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			PRAISE FOR

			Basket Case

			“Nancy Haddock has struck gold with the Silver Six!”

			—Ali Brandon, New York Times bestselling author of the Black Cat Bookshop Mysteries

			“It doesn’t get any better than this! Nancy Haddock’s debut mystery is the perfect mix of intelligence and charm. The characters are varied and appealing, the setting is engaging and so vivid you can smell the flowers and taste the fried okra, and the plot is intricate and clever.”

			—Jennie Bentley, New York Times and USA Today bestselling author of the Do-It-Yourself Mysteries

			“A slew of townsfolk I’d love to meet—as well as a few I wouldn’t—all combined into a delightful and tasty mystery full of intrigue and twists . . . Basket Case is full of Southern charm, food . . . and mystery.”

			—Linda O. Johnston, author of the Barkery & Biscuits Mysteries

			“Ms. Haddock, a masterful writer, obviously has humor running through her DNA and mystery deep within her bones. You can’t help but admire her ‘silver’ characters’ energy, smarts, and loyalty. I wish I had that much oomph in my gas tank. Add a bright and funny niece along with a handsome detective, villains who deserve their comeuppance, and this book hooks you. I’m looking forward to many more Silver Six books.”

			—L.A. Sartor, author of Viking Gold
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			“Nixy! Nixy, child, we’re waiting for you.”

			“On my way,” I yelled down the stairs from my apartment.

			I paused long enough to eye myself in the large oval mirror in the small entryway. Yep, I’d applied mascara to both sets of lashes. That should’ve been a given, but I’d been known to miss a set. Especially since I’d gone makeup-free for the past month. No point in primping when I’d spent my waking hours sanding, staining, and sealing nearly every surface of this old building. I’d even learned to wield a power sprayer to paint the twelve-foot-high walls and ceilings, and exposed ductwork. We’d installed three new fire-rated entry-exit doors, two roll-up service doors, and security cameras and alarms. We’d also made improvements to the kitchenette and bathroom in back of the store proper. Now the place shone, and we were ready for our grand opening.

			By the way, I’m Leslee Stanton Nix, known to pretty much everyone as Nixy. The “we” who were waiting for me were my Aunt Sherry Mae Stanton Cutler and her five housemates, collectively known as the Silver Six. They lived together in Sherry’s farmhouse and were closer than blood family. The Six were in their late sixties and early seventies, but they’d worked every bit as hard and long as I had to renovate the twenty-seven-hundred-square-foot building that housed my apartment, the storefront, and the workroom. They were every bit as invested in the success of our new folk art and crafts gallery as I was. Oops. Not a gallery. The Six thought “gallery” sounded too highfalutin, aka expensive, for Lilyvale. We’d settled on naming our enterprise The Handcraft Emporium.

			“Nixy! Doralee will be here in twenty minutes!”

			“Coming!”

			I clambered down the interior staircase leading to the building’s back room. This space was as wide as a three-car garage, though not as deep, and it served as Fix-It Fred’s workshop. However, we’d decided to use it as an arts and crafts classroom as needed. This evening it was needed for our Gorgeous Gourds class.

			Fred scowled at me. “You know you sounded like a thundering herd trompin’ down them stairs, don’t you, missy?”

			“Thundering herd?” I echoed, grinning.

			“You laugh, but steep as those steps are, you’re gonna fall and break a bone someday when nobody’s here to help you.”

			“Point taken, Fred. I’ll slow down.”

			“Nixy, child, how do we look?” asked Sherry.

			I realized the Six stood in a line, as if for inspection as our former U.S. Navy nurse Maise Holcomb—who stood beside the others with her shoulders proudly thrown back and her eyes front—would say. We’d decided on a kind of uniform for the store, and so had ordered both short-sleeved forest green polo shirts and aprons in the same color, each with Handcraft Emporium embroidered in white above the left breast. Tonight Dab, Maise, Fred, and I wore the shirts while Sherry, Aster, and Eleanor wore the aprons. Most of us paired the emporium wear with blue jeans and tennis shoes. Dapper Dab—Dwight Aloysius Baxter, to be precise—and Fix-It Fred Fishner had donned their typical gear with their shirts. For Dab, polyester pants and loafers, and overalls for Fred.

			Elegant Eleanor Wainwright was the exception to casual. A beautiful black woman with an ageless complexion, her style ran to timeless, tailored outfits, much dressier than the rest of us usually wore. Tonight she’d paired blue linen slacks, a matching blouse, and low-heeled pumps with the emporium apron, and still looked like she belonged in a fashion magazine. I imagined she’d wear only the apron. Never the polo shirt. And that was fine by me.

			In fact, to borrow a Fred-phrase, I’d bet my last nuts and bolts the shirts and aprons would fall by the wayside sooner than later. Probably even mine, but the Silver Six were rocking them tonight.

			I smiled at them in turn. “Y’all look fantastic, but are you comfortable?”

			“I am,” Dab said.

