let them get close and the cats were hovering on the backs of chairs. Noah was generally a safe bet for a lap to snuggle on, so they'd wait until he was comfortable and then curl in around him.  
 
    "Hey," she said. "Who's up for pizza tonight?" 
 
    Hands flew up into the air, including Hayden's. 
 
    "I'm taking Rebecca up to Pizzazz. How about I bring supper home with me?" 
 
    "Really?" Cat asked. When she turned around, a very grateful face greeted Polly. 
 
    "We've all worked hard and I don't want to make dinner." 
 
    "Thank you," Cat said. "Paper plates?" 
 
    "Absolutely. As little work as possible." 
 
    The back door bell rang and neither dog moved. That just went to show how tired they were, too. They'd chased the family around the house all day. This family was going to sleep well tonight. 
 
    Polly headed for the kitchen and smiled at Andrew and Cilla. "Are you ready?" 
 
    "Mom says she’s taking Eliseo out to dinner before he has to go back and tear down at Sycamore House," Andrew said. "She was glad not to worry about feeding me. Like she ever does." 
 
    "She worries all the time," Polly said. "Thank you for your help today. I can't believe you aren't tired." 
 
    He shrugged. "This is more fun." 
 
    "Rebecca, while I drive, would you place the pizza order? You know what we usually get." 
 
    "Cheese bread?" 
 
    "Yes, please." Polly chuckled. That was her favorite part of the meal. 
 
    "I want a job," Cilla said. "Mom keeps telling me that I have a job, but I want a real job." 
 
    "Cleaning house and taking care of children is a real job," Polly said. She stood at the driver's door of the Suburban while the kids all got in. "No matter what you might think." 
 
    "Walked into that one," Andrew commented. He got in the back seat behind Rebecca and grinned at Cilla who climbed in behind Polly. 
 
    "Okay, I don't want to work in my house," Cilla said. "The only interesting person there is Mom and she's busy all day. For a girl who yearns for creative input, running a dust rag across wooden shelves just doesn’t quite do it." 
 
    "Do you believe waiting tables in a restaurant would be better?" Polly asked. 
 
    "At least I'd get the chance to observe interesting people. Just think of the conversations I'd overhear. Maybe even someone plotting to kill their little sisters. I could take notes. My life is so mundane. How is a brilliant actress supposed to tolerate this much banality?" 
 
    "I can't imagine," Polly replied. She turned south to head for the hotel and tuned out the noise of the three kids chattering about their day. Rebecca sounded happy. That was important, though what she was talking about held no interest for Polly. She'd met people, learned more about how Reuben handled consigned artwork, on and on.  
 
    Fortunately, Kayla was standing at the front door of the hotel's lobby when she pulled in. 
 
    " Thank you for picking me up, Polly," Kayla said as she climbed into the back. "Skylar said he'll take us home. I just have to call when we're ready to go." 
 
    "Thank you. I appreciate it. There's every possibility that I will be sound asleep before Rebecca gets home." 
 
    "We aren't going to be out later than ten o'clock, are we?" Kayla asked, astounded.  
 
    "Probably not," Rebecca replied. "There's no way we're sitting at Pizzazz for four hours." 
 
    She tuned them out again until Rebecca patted her arm. "Can we drive down by my old house? I want to see where Mrs. Hill lives in comparison." 
 
    Polly nodded and made the turn. She pointed to the hedge where she and Cassidy had originally found Agnes and explained how they'd met, then turned a corner. "She lives in the white one two houses down. Rebecca, your house is on the next block." 
 
    "Can we drive by it?" 
 
    "Okay." 
 
    "I haven't seen it since Mom died. I wonder if someone lives there now." 
 
    Polly assumed it was rented. Nearly every available home in Bellingwood was occupied. It's what kept Henry so busy. She drove down the street and slowed as they passed the little green house where Rebecca and Sarah Heater had lived. Lights were on inside and two old cars were parked in the driveway.  
 
    "It's so little," Rebecca said.  
 
    Cilla sat forward. "That was your house?" 
 
    "It was just Mom and me. We didn't need very much. Do you remember coming over that one time, Andrew?" 
 
    "I was living in an apartment then," he said. "I thought it was so cool you lived in a house. Do you remember that first time we stayed at Polly's? You were so scared." 
 
    "Mom was in the hospital. I'd never slept anywhere without her before." 
 
    "Kinda like that time I tried to spend the night with you at Polly's house," Kayla said. "I hadn't either and I didn't know you guys at all except for at school." 
 
    "You took everyone in, didn't you, Polly," Cilla said. 
 
    "Whenever they needed a safe place to sleep." 
 
