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1
 
Out of the Rain
 
Would it ever stop raining in Cherico, Mississippi? First, the winter storms had come with a vengeance, never letting up, even bringing occasional fits of ice and snow. After all, this was the extreme northeast corner of the Magnolia State—might as well have been Tennessee as the crow flies. Then, March and April had rolled in with the promise of a letup, but no such thing had happened. There had been the usual clashes between the warm air of the Gulf and the Alberta clippers that had roared down like freight trains with tornadic results. Fortunately, Cherico had avoided the physical damage but not the thorough soakings. Lake Cherico, where Maura Beth McShay’s new state-of-the-art library was struggling toward completion, was as high and muddy as anyone could remember in recent memory. Fishing had become somewhat of a lost cause, at least until the water table was lowered and the fish could see the lures.
 
So here it was May, and the rain was continuing, as if sticking its tongue out at Maura Beth’s plans for her long-anticipated Grand Opening on the Fourth of July. There was so much riding on the celebration: an elaborate, hour-long fireworks display, followed by a concert, thanks to the generosity of sexy, young country music star Waddell Mack. It was he who had secured the location of the Spurs ’R’ Us cowboy boot plant in the town’s new industrial park, thereby reversing Cherico’s recent economic spiral; even if the rainy weather was also slowing down construction of the manufacturing facility itself. Worse yet, having the library ready to open to the public was beginning to seem doubtful at this point, and Cherico’s favorite young redheaded librarian was letting her nerves get the better of her.
 
“I have to get away from all this. I mean—we have to get away,” she told her husband, Jeremy, one rainy May evening at the dinner table inside their Painter Street cottage. “No cell phones, no texting, no way for anybody to get in touch with us—we just leave the Cherico universe behind for a while. Something tells me it’s vital that I do this right now.”
 
He looked up from cutting the fried green tomato on his plate, grinning as if he’d just heard some inside joke. It was part of the playful ribbing they had developed since they had become a married couple. “Tell me the truth. You aren’t hearing voices in your head, are you?”
 
“Very funny.”
 
Like the good husband that he was, however, Jeremy knew when to stop kidding around and take his wife seriously. “How long have you been thinking about this, Maurie, and where exactly do you want to go? Do you have one of those Triple A itineraries mapped out?” He dipped the manageable bite of tomato into his reservoir of remoulade sauce and happily munched away at the down-home appetizer his wife had managed to perfect in recent months.
 
She had even given her sudden interest in cooking a name—My Post-Honeymoon Recipe Period. She had christened it with a perky smile one afternoon in her bright yellow kitchen with the potted palms that she had inherited from the previous owner—Miss Voncille Nettles—now Mrs. Locke Linwood. Where the impetus had come from, she could not say. But suddenly, all she wanted to do was try out new dishes on her husband of nine blissful months. He would be her culinary guinea pig, and so far nothing she had prepared for him had backfired on the two of them: grilled fish, pork and beef, stir-fries, casseroles, overstuffed sandwiches, sorbets, cookies, cakes and pies. Of course, the reality was—everything always tasted good where true love was involved. To a point.
 
“No, I don’t have any definite place in mind. I just mean I absolutely need a day off,” she continued, tapping her index finger on the table for emphasis. “Every time I go out to the construction site all full of energy and hope with a vision of the library being completed on schedule, all I get is more bad news—or rather no news that amounts to anything from The Stump.”
 
“The who?”
 
Maura Beth leaned back, making him wait just a bit for the payoff. “Oh, that’s what I’ve decided to call that sweaty, tobacco-spitting foreman, Kyle Hoskins. Every time I ask him a question about anything, he never has an answer. ‘When will that new flashing for the roof be in?’ I’ll ask. And he’ll say, ‘Not sure, ma’am. Last time I called about it, they just hemmed and hawed.’ And then he’ll spit. Or I’ll ask him, ‘What about the furniture?’ And he’ll mumble, ‘Still can’t say, ma’am. There’s been some mix-up at their warehouse, they told me.’ Then he’ll spit again.” Maura Beth narrowed her eyes, looking like a hungry feline about to ambush her prey. “He’s not just always stumped, I believe he’s as dumb as a stump.”
 
“Fence post.”
 
“What?”
 
Jeremy snickered, screwing up his handsome features in the process. “The official saying is ‘dumb as a fence post.’”
 
Maura Beth frowned at first, but her features eventually morphed into a skeptical smile. “You high school English teachers. You have to nitpick the language to death, don’t you? Anyway, getting back to my original thought. What would you think of just taking a day off, jumping into The Warbler, and driving somewhere—not particularly caring where it is.”
 
Jeremy beamed at the mention of his souped-up yellow Volvo, which he considered his one and only guy-toy, finished the last of his fried green tomatoes, and sat with her question for a while. “Do you want to spend the night and then get under the sheets and make a little of our rockin’ good lovin’? I’m always up for a session of that big-time, you know.”
 
“Depends on how far away from home we end up. What I really want to do is play it by ear. Be totally spontaneous. No cataloging, ordering books, reading reviews, or doing anything related to being a librarian for just one day. Because the truth is, all this waiting around for the new library to open makes me feel like I’m going to give birth, if you catch my drift.”
 
He nodded with a brief smile, but then a hint of consternation flashed across his face. “You know, maybe I should go out to the construction site with you next time. I wonder if The Stump would be a little more forthcoming if a man asked him all the questions you’ve been asking. Sounds to me like he doesn’t take you seriously. Do you think he might actually be one of those male chauvinist pigs who doesn’t want a woman within shouting distance of his daily routine? And God forbid there should ever be a female on his sacred crew.”
 
Maura Beth shook her head and abruptly held up her right hand like a school crossing guard trying to prevent a restless child from darting into traffic. “The last thing I want is for you to start anything up with that quick temper