			“I do believe the aprons and shirts turned out quite well,” Eleanor declared.

			Aunt Sherry ran her hand down the front of her apron. “These are wonderfully soft, too.”

			“I’m so glad we went with the hemp fabric,” Aster Parsons added. Aster was Maise’s sister, our throwback hippie, and all-things-herbal expert. She carried lavender oil mixed with water, and sprayed at will. “Hemp is sustainable, you know.”

			“We know, and this color will hide dirt and dust smudges,” Maise said.

			“Considering how thoroughly y’all have cleaned, I don’t think we’ll get too dirty,” I soothed. “Does the shirt work for you, Fred?”

			“I ain’t used to working with a collar around my neck, but it’s okay.”

			Fix-It Fred was a walking hardware store in bib overalls. Tonight’s dark denim pair partly covered the embroidery on the polo shirt, but he did look spiffy. The many tools he stuck into each of his dozen pockets stood soldier straight.

			Maise clapped her hands. “Time’s ticking. Is everything shipshape for the class?”

			I looked over the room setup. Two four-foot folding tables were in place for Doralee Gordon, the gourd class instructor.  She’d face the wall separating the workroom from the store. Two similar tables held refreshments at the back of the room. Four eight-foot solid wood tables, which Fred used for workbenches, were positioned in a semicircle to give all the students a good view of Doralee. The arrangement accommodated sixteen students, four per table, a roll of paper towels at each place.

			We’d scrounged a variety of barstools to use for classes, and duct-taped green plastic dollar store tablecloths to catch paint spills. Fred’s table surfaces were pretty much beyond harm, but Eleanor had insisted that the tablecloths gave them a clean, unmarred, less well-worn look.

			“It’s perfect, Maise. We only have eleven paid students, including you, Sherry, and Fred, but this gives us room for walk-ins.” If we had any. I hoped we would.

			Sherry patted my arm. “Even eleven is a good turnout for our first guest instructor. It will take time to build a following. Besides, it’s June. People are taking vacations.”

			“I hadn’t thought of that.”

			“Chin up, child. It’s all good.”

			I blinked at Sherry’s use of slang, then blinked again as all the seniors but Fred headed through the door into the emporium proper.

			“Where are y’all going?”

			Sherry gave me a wave. “I told Doralee to park out back, but we’ll be mingling in the store, where I can watch for her in case she forgets.”

			“And we’re still training Jasmine,” Maise tossed over her shoulder as she and Aster scooted out. “We’ll send her back to help Doralee unload.”

			Eleanor followed. “I do believe that girl is a splendid addition to the business. She’ll bring in the younger crowd.”

			“Maise assigned me to pass out name tags as the students arrive,” Dab said as he strode out, his pants riding on his bony hips.

			When the door closed behind the exodus, I chuckled, knowing that their true mission was to fuss over and rearrange their individual art displays.

			I cocked a brow at Fred. “You’re not going out front?”

			“Nope, out back. Got all my tools and projects locked up,” he said, gesturing at the wall of richly patinated pine cabinets, some open-shelved, some with doors and padlocks. “I told Ida Bollings to park in the lot out there, so I’ll go keep a lookout for her.”

			“You’re seeing Ida, Fred?”

			He winked. “What can I say? I got a weakness for dames with hot wheels.”

			“Wheels as in her big blue Buick or that new walker she’s sporting?”

			“Both. Besides, she’s bringing her famous pear bread.”

			With that he clanked-clunked his walker, loaded tool belt fastened to the front of it, out the new door that led to the alley and the parking lot just beyond it. I didn’t know how much Fred needed the walker to steady his steps versus how much he simply wanted to keep all his tools near to hand. I did know he lifted the walker more than he scooted it. He’d developed the arm muscles of a weightlifter to show for it. And it tickled me that he had a thing for Pear Bread Lady Ida.

			When the door closed behind Fred with a solid thunk, I noticed I’d left the nearby door that led up to my apartment open. I crossed to shut it, then turned to gaze around the room. I took a deep breath, basking in the quiet for a moment.

			The last month had been exhausting, and the next week would be another whirlwind. Thank goodness Jasmine Young was doing a work-study program through the Business and Marketing Department at the technical college, and had chosen to do it with us. With skin the color of rich chocolate, she was enthusiastic about crafts and eager to learn the business, and all for minuscule pay, store discounts, and free classes if she wanted to take them. Since she had opted to take tonight’s class from six thirty to eight thirty, Dab, Eleanor, and Aster would man the store.

			Doralee Gordon should be here any old time now. I sure hoped she’d bring all the supplies she’d need. She’d seemed well organized when I confirmed the class details by phone, and what I’d seen of her art pieces lived up to her business’s name: Hello, Gourdgeous. But if she’d forgotten anything key to teaching the class, we’d have a roomful of unhappy students.