    "If my sisters need a safe place to go so I won't murder them in their sleep, will you take them?" 
 
    Polly chuckled. "This is the second comment you’ve made about murdering sisters. You must have had a rough day with them today." 
 
    "It was the worst." 
 
    As Polly came out of the neighborhood across the highway from Sycamore House, she smiled. The building was all lit up and the parking lot was filled with cars.  
 
    "It's a big reception," Kayla said. "Stephanie said they rented every room in the building because there were so many people." 
 
    "That's wonderful. I'm just going to drive through." The sycamore trees hadn't yet begun to leaf out, and their white trunks stood stark in the lights of the lamps along the lane. 
 
    "I remember when this wasn't even here," Andrew said. "It's so cool." 
 
    "We're just driving down memory lane, aren't we. I feel like I missed out on a lot," Cilla said. 
 
    Polly drove slowly. It didn't matter how many times she was in here, she always got caught up in memories. "I don't believe it," she said. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "There's someone in the creek." 
 
    "Maybe it's just a wedding guest having a cigarette," Andrew said. 
 
    "Down in the creek? I don't think so. Do you see him?" 
 
    Rebecca sat forward, peering into the darkness behind the row of trees along the creek. "It looks like he’s wearing a hoodie." 
 
    Polly drove to the end of the driveway. "I need to check this out. You four stay here. Don't follow me. Understand?" 
 
    "What if it's someone bad?" 
 
    "Who's it going to be? Stay here. I need to chase them out of there. I'll call the police if they don't leave. We don't need trouble back here." She heard the very vocal sigh from Rebecca as she unbuckled her seat belt and left the Suburban. It wasn't like she was silent about walking across the yard, but the person walking through the trees paid no attention. They were peering down into the creek bed. 
 
    Then, as if they found what they were looking for, the person bolted down the edge of the creek toward the pasture.  
 
    Polly hollered, "Stop!" 
 
    That only spurred the person to move faster and Polly ran to catch up. They had a head start, but she was running across the lawn, while they were picking their way through the trees and uneven ground.  
 
    "Stop," Polly yelled again. She heard splashing and realized someone else was in the creek itself. That water was frigid.  
 
    Security lights around the pasture and barn all came on and the person in a hoodie glanced up. Polly couldn't see who it was with the hood pulled up, but she saw something very much like a tire iron in one hand. Chasing this person might have been a mistake. 
 
    "Eliseo!" Polly yelled, hoping that he might be at the barn. Then she remembered that Sylvie was taking him out for dinner. He wasn't here. She was alone. At least she knew this land back here better than anyone else. She cut into the trees and realized two more figures were running through the creek. Her heart stopped when the person on the upper level reached into the pocket of the hoodie and pulled out a gun, easily discernible in the light. 
 
    "Don't do it," Polly yelled and the figure spun on her. She gasped. "Nonni? What are you doing out here? And with a gun!" 
 
    "You have no idea." 
 
    "You're right," Polly said. "I don't. What are you doing?" 
 
    Nonni turned back to the creek and, after taking a moment to line up her shot, took it. Polly didn't hear a grunt or a groan, but the splashing sounds stopped. While Nonni’s back was turned, Polly took out her phone and dialed the first number she found — Aaron Merritt. 
 
    He answered immediately. "Polly?" 
 
    "At Sycamore House. I need you." 
 
    Nonni turned and Polly stuffed the phone into her pocket so its light wasn't visible. 
 
    "Who are you chasing?" Polly asked. 
 
    "I thought they'd be dead by now." 
 
    "Who, Nonni?" 
 
    The girl pointed the gun at Polly. "You need to leave. I don't want to kill you, too, but I will. I’m so tired of all this." 
 
    Polly backed away, hoping to lure Nonni out of the trees, but the young woman wasn't moving. She turned around again and shot into the creek.  
 
    "You made me lose them. Damn you all to hell." Nonni brought the gun up and pointed it at Polly. Her face was filled with fury. 
 
    Just as Polly’s heart started to beat faster and her mind raced as it looked for an escape, Nonni’s rage-filled face changed to shock. Lights and sounds rattled both of them as the Suburban tore across the back yard and lurched to a stop in the space separating the two women.  
 
    Rebecca was in the driver's seat, the window rolled down. "Get in," she yelled. 
 
    "Get down," Polly commanded. "Now!" 
 
    The four kids inside the Suburban obeyed and ducked, but other than the sound of the rumbling engine, silence fell. Polly took a deep breath and walked slowly around the front of the vehicle. Nonni was gone. The silhouette of a lone figure running north along the tree line allowed her to relax.  
 