			Tomorrow we’d celebrate the first day of our grand opening and host a week of prize drawings, demonstrations, and discounts that we hoped would bring in buyers as well as lookers. Since three of the Silver Six, including Aunt Sherry, were folk artists themselves, they knew hundreds of other folk artists and craftspeople in our little part of southwest Arkansas and all over the state. A gratifying number of those artists had agreed to have their work sold in the emporium. In fact, we’d had such an overwhelming response, the store was well past full and verging toward cluttered territory.

			Okay, so maybe only I found the space cluttered. I’d worked in a Houston fine art gallery where we carefully balanced featured pieces with negative, blank space, so being in the stuffed emporium made me feel claustrophobic early on. Now I was getting used to the shelves and display tables cheerily overflowing, Sherry’s baskets hanging from the ceiling, quilts bursting with color hanging on racks, and several dress forms crowding the floor in a quirky formation. We even arranged some of the crafts on lipped benches out on the sidewalk. I’d worried about thefts, but Sherry had assured me the goods would be safe. And Aster spritzed me with her infamous lavender water to calm me. An outside security camera would’ve been more practical than lavender, but we’d had three installed inside. One provided a partial view of the sidewalk, which would have to do for now.

			Still, with the crowded condition in the store, and artists counting on sales to boost their incomes, I sure hoped we sold a lot of merchandise during the grand opening. We needed to launch the store on Friday and Saturday with a super big bang because we’d be closed on Sunday. That’s the day Sherry Mae had decided to rededicate the Stanton family cemetery. Aster had already smudged the graveyard to clear negativity by burning sage, cedar, lavender, and something else I couldn’t recall now. Sherry, though, had wanted a formal blessing, and had sweet-talked her Episcopal priest into doing the honors. She’d also insisted on holding an outdoor reception following the short ceremony. Her farmhouse sat on half a city block, so she’d invited the whole town to attend.

			I hoped for a much smaller turnout. I still shuddered, remembering why we were blessing the cemetery at all, and I didn’t want to spend the afternoon rehashing those events of just eight weeks ago.

			I glanced at the oversized wall clock hung near the stairway to my loft apartment. Dang, where was Doralee? I’d barely finished the thought when Jasmine flew through the store door wearing her emporium T-shirt and nearly bouncing with excitement.

			“She’s here, Miss Nixy. Just pulling around back.”

			*   *   *

			“Good to meet you, Nixy, Jasmine,” Doralee said with a firm handshake when we met at her SUV. “This is my gentleman friend, Zach Dalton.”

			“Nice to meet you both,” he said, meeting my gaze, then Jasmine’s, his voice on the soft-spoken side, but pleasing.

			“I hope you don’t mind me bringing him to the class,” Doralee continued. “He’s going to act as my assistant, and then we’re making a weekend of it in Lilyvale.”

			“Are you staying at the Inn on the Square?” I asked as her gentleman went to the back of the car to begin unloading. Jasmine joined him.

			“Yes. We haven’t checked in yet, but I understand we don’t have to. Not in the usual way, I mean.”

			“You’re right.” I knew Clark and Lorna Tyler, the owners of the Lilies Café and Inn on the Square, so I knew the drill. “Just enter the code Lorna e-mailed you at the alley door and go up the stairs. A small jog to the left, and you’ll be in the hall. Your name will be on the door of your room and the key will be inside.”

			“Good to know, thanks. I’d better help unload.”

			I followed, and took the handle of one rolling bin while Jasmine took the second one. Zach carried the large box of gourds. The box was awkward, but not heavy, Doralee said.

			“Even a box of large gourds is fairly lightweight.”

			Sherry had told me Doralee Gordon was fifty-five, but her chin-length golden brown hair and her cheerful smile made her look younger. Zach was probably in his early to mid-fifties, too. Trim and handsome, he dressed as country-casual as Doralee, and had kind hazel eyes almost the same color as hers. As he helped us arrange class materials on the tables, he worked quietly, but was quick to smile. He exuded a Zen-like calm that balanced Doralee’s high-energy chatter.

			When all the bottles of paint, the brushes, and handouts were set on the tables, Doralee greeted not only Sherry and the gang, but also the students as they came in. We’d made stick-on name tags printed in large block letters so the students wouldn’t be anonymous faces. Doralee took advantage of our efforts and began to call people by name.

			The class filed into the workroom, friends chatting with each other. I’d been a bit surprised when Maise, Sherry, and Fred had opted to take the class. I hadn’t wanted them to pay at all, but when they protested the freebie, I insisted on giving them a discount rate. I was curious and a bit concerned about Sherry wanting to learn gourd art. She’d always crafted baskets. Perhaps she wanted to branch out or away from her basket weaving due to the macular degeneration, but I hadn’t asked for her reasons. I did notice she’d let her hair fall over her left eye, and with her bangs blocking that eye, she could focus better using her right one.

			Sherry, Maise, and Jasmine shared the table closest to the refreshments so they could hostess at the break. Ida Bollings also shared their table, taking a seat at the far end where she could park her new walker out of the way. Fred’s walker was next to Ida’s, and he sat beside her on the tractor-seat stool he’d brought from his old workshop at the farmhouse.

			At Sherry’s request, I introduced Doralee, and then stood in the back ready to assist if needed. Zach took an empty spot at the far table, but we still had room for four walk-ins. Not that I figured anyone else would come this late, but I shrugged that aside and snapped a few pictures to post on our in-the-works website pages.

			“Welcome, everyone,” Doralee began. “First, my thanks to Sherry and Aster for inviting me to teach you about gourd art, and to Nixy for her lovely introduction. Second, thank you for being here this evening. I hope you’ll enjoy the class. Now, if you have questions as I go along, just holler. Let’s begin with a quick history about the use of hard shell gourds.”

			And off she went, telling the class about the different kinds of gourds, how she came to work with them, and the ways to craft with gourds. She then passed around samples of her various gourd art, from simple birdhouses, to gourds with designs etched using a woodburning tool, to beautifully painted gourds. She said gourds had been called nature’s pottery, and I could see why.

			“Why is a thick gourd better?” Sherry asked.

			“They’re more durable, and easier to work with, too. The longer the growing season, and the drier the gourds are before they’re cut from the vine, the better.”

			“Where do you get your gourds?” a lady in front asked.

			“There are farms around the country you can order from, Ann. I get mine from an organic farm in California.”

			“Is it hard to grow your own gourds?”

			Doralee tilted her head. “I can’t really speak to that, Deena, because I’ve never tried growing my own. I’m sure the local nurseries, agricultural extension, or the technical college could help you find that information. Be aware that cleaning gourds is a messy process. Whether you’re cleaning gourds or cutting, chiseling, or wood-burning them, rubber gloves are recommended, and wearing a dust mask or respirator is an absolute must. I also work in a smock. Generally, I’m not a sloppy painter, but I have my moments.”

			When the audience members muttered and glanced at their own clothing, Doralee held up a hand.

			“Not to worry about getting spills or splats on yourselves tonight. I brought oversized T-shirts to wear if you want to protect your clothes. Any more questions?”

			“Do gourds rot?”

			“Not if they’re properly dried, Jasmine. Gourd farms use all the correct drying procedures, so unless you plan to grow your own or you soak the ones you buy for any reason, rot won’t be an issue.”

			“What do you use your decorated gourds for?” Ida asked. “What I mean is, are these used for flower vases, or anything practical?”

			“Painted and carved gourds can be sculptures in and of themselves, purely ornamental. However, they can also be used as vases, pencil holders, card holders. Again, depending on the shape and size—and your vision—they can have a variety of uses. One artist I know turned a huge gourd into a cat bed. Birdhouses, as I mentioned earlier, can be made from a plain, unadorned gourd, or be painted or otherwise decorated.”

			“How many kinds of gourds did you say there are?”

			“If I name them all, Ginger, I’ll sound like Forrest Gump.” The students chuckled and Doralee grinned. “Seriously, there are at least eight to ten kinds of shapes, and some lend themselves to a project better than others. I like to examine each gourd and let it spark my imagination as to what it will be.”

			Doralee glanced at her watch. “We’re due to have refreshments, and I know you probably want to get to the fun part—painting your gourds. Does anyone have another question before we break? No? Let’s go nosh, and then paint.”

			I snagged a piece of Ida’s pear bread, but left the three kinds of cookies Maise, Aster, Eleanor, and Sherry had baked to the students. We’d opted to serve only bottled water to reduce spills, but no one seemed to mind.

			When class resumed, Doralee asked me to pass out gourds. I grabbed stacks of tees, too, and placed them at the ends of the tables. Class members could snag one if they chose.

			“Now these bottle gourds are all about the same shape,” she said as she donned her smock. A white one with liberal drops and drips of paint colors from butter yellow to blue-black. “I brought a small size so you could finish tonight, and I removed the neck so they’d be easier to handle. You’ll find a variety of acrylic paint colors on the table, and some summery and patriotic stencils and sponges if you want a design on your gourd but don’t want to freehand. I’ll circulate to give you help if you need it.”

			I stood at the back, ready to assist again, which I figured would be about the time students needed to rinse their paintbrushes. Doralee had brought clear plastic tubs that I’d put by the utility sink, and I started that way to fill them, when the emporium door banged open.

			A scowling, burly man stomped into the workroom, and pointed at Doralee.

			“Doralee Boudreaux, where do you get off teaching classes?” the man loudly demanded. “You learned everything you know from me. I should be the one up there.”
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			I moved without thinking, blocking the angry man’s path even as Dab charged behind the intruder, clearly outraged. Before either of us could so much as speak a stern word to the man, Doralee cleared her throat with an attention-grabbing “Ahem.”

			“My name is no longer Boudreaux, Ernie. It’s Gordon again, as you well know,” she said firmly. “Had you been here at the start of the class, you’d know I did mention you and your birdhouses. Class, this is Ernie Boudreaux, my ex-husband. Who didn’t teach me quite everything I know.”