    "Was that really Nonni?" Rebecca asked, her head popping back up to peer out of the Suburban. "Our Nonni?" 
 
    Polly nodded, out of breath. "It was her. I have no idea what's going on. The sheriff's department should be here soon. Can you drive the Suburban back out to the parking lot?" 
 
    Rebecca looked behind her and then pointed to the space between Sycamore House and the barn. "Can I go that way?" 
 
    "You bet. Thanks for keeping an eye out. You shouldn't have done it, but …" 
 
    "I saved you. Let's not forget that." 
 
    Polly laughed. "I'll try not to." 
 
    "Are you getting in? What if she comes back?" 
 
    "She's not coming back. At least not here. I wonder what happened to those two people she was chasing." 
 
    "You don't think she killed them." 
 
    "I hope not." Polly headed toward the creek. 
 
    "You aren't going down there!" Rebecca yelled. 
 
    "I'm okay. She's long gone." 
 
    "This is not the definition of okay," Rebecca said. "At least take a weapon or something." 
 
    "What? Nonni has a gun." 
 
    "You aren't making me feel any better." 
 
    Polly couldn't argue, so she kept walking. When she crossed into the trees, she looked north toward the road. Nonni was still running down the creek toward the highway. 
 
    "Who's down here?" she called out. "Nonni is gone. The police are coming. If you're hiding, you are safe. I'm Polly Giller. Come on out." 
 
    "Ms. Giller?" 
 
    Polly looked across the creek and saw two figures on the other side. One petite, the other much bigger. She pointed toward the road. "Nonni went that way. It's safe to come across." 
 
    "She was going to kill us. She tried once, but he saved me." 
 
    As Polly watched them come toward her, she realized it was Gia Monroe and Scott Luther, the new custodian at Sycamore House. He was limping, yet continued to hold Gia upright.  
 
    Rebecca hadn’t obeyed her, and the Suburban was still in the yard. She was grateful for once that her daughter hadn’t listened. 
 
    "Rebecca, drive the Suburban over here and open up the back. Tell Kayla to grab those blankets behind her." 
 
    The Suburban backed up and turned, aiming its headlights at them. Scott was bleeding from a head wound and a dark stain spread on the left thigh of his jeans. Gia’s blonde hair was also matted with blood. 
 
    "She hit you," Polly said as she pointed to where she wanted Rebecca to stop the Suburban. Cilla, Andrew, and Kayla burst from the back of the vehicle and opened the rear doors. 
 
    "With her tire iron. Then she left us in the creek," Scott said. "It could have been worse. I stopped the blow that she aimed at Gia. She got me good, though. By the time I came to, the party inside was in full swing and no one could hear us. All I could do was try to get us some help, but then she came back again." 
 
    "How long were you down there?" 
 
    "I don't know. Nonni brought us over here after she was done with work. It's been a long afternoon. Gia here called me while I was on my lunch break and told me that she needed to see me." 
 
    "She was holding a gun to my head," Gia said. "Told me to make him come or I'd die and then she'd find Jud and kill him, too." 
 
    "Why you, Scott?" 
 
    "It's a long story." 
 
    "Where did you meet Nonni?" 
 
    He sat down on the back end of her Suburban once he had Gia settled with a blanket wrapped around her. "Today? Back at the same salon where she killed Keenan. Girl's not right in the head. When I got there, she held the gun on me while Gia tied me up. Knew that she wouldn't be able to control the gun and me, I’m guessing. I woulda taken her if Keenan's little girl wasn't there and she knew it." 
 
    "Why did she want you?" 
 
    He let out a long slow breath. "Story goes back a lot of years." He gave a pained look at Gia. "You know Jud isn’t your daddy's boy, don't you?" 
 
    Gia frowned. "What do you mean?" 
 
    "He doesn't look at all like your daddy. He doesn't look much like you either. You know that he looks like me." 
 
    "What?" She cringed away from him. 
 
    "Your daddy never told me he knew Jud was mine until last week when he found out you two were back in Iowa. He never blamed me. It was your mama who got pissed at him and came after me one night. I didn't know what I was doing." He huffed a laugh. "Sure I did. I knew exactly what I was doing. But I didn’t realize I had a boy out there until Keenan told me. He knew that as soon as I saw your brother with his blue eyes and my big, round head, I'd realize the truth of it. That's why he let your mama go without a fuss."  
 
    "But Nonni," Polly pressed. She heard sirens coming and knew that if they didn't give her answers now, these two would be whisked off to the hospital and she'd never know what happened unless she tied Aaron or Tab down and threatened bodily harm. 
 
    "She was an unexpected twist," Scott said. "She's pregnant." 
 