			She said the last bit with a twinkle in her eyes, but no one made a peep for a long moment. Then Jasmine piped up.

			“I don’t care who the flip he is. He made me mess up my gourd.”

			A few students snickered. Ernie flushed but didn’t retreat.

			“Not to worry, Jasmine, I’ll help you fix it. Zach, would you be a dear and fill a few of those little tubs with water?”

			I’d been so focused on Doralee, I’d forgotten her gentleman friend had been sitting at the far table. He’d obviously risen when Ernie burst in because he was already on his feet. With a nod to Doralee, he went to the utility sink.

			“Thank you. A wonderful reason to use acrylics, class, is that it’s a forgiving medium on a hard surface like a gourd,” Doralee continued, going right on with class, and, bless her, heading directly to Jasmine as she spoke.

			She didn’t spare Ernie another glance. I still stood directly in front of him, and took a step closer to really shift his attention away from Doralee. Dab flanked me.

			“Time to leave, Mr. Boudreaux,” I said quietly so as not to disturb the class further.

			He straightened to his full height, which made him shorter than Dab but towering over my five-three.

			“I understand this class is open to anyone.”

			“To anyone who pays the twenty dollars, although I should charge you double for causing a scene.”

			“Done,” he said, a sly smile inching onto his lips.

			I hadn’t expected that response, but nodded. “Fine. Dab, will you please escort Mr. Boudreaux to the cash register?”

			“What about his companions?” Dab asked. I raised a brow. “Two ladies came in with him. Aster’s got them corralled in the store.”

			“They pay the fee, they can take what’s left of the class.” I gave Ernie the stink eye. “But you do anything to annoy me or interrupt the class, and you’re out of here. I keep the class fee. Got it?”

			He arched a bushy brow. “Ferocious little thing, aren’t you?”

			“Darn right.” I didn’t let being called “little thing” bother me. I am short, and I look younger than my almost thirty years. Especially since my hair is nearly always in a ponytail.

			Staying focused on the matter at hand, I watched as the rude man turned smartly and headed for the door. This time he opened it quietly. Dab gave me an I-hope-you-know-what-you’re-doing look and trailed after Ernie.

			Me? I let out a long breath, willing my surge of adrenaline to subside. I gave a brief thought to snagging some calming lavender from Aster to sprinkle or spray around the room, but there wasn’t time. I needed to join Zach at the utility sink to help dole out the water buckets. We’d completed the task when the door quietly opened again to admit Ernie and two women.

			I did a double take at the woman clinging to Ernie’s arm like a Texas sticker burr. The auburn-haired beauty had to be twenty years his junior. It also struck me that, except for having a more pampered, polished look, she resembled Doralee enough to be a sister. She even wore the same general outfit of jeans and a collared blouse. But while Doralee sported a simple, unadorned style, the younger woman was decked out in what looked like real silk and jewelry in silver settings. Dangly earrings, a pendant, three silver bracelets, and a diamond boulder on her left ring finger. Wowza! Sure seemed that Ernie had replaced Doralee with a younger, poutier, more expensive version.

			The older woman who trailed behind Ernie and the redhead wore jeans with a simple flowered tunic blouse. I deduced she was his sister because she resembled Ernie in her facial features—same patrician nose and sharp chin. She was thinner, no bull neck like Ernie’s. That was a blessing because her short salt-and-pepper hair didn’t complement her face as it was, and neither did her sour expression. She didn’t wear jewelry except for a rope chain necklace that looked like real gold.

			The trio took their seats quietly. I noticed Zach back at the utility sink. His face expressed distaste, but he filled three more tubs for the newcomers. I reined in my ire and picked three gourds from the bin where Doralee had stashed the extras. As I set them before Ernie and his companions, I noticed their hastily handwritten name tags. KIM, the younger woman’s read, and GEORGINE was printed on the elder woman’s.

			Doralee would’ve had every right to ignore the newcomers, in my opinion, but she didn’t, and I admired her poise. While most students carried on low conversations with one another, Doralee made the rounds, complimenting each student, including Ernie’s and Georgine’s gourds. Kim didn’t participate. She didn’t look like a woman who painted her own perfectly oval fingernails, never mind a gourd.

			Ego-Ernie’s response to Doralee’s praise of his freehand design was an arrogant, “Of course. I’m a gourd master.”

			I rolled my eyes at that, and kept a wary watch on the three latecomers. Kim sat thigh to thigh with Ernie, speaking in a low, wheedling voice. The sole smile she spared for Doralee struck me as superior rather than friendly. Georgine completely ignored Kim’s mumbling and shifting on the stool, but shot the occasional scowl at Ernie.

			To my surprise, the older woman gave Doralee a cordial nod and murmured, “It’s good to see you again.”

			Doralee smiled back. “You, too, Georgine. I hope you’re well.”

			She aimed a look of loathing at Kim. “Things are tolerable.”

			Wow. I could hardly wait to buttonhole Sherry and Aster, the two who seemed to know Doralee the best, and get the scoop on these people.

			A long forty minutes later, the class wrapped.

			“Thank you again for coming tonight. If you’ve caught the gourd art bug, I encourage you to continue experimenting. Remember, your handout has information on where to buy cleaned and craft-ready gourds. My website URL and e-mail are there, too, if you want to contact me.”

			“We appreciate you making the trip to teach us about gorgeous gourds, Doralee,” I said as I went to her table. “Ladies and gentlemen, you have a few minutes to finish up, but remember Doralee and The Handcraft Emporium’s own Sherry Mae Cutler will demonstrate more gourd-decorating techniques tomorrow afternoon. If you can’t be here, I hope you’ll join us for our other grand opening events listed on the flyers out in the store.”

			Seven ladies from the class crowded around Doralee to ask more questions. Ernie hung back, too, as if he wanted a word with Doralee. This time she did ignore him. She chatted with the students as she packed her supplies in their case, including the extra painting tees. Sherry and Aster also stood nearby. I hadn’t seen Aster come in from the store, but I was glad they kept Doralee busy.

			Kim pulled at his arm. “Let’s go, Ernie. You can ask her tomorrow.”

			His expression torn, Ernie finally ushered Kim and Georgine through to the store and, I hoped, straight out the front door.

			None of them had taken their gourds with them, although I noticed Georgine’s featured fireworks in red, white, and blue paint. Not as elaborate as Ernie’s design, but it was surprisingly well done.

			Zach had started gathering the paints, paintbrushes, and water tubs, so I joined in, working from the other side of the room. I made sure each paint bottle was capped tightly, and I then met Zach at the utility sink to empty and rinse water tubs. He spoke over the sound of the running tap.

			“Thanks for the way you handled Ernie.”

			I flashed a smile. “You’re welcome, but Doralee put him in his place just fine. I hope she doesn’t have to deal with him often.”

			Zach shrugged. “A few times a year, especially from about May to October when they both travel to arts and craft festivals.”

			“No wonder she knows how to take him down a peg.” I tilted my head. “He bothers you, doesn’t he?”

			“Yes, but so does that new fiancée of his. She’s a piece of work.”

			“What about the other woman? Is she his sister?”

			“Yes, she is. I haven’t been around her enough to have an opinion. Hey, looks like the stragglers are leaving. I’ll start packing the bins if you’ll finish rinsing the tubs.”

			“Deal,” I said. “Jasmine will be over to help me wash and dry in a minute.” And she was.

			I spotted Fred escorting Ida out the back door to her car. Jasmine saw where I was looking and nudged me. “That’s so sweet.”

			“It is, isn’t it?”

			She and I made short work of cleanup duty, and I sent her into the store with her still-drying gourd. I carried the dried water tubs and a few more paintbrushes to Doralee.

			“Here you go. I think that’s the last of your supplies.”

			“Thanks, Nixy. I’m sorry about Ernie’s appearance. I was just telling Sherry and Aster that I don’t know what gets into him sometimes. Well, I never did.”

			“He wants you back,” Zach said quietly.

			Doralee reached for his hand. “Not going to happen. He has Kim, or he will. I think the wedding is a month or two away, but she was after him before our divorce was final.” She paused for a second and laughed. “That sounded bitter, didn’t it?”

			“It can’t be easy for you seeing that rock on her hand,” Sherry said.

			“It is ostentatious, isn’t it? I can say that because I wore it. The Boudreaux family ring was so elegant. A large square-cut diamond in a gold art deco–style band. But Ernie insisted it was too old-fashioned, so he had the stone taken out and reset with slightly smaller diamonds flanking it. I never did care for the ring, so I was glad to give it back.” Doralee shook her head. “Kim is spoiled and single-minded and self-absorbed, but she’s not an evil person. In fact, I should probably warn her about Georgine’s peccadillos, but Kim’s former in-laws make Georgine look like a saint. Besides, I have the sense not to get in the middle of that dynamic.”

			I wanted to ask, “The middle of what,” but bit my tongue so Sherry and the ladies wouldn’t accuse me of being a nosy parker.

			Instead, I steered the conversation more or less back on track. “Ernie aside, the class was amazing, Doralee. You have a gift for teaching as well as art.”

			“Nixy’s right,” Sherry said, beaming. “You made a wonderful impression on everyone.”

			Aster nodded. “We heard nothing but compliments as the students came out front. Oh, and Dab prepared your check. Here you go.”

			“Thank you. All of you. It was fun, and I look forward to doing the etching demonstration tomorrow afternoon while Sherry demonstrates vine weaving.”

			“Then you’ll be showing how to attach the vines, right?” I asked. The demonstration programs all week were free, partly to get people in the door, but I wanted them to be every bit as professionally presented as they’d be for a paid class.

			“Sherry and I will talk about that together, but yes. And here’s to Ernie not showing up again.”