    Gia nodded. "She was talking about the baby at work." 
 
    "Your father is the baby's daddy. Nonni is just a little bit off center," Scott said. "When she found out that he already had children and wasn't interested in getting married, she might have flipped out a little. I told him that she was a nut, but he wanted to do right by her and promised that once he got this new job, he'd take good care of her and the baby. He really didn't want to get married, though." Scott shook his head. "That boy sure knew how to pick 'em. As long as he was just dating, he was fine, but your mama messed him up. That Nonni-chick wanted to get married something fierce." 
 
    "How do you know she killed him?" 
 
    "She told us," Gia said. "She showed us right where she did it and then she gagged us and tied us to a couple of chairs. We knew no one was going back in there this afternoon. Your husband’s crews are done working. That day she killed him? She'd given me a copy of the key because I wanted a place to meet him where no one would see us. I didn’t know if it was going to be okay with him or not. She had that key from Mina and told me that we should meet there. I had no idea that those two were a thing. But she set me up. She knew what time I was going to meet him and thought I’d get the blame for killing him. I’m surprised you believed me. Nonni was the one who scared me, telling me that I owed her for not calling the cops on me. It’s been horrible. But that deputy also said she believed me and there wasn’t enough evidence anyway." Gia pointed at Polly. “The deputy mentioned you, too. She said you read people really well and didn’t believe I was the killer. This has been the worst couple of weeks." 
 
    "Why were you at the new salon today?" Polly asked. 
 
    "Nonni called last night and told me that Mina wanted us to go out there. I wasn’t supposed to work today, but I’ll take all the hours I can get. She said Mina wanted us to set up the reception area. When I got there, she let me walk all the way in and then there was a gun just sitting there on a counter. She told me to sit down. I was so confused. Then she got mad and picked up the gun. I sat. She was all, like, crazy and stuff. Mad because the cops were still looking for the murderer. Mad because my dad’s friend was talking about his murder. Mad because he didn’t believe that I’d killed him. I still didn’t know what was going on. Then she made me call Mr. Luther. It’s like she snapped or something." 
 
    "So you knew Nonni before?" Polly asked Scott. 
 
    He nodded. "Didn't think much of it. I should have told someone she was pregnant, but she called me after he died, all in tears and worried that the baby was going to grow up without a daddy. She accused Gia of the murder. It kinda made sense that his daughter would be mad enough to kill him. Two kids come back to find their dad who abandoned them? Who knew what their crazy mother put in their heads? But then, I started thinking and it didn’t make sense. If the kids had killed them, surely they would have left town. Why stick around and act like you had no idea?" He shrugged. "Though I guess she stuck around." 
 
    "She’s been normal all week," Polly said with a frown. "Nobody would have thought she was a killer. I don’t understand why she stayed. You didn’t think it was her?" 
 
    "No!" he said, shaken. "Why would she kill her baby’s father? I didn’t think that she was that angry about him not marrying her. He thought she’d taken it okay. None of us knew that she’d flipped her lid." 
 
    "When she came back this afternoon, I thought we were dead," Gia said flatly. "But she didn’t want to make a mess in the salon again. She still thought that she was getting away with it and could keep working for Mina. So she made Mr. Luther drive us over here. The place is really busy. A lot of cars were around. Nobody paid any attention to one more. We got out and she walked us down to the creek." She pointed up by the road. "Way up there. She tried to hit me. Kinda got me and made me stumble, but Mr. Luther blocked most of it. She hit his leg with the pointy end of that tire iron and when he bent over, she hit him in the head. He went down. I yelled. She told me to shut the hell up or she’d hurt me, too. So I shut up. Then she freakin’ punched me with her fist and I blacked out. Mr. Luther woke me up. Just about the time we tried to crawl up out of the creek, she was back again. I think it was only a few minutes. Maybe she parked the car. I don’t know. We tried running and I don’t think she wanted to get her shoes wet, so she didn’t come down in the creek." 
 
    "Then I was there," Polly said. 
 
    "I heard you yelling at her," Scott said, "but I didn’t know your voice so I couldn’t tell who it was. I was still kinda wobbly." 
 
    As sheriff's vehicles came toward them, Polly worried about them tearing up the yard for Eliseo. The strange things a person worries about in a crisis.  
 
    Tab Hudson was the first person to get out of her car and approach them. "What's going on?" she demanded. 
 
    "Nonni Wellman is the murderer," Polly said. She pointed up the creek. "Last I saw, she was running up the creek bed." 
 
    "Did she get on the highway?" 
 
    "No, she went across and back down." 
 
    "I'll be right back." Tab ran to two other deputies and one took off at a run, while the other got in his vehicle and backed out.  
 