			I’m sure we all seconded that, but Fred clanked-clomped his way inside about then. Time to get the bins to Doralee’s SUV. She and her gentleman had a long, romantic weekend to start, and I wanted to put my feet up.

			*   *   *

			The feet-up thing didn’t happen because there were still students and customers in the emporium. The wind chime Aster had insisted we use in lieu of a shopkeeper’s bell tinkled merrily as people came and went. The chime hung from the ceiling on a long S hook. The plan was to remove it when we expected heavy traffic, or during the demonstrations that would be held in the store, but we’d forgotten to take it down this evening. It was fine, though. The cheerful sound spelled shoppers spending money. No complaints about that.

			At nine fifteen, I showed the last person out. At nine thirty, I sent Jasmine home and locked the door behind her. At nine thirty-five, Detective Eric Shoar of the Lilyvale Police Department knocked on the door. Eric Shoar. The man who had semi-strong-armed me into coming to Lilyvale just weeks ago in April, insisting that I ensure that Aunt Sherry and her gang weren’t in danger of blowing up or burning down their farmhouse. They were not, of course, but Detective Shoar and I subsequently forged a budding relationship while solving a murder. Would the bud blossom? Too early to tell, because the man alternately miffed me and made me melt.

			Which was saying a heck of a mouthful since I’d had dated a lot of men. Okay, a lot of first and second dates followed by a parting of ways entirely or becoming just friends. Still, Eric tripped my trigger in a way no guy had in a long time. We had a dance of attraction going, but I didn’t seem to know the steps. I swung from feeling comfortable with him to a state of awkward hyperawareness. Of course, it didn’t help that he made his usual “uniform” of jeans, collared shirts, and boots sexier than all get-out.

			The wind chime sang as I let Eric inside and murmured hello. The Silver Six stood shoulder to shoulder behind the long glass-topped and fronted pine counter that had been original to the Stanton General Store. We displayed our most delicate items, or those that were most expensive, in the antique case, but no one gave a hoot about the goods at the moment. The Six avidly watched us, hanging on our every word.

			I don’t know why. They already knew we were friends and sort of dating. Okay, one real date.

			“No more trouble tonight, Nixy?” Eric asked.

			“How did you hear about that?”

			“I called him when Ernie pushed his way into class,” Eleanor said. I swear she had him on speed dial.

			“Once he got here, the situation had changed,” Dab added.

			“But he said he’d check back,” Aster offered.

			“And here I am.” Eric gave me one of those melting smiles, and my surroundings almost faded away.

			Almost. I cleared my throat. “That’s kind of you, Eric. The man who pushed his way in—Ernie—struck me as an egotistical jerk, but our gourd artist put him in his place. Doralee is his ex.”

			“Glad the situation resolved itself. Do you still want help hanging your grand opening banner tomorrow morning?”

			Oh, geez, I’d forgotten I asked him that a week ago when we were on the dinner date. One of those recent times I hadn’t managed to apply mascara to both sets of eyelashes. Aster had pointed it out before I’d gotten out of the store, but she hadn’t caught the very stylish streak of white paint in my brown hair that shampooing had missed. Blame it on my embarrassment. His offer to hang the sign had slipped my mind.

			But hey, I bluffed. “If you’re available, that would be great.”

			“Eight o’clock?”

			“Sure.”

			“Should I bring a ladder?”

			“No, we’ve got a ten-footer in the workroom.”

			Eric glanced at the emporium’s displays of art on the polished pine shelves and tables, and the hanging baskets. “We don’t want to break anything, so I’ll meet you at the back door, and we’ll carry the ladder around the building.”

			“Of course. I should’ve thought of that. We can take it out the service door.”

			“Sounds good.”

			Neither of us spoke for a moment. For my part, I was lost in his warm brown eyes. Sue me.

			A throat cleared.

			“This ain’t the most rivetin’ conversation, missy,” Fred barked. “Walk the man out, kiss him, and get back here so we can firm up tomorrow’s schedule.”

			“Fred!” Sherry swatted his arm.

			“What? I’m ready for bed.”

			“We all are,” I said, then blushed when Eric slowly grinned. “Oh, for heaven’s sake. Come on, Eric.”

			He chuckled. “No need to see me out. Just be sure to lock up tight. I’ll see you at eight.”

			Eric strolled into the sultry night. I flipped the deadbolt on the door and turned to Fred. “Happy now?”

			“Dang near delirious.”

			Maise clapped her hands for attention. “All right, you and Eric put the sign up early, but we open at ten, correct?”

			“I do believe we decided to come in about nine,” Eleanor said.

			“Yes, but there’s no need for all of you to be here the whole day.”

			“On the first day of our grand opening?” Sherry gasped. “There certainly is. We want to be here.”

			“Especially if the Lilyvale Legend sends a photographer,” Aster chimed in.

			“I hope the newspaper will run a photo,” Sherry said wistfully. Our modestly sized daily newspaper was great about running all sorts of local items, so I figured at least one picture would make the cut. “I’m so proud of what we’ve accomplished.”

			Dab patted her arm. “We all are, Sherry. Now Fred’s right. Time to go on home so we’ll be fresh for the big day.”

			Dab’s dark gray Caddy, Fred’s old red pickup truck that he was now driving again, and Sherry’s blue Corolla were parked in the lot behind the store. Because of the macular degeneration, Sherry didn’t drive much anymore, and never at night. She shared her ride with the other women, all of whom had their own sets of car keys. Heck, Dab and Fred likely had keys, too. The women, though, pooled funds to pay for insurance, gas, and maintenance. The arrangement worked out perfectly for them all.

			I hugged each of the Six as I ushered them through the workroom and out the back door. Deadbolt thrown, service door secure, I returned to the front room to turn off all but the security light. After double-checking that the front door was locked tight, I headed upstairs, flipping off the workroom lights as I went.

			Upstairs, I toed off my shoes in the foyer, plodded to my spacious bedroom that overlooked the square, and face-planted on my queen bed. The plain white, fluffy comforter puffed up to cover my nose, a smothering sensation that made me roll on my back. My thoughts drifted.

			The ceiling looked good, and I was proud to have fixed it. I’d once dated a construction guy—Drywall Danny—who had shown me how to patch holes and cracks. With that knowledge, plus advice and supplies from Big George Heath at Heath’s Hardware, the ceiling was pristine smooth and painted a bright white. Not blind-you bright, but a clean, crisp color. The same color we’d painted the emporium and workroom. White walls, too, except for the wall of Victorian-esque paneling in the dining room with its rich, dark patina. That woodwork was art, and far too exquisite to paint. Part of the paneling concealed storage and the other part hid a lift between the two floors. My Aunt Sissy from generations back had the woodwork crafted when she’d lived in this apartment and ran Sissy’s Five & Dime downstairs.

			I’d never thought much about my decorating style. When I’d shared an apartment with my Houston roomie Vicki, we had the post-college, hand-me-down, not-entirely-adults-yet vibe happening. I appreciated antique and vintage pieces, but my true taste ran to modern, monochromatic, and minimalistic. The minimalist part may have been a knee-jerk reaction to the happy chaos of the emporium. Of course, I might also be both boring and too lazy to want to dust intricate pieces of furniture and shelves of bric-a-brac, but I found peace in my uncluttered almost barren apartment.

			Huff’s Fine Furniture on the town square had run a big sale over Memorial Day, and I’d scored good deals on my bedroom and living room sets—or suites as store owner and city councilman B.G. Huff called them. The bedroom style was called “panel,” and I love it for its matte white finish, clean lines, and no fussiness. The living room love seat and two overstuffed chairs upholstered in white twill were just as plain as the bedroom pieces, though I’d added graphic throw pillows in blues and greens. The additions did make the space less cavernous and more cozy. I hadn’t bought any rugs yet. The pine floors had been sanded and restained a dark walnut color, and were too amazing to cover. Of course, by winter I’d want a couple of rugs to warm my feet.

			Right now, the ceiling fan spun slowly, barely making a sound, yet the gentle breeze tempted me to fall asleep where I was. But no. I had to hang the grand opening banner with Eric at eight. If I showered tonight, I could sleep a little later tomorrow.

			The only bathroom in the loft apartment was large, also mostly white, and had two doors. One door allowed access from the living area, and the other connected to the bedroom. There were no windows, but when Sherry had updated the bathroom for the previous tenants, they’d installed a powerful exhaust fan and great lighting. The previous renters, who’d also owned the antique store below, had put a refinished claw-footed tub in the room. They’d left the tub behind when they shut down their business and moved to Texas to be close to their daughter. The old-style tub didn’t feed my modern taste, but it was great for a long soak when I took time for one.

			My blah-brown hair was still in a ponytail, but I fixed it higher on my head and snapped on a shower cap. Hot water washed away the stress of the day’s last-minute store and class preparations—and of the scene Ernie had made. I sure hoped he wasn’t sticking around with the fiancée and the sister. Kim and Georgine. The Silver Six and I had enough going on without being referees, although Doralee hadn’t really needed my intervention this evening. It still amazed me that she’d been so calm and cool. I’d have just slapped Ernie upside the head.

			Then again, I’d been told my personality was much like my Aunt Sissy’s. Technically my triple great-aunt, if I had the genealogy right. She’d been a mover and shaker in Lilyvale. A get-’er-done, get-out-of-my-way kind of woman. I wasn’t sure about the mover-shaker aspect, and if I tried to shove anyone out of my way, Aunt Sherry would knock me upside the head.

			My mother used to say when we see something that needs doing, we do it, and I’d heard Sherry say the same thing. I must’ve absorbed that attitude because, admittedly, I got things done. Most of all, I tended to go full bore after my goals, and I considered that a good thing.

			Right now, my main goal was to make the emporium not only survive, but thrive. I’d do everything within my power to make that happen.
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