    "What’s the rest of the story?" she asked when she returned. 
 
    "It's a long one," Polly said. "These two need medical attention. They've both been tied up, hit with a tire iron, and then chased with bullets." 
 
    Tab gave Polly a look. "That's big even for you." 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 
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    “You’re still in here?” Henry set a fresh cup of coffee down in front of her. 
 
    Polly was finishing the presentation for the afternoon's reception. She was surprised at the number of people who had invested in Bellingwood's Sycamore Foundation at this early stage, but news of it was spreading and more were interested in participating. That would come later. What began as a way for their friends to be part of something bigger in town was becoming an opportunity for local business people to invest in the future of their community. This was so much bigger than anything she’d imagined, and she was thankful to have Jeff working with her. There was still quite a bit of work to be done to organize the business end of the foundation, but this afternoon, they wanted to celebrate the beginning stages of their first big project, the Bellingwood Bed and Breakfast.  
 
    “Yeah,” she said, rubbing at her eyes. 
 
    "How are you doing?" 
 
    "Getting there. Jeff sent over a bunch of slides he wants me to drop in. I feel really overwhelmed with this. All I wanted to do was move to town, buy an old building, renovate it and maybe use it to do some fun things. I never planned on being a business magnate." 
 
    He laughed. "Get used to it." 
 
    "No, I want out of this. I'll be on the Board of Directors, but I don't want to be in charge. At least not for long. We have strong people in town who would be much better at this than me." 
 
    He sat across from her. "Let me point one thing out to you. Those same people you believe are strong leaders weren’t leading this community before you moved to Bellingwood. In fact, they didn't do much of anything until your work caught the attention of not only the locals, but those outside of the area. That’s when people began getting on board with growth. Even still, there are many who aren't happy with the way things are changing. I still hear older people complaining that these new, young upstarts will open businesses and then leave town and let it all fall apart." 
 
    "That doesn't make any sense." 
 
    "No, but there are many who will never trust the evidence right in front of their faces. They want to live in the past." He chuckled. "It's as if they've forgotten that they were once young. They started businesses and never left. Why would we?" 
 
    Polly nodded toward the foyer. "How are the boys this morning?" 
 
    "Subdued. They liked Nonni. That was quite a shock for them." 
 
    "It makes me so angry," Polly said. "I know it isn't fair, but those little boys live in Bellingwood now. They shouldn't have to be exposed to a jealous murderer again. This should have been a safe place for them. I hate that they experienced a serious crime like that in their short little lives." 
 
    "They accepted it without many questions," Henry agreed. "Like they weren't surprised. I want our children to be surprised by murder." 
 
    Polly chuckled. "That will never happen." 
 
    "You're right. But I want their exposure to horrible death to be one step removed. Through you, not because they knew the murderer well." 
 
    "I understand. I don't like that I bring this to the family, but there's nothing I can do. I think we're stuck with it." 
 
    He rubbed Han's head. The dog was just never very far from Henry. "At least you bring more to this family than murder and death. The boys will be okay. They're resilient. It will be one more thing they tuck away in their little filing cabinets of strange information. I’m more concerned with Rebecca driving into the face of danger last night." 
 
    Polly dropped her head into her hands. "If I hadn't been so glad to see her coming at us, I would have been furious at her for putting everyone in danger. Maybe we need to put armor in the sidewalls of that Suburban." 
 
    "Maybe we need to talk to Rebecca about being more frightened of things in the world," Henry said. "You'd think after all she's been through, she'd show a little more fear." 
 
    "It's because of what she's been through that she’s so strong. She's willing to face things because she knows we'll always be there for her. I love that about her. When I tried to talk to her about it last night, she told me that the four of them voted on what to do and it was unanimous. They freakin’ voted. Who does that?"  
 
    Henry gave her a look of bewilderment. "I'll never understand them." 
 
    "When it comes to self-protection, the only smart one in the group is Kayla. Cilla and Andrew would have loved the idea of diving into trouble." 
 
    "Even after what Cilla faced last summer?" 
 
    "She's one of those people who will support what her friends do. Not only support but encourage them.  Especially if it's the least bit offbeat. And Andrew? Well, he'd go anywhere Rebecca pointed." 
 
    "They're going to get back together, aren't they." It wasn’t a question, but a statement of fact. Henry wasn’t oblivious to what was right in front of him. 
 
    Polly tried to see what Henry's face was telling her, but she couldn’t see any emotions there. "I don't know." 
 
    "I want them to wait." 
 
    "Until they're in their thirties?" 
 
    "That would be satisfactory, but no. I want them to know for certain that they’re meant for each other. I’d hate for those kids to miss out on adventures because they settled down too early." 
 
    "What if they go on adventures together? What if that's the right thing for them? I'd rather they experience life as individuals before they come together for a lifetime, too, but maybe that's not the right thing for Andrew and Rebecca." 
 
    "I don't want to admit that you might be right, but you are. I saw it last night." 
 
    Polly didn't say a word. She and Henry hadn't had a chance last night to talk about their day. By the time they went to bed, they were both exhausted and had fallen right to sleep. 
 
    "I don't know how to describe it," he said. "But they are each other's true north. Not only does one focus the other, but the two become more than individuals when they're together. It's what you hope for in a relationship." He gestured back and forth between them. "It's what we have. I didn't expect to see it in someone so young. I don't love it and I won't have them being all gooey with each other in this house. We will do whatever it takes to keep them safe. I could probably design a chastity belt." 
 
    Polly laughed out loud. "I've had conversations with both Rebecca and Andrew this week. I said most of these same things. Well, except for the part about the chastity belt. They really miss each other." 
 
    "I get that. I think about that first year with you. It nearly killed me that we couldn't be together all the time." 
 
    "At least we were in our thirties. The same fears I have for Rebecca, I was having for myself back then. I didn't know if I was ready to be done with my independence." She smiled at him. "I didn't realize that you weren't taking it away from me but instead, offered a foundation that allowed me to do so much more with my life." 
 
    "And both of us see that's what is happening with Rebecca and Andrew. They give each other a strong jumping off point to live their lives. I get it," he said. "I really get it." 
 
    "You know we're going to have five more kids that we have to shepherd through this phase." 
 
    "Which one is going to be our playboy?" He grinned at her. 
 
    "You know, you might think that it would be Elijah, but I'll bet it's one of the younger boys. When Elijah finally finds someone, he'll be done." 
 
    "It's that time between when he starts paying attention to girls and finally finding someone that scares me. He's going to be hurt a lot before that happens." 
 
    "I hope not." 
 
    "Look at Keenan Baxter. He was hurt so badly that he never settled down again." 
 
    "Nonni knew he wasn't going to. He'd have taken care of her and the baby, but he wasn't going to marry her." Polly shook her head. "I feel sorry for everyone who got caught up in his world. And Scott Luther. It's out now that he has a son. What is that going to do to him? To his son?" 
 
    "Scott’s your employee, not mine," Henry said. He grinned at her. "How’s that for a supportive husband?" 
 
    "I'm leaving him to Eliseo. When Scott didn't show up to work yesterday after lunch, I hate to admit that my first thought was we were going to have to go through the entire process to find a new custodian again. I felt a little selfish when I realized that he'd been tied up all afternoon, worried about whether he was going to live or die." 
 
    "She just went back to work and left them there? That's unbelievable." 
 
    "After all she'd done, she must have been numb by that point," Polly said. "Kill the father of your baby and blame his daughter. I don't know how she planned to explain their deaths." 
 
    "Why in the world did you go after her?" 
 
    "I didn't know who it was or what they were doing. People are always dumping stuff in that creek. Even kittens. I didn't want someone to get away with that if I could just make them stop." 
 
    "We don't need any more kittens," Henry said. "We have plenty." 
 
    "I'm glad that's what you focused on in this discussion." Polly loved this man. "So, I spoke with Josie yesterday. She said you called Gavin. I don't need to do an interview with him?" 
 
    Henry's eyes darted away. "Yeah. About that. Sorry." 
 
    "I'm not upset. You like the guy?" 
 
    "I really do. We'll see how he works out. He's interested in everything and already has a decent background in construction. It will take time to bring him up to speed, but this is promising. He wants to work and is willing to put in hours, as long as Josie can hold onto her job. If that's what it takes, I'll make it happen." 
 
    "We should build a child care center. Julie Shaffer could run it. She's such a nice person. They don't have a home big enough for her to start her child care business yet, but we're starting to have enough employees with young children, it might make sense. And some of the younger families are going to start having babies any day now. Wouldn't it be nice to know there was a safe place for the kids to be cared for while their parents worked?" 
 
    "We could renovate an existing home." 
 
    Polly was surprised he didn’t laugh at her idea. He was thinking about it. "Like the one next to your parent's house?" 
 
    Henry blinked. "That's interesting." 
 
    "Might be a Sycamore Foundation investment down the road." 
 
    "You never stop thinking, do you?" 
 
    "You should stop the half-baked reno they're going to do on that house next week if this is something we’re really talking about. If we bought the house, we could do it right." She chuckled. "Hayden could have another summer project." 
 
    "That poor boy will be desperate to find a job in his field just to get away from you and your projects," Henry said. "Do you want to bring this up today with the foundation members?" 
 
    She shook her head. "No. I want today to be a celebration. I have that money from the diamonds and don't forget that money from those gold coins. Rather than it being part of the foundation, it feels like it should be something Sycamore Enterprises does." 
 
    "I'll call about the house on Monday," he said. "Just to see if it’s even possible. Mom would love having a child care center next door. She loves children, and it would be easier on her if Molly had a place to go. That would give her freedom again. Not that she's ever complained, but she's tied to Molly and that isn't fair." 
 
    "Jessie would hate thinking she was a hardship on Marie." 
 
    "Yeah. Mom wouldn't like having Jessie think that either, but it's time for change. When I get a few more people hired at the shop, Mom and Dad could visit Lonnie more often and maybe do other things they like to do together. They're supposed to be retired, you know." 
 
    "Life is so funny," Polly said. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    It was fun to hear the excited buzz in the foyer. The presentation had gone well and people were enthusiastic about the progress made on the bed and breakfast. Jeff had been elected as the president of the board of directors, with Sal as president-elect. Simon Gardner, Sylvie Donovan, Polly and Henry, Nate Mikkels, Dylan Foster, Ken Conyers, Jen Dykstra, Reuben Greene, and Betty Mercer were the initial members of the board. She was thrilled that the board consisted of long-time Bellingwood residents as well as relative newcomers.  
 
    Jeff had introduced Edna Dahlman to the group. The woman was going to be busy this next year as she helped them move forward, not only with major projects like the bed and breakfast, but with other, smaller projects as the group dreamed big. There was so much potential in Bellingwood and now there was a way for people to be involved.  
 
    Sal smiled when Polly sat down beside her. "Can you believe that Mina had a murderer working for her?" 
 
    "Not really," Polly said. "Can you believe that you are going to be president of this board of directors next year?" 
 
    "Who'd have thought?" 
 
    "You'll be great." 
 
    "Jeff and I were talking about some things we want to do these next two years." 
 
    "Yeah?"  
 
    "We want to hire an executive director." 
 
    Polly raised her eyebrows. "Okay. That's interesting." 
 
    "We can't expect Jeff to do the work that needs to be done. It should be centered in a person who is responsible to the board and is paid to do the dirty work." 
 
    "And just who should we hire?" 
 
    "Well, me." 
 
    Polly burst out with a laugh and then she realized Sal was serious. "You want the job? It will be a lot of work." 
 
    "Who better?" 
 
    "I don't know. I don't even know what the position would require." 
 
    "That's why Jeff and I are going to work together for at least a year. We'll travel to other communities and see how they're organizing groups like this. We will design a job description and bring it to the board. I'm not in any hurry to be employed. If, at the end of my term, the board doesn't see a benefit to hiring me, then fine, we'll keep going as we have been. But I think I can bring a wealth of experience to Bellingwood." 
 
    "You certainly could," Polly said. "You don't have to sell me on how brilliant and talented you are. I'm surprised that you want to invest that much time." 
 
    "This is something I can do well. I have a great life, I have good children and a wonderful husband, but I want to be more useful. Right now, I can ease into it. The foundation is small, and my responsibilities would be minimal. I can be the one who builds this and make it a force for change." 
 
    "You are amazing. You know I'll be there for you." 
 
    "Jeff and I were surprised you wanted nothing to do with leadership. This is your baby." 
 
    "That’s funny. Because it’s not mine at all. It was your idea. My joy doesn't come from leading, it comes from offering opportunities to people and then supporting them so they are successful. Like you with this. If this is where you find what makes you thrive, I will be the happiest person in the world." 
 
    Sal nodded. "Mark and I talked about you and your businesses the other night when I told him I was interested in being part of the foundation. We hadn’t put it all together until I was laying out the organizational chart of Sycamore Enterprises. You are happiest when other people are doing what they love. You set Sylvie up, you gave Jeff control, you put Eliseo in a safe place, you allowed Rachel to grow, you’ve given Reuben and Judy a new future, you showed Stephanie that it was safe to be completely whole and then brought Skylar back from a horrible future to something he would never have imagined. You showed Grey that he could do anything, even find his way back to his old career and be happy." Sal shook her head. "We all know this, but it's never been so clear to me as it is right now. And me. You let me find my own way. When I wanted to own a business, you not only supported me, but you put yourself and your own money in with mine so that it was more than just a little coffee shop." 
 
    "She gave my life to me, too. Not just my marriage, but my business."  
 
    Polly turned and looked up as Henry put his hand on her shoulder.  
 
    He squeezed her and smiled. "I'm sorry. I shouldn't have been eavesdropping. But Sal is right. You make success possible for us." 
 
    "I do nothing of the sort," Polly protested. "You've all made your own success. The only thing I will admit to is seeing more in you than you see in yourselves. Because you are nothing short of amazing. The rest? You've set your path, you've created your own successes, and now look where you are. You are opening doors for others." 
 
    Sal leaned forward and hugged Polly. "Say what you will. You started this journey and invited all of us to join you. I wouldn't have missed it for the world." 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
    (Turn the page for links and more information. 
You know you want to.) 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
    Meet Polly before she arrives in Bellingwood. 
 
    FREE novella.  
 
    Click on the image or go to 
 
    http://nammynools.com/bellingwood-prequel/ 
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    (Keep going, there’s more.) 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
    ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 
 
    It appears that I like feisty female characters. I can't wait for you to meet Agnes Hill. 
 
    I was always the good girl. I got good grades, I excelled in my activities, I respected adults, I … well, I was a good girl. When I talked back, I got in terrible trouble and felt guilt like you can't believe. See, good girl. It was disgusting. I love my younger self, but she could have been a bit feistier and still been a good girl. 
 
    My sister asked if I modeled Agnes after someone we knew well. Maybe a little, but not completely. It is fun to build characters from those people I've known and loved. My Agnes is a bigger personality suited to the role she plays in Polly's life, but the woman who inspired me was a character in and of herself. 
 
    Agnes Hill's last name is a quiet tribute to my elementary music teacher. She wasn't feisty, but a quiet and loving woman who saw a little girl's musical talent and gave her space to stand out. When the other girls in my class of twenty-three kids bullied me because I was different (the preacher's kid who hadn't grown up with them), she showed me how to be myself. 
 
    On International Women's Day I read tributes to brilliant, talented, compassionate, and exceptional women, and was once again reminded of how many amazing women have impacted me. Throughout my life, extraordinary women have given me a piece of themselves and I've become greater than just one girl on this earth. I am a composite of all of them. That's kind of a big deal! 
 
    The group that helps me with the Bellingwood series is filled with incredible and brilliant women. Thank you to: Diane Wendt, Carol Greenwood, Alice Stewart, Eileen Adickes, Fran Neff, Max Muir, Tracy Simpson, Linda Baker, Linda Watson, Nancy Quist, Rebecca Bauman, and Judy Tew. 
 
    Spend time with us at facebook.com/pollygiller. 
 
      
 
    (Still more!) 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Don’t miss any books in Diane Greenwood Muir’s 
 
    Bellingwood Series 
 
    Diane publishes a new book in this series 
on the 25th of March, June, September, and December.  
 
    
Short stories are published in between those dates. vignettes are written and published each month in the newsletter. 
 
      
 
    The first nine books, plus short stories, are published 
to Kindle in three boxed sets: 
 
    Bellingwood Boxed Set: Books 1-3
Bellingwood Boxed Set: Books 4-6
Bellingwood Boxed Set: Books 7-9 
 
      
 
    To ensure that you never miss anything, 
sign up for the newsletter by clicking on this LINK. 
 
      
 
    You can find a list of all published works at nammynools.com 
 
      
 
    Journals 
 
    (Paperback only) 
 
    Find Joy – A Gratitude Journal 
 
    Books are Life – A Reading Journal 
 
    Capture Your Memories – A Journal 
 
      
 
      
 
    Abide With Me 
(Kindle only) 
 
    Abiding Love - the story of Ruth 
 
    Abiding Grace - the story of the Prodigal Son 
 
    Abiding Hope – the story of the Good Samaritan 
 
      
 
    (Turn one more page!) 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
    THANK YOU! 
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    I’m so glad you enjoy these stories about Polly Giller and her friends. There are many ways to stay in touch with Diane and the Bellingwood community.  
 
      
 
    You can find more details about Sycamore House and Bellingwood at the website: http://nammynools.com/ 
 
      
 
    Join the Bellingwood Facebook page: 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/pollygiller 
 
    for news about upcoming books, conversations while I’m writing and you’re reading, and a continued look at life in a small town. 
 
      
 
    Diane Greenwood Muir’s Amazon Author Page is a great place to watch for new releases.  
 
      
 
    Follow Diane on Twitter at twitter.com/nammynools for regular updates and notifications. 
 
      
 
    Recipes and decorating ideas found in the books can often be found on Pinterest at: http://pinterest.com/nammynools/ 
 
      
 
    And if you are looking for Sycamore House swag, check out Polly’s CafePress store: http://www.cafepress.com/sycamorehouse 
 
      
 
      
 
    Finis 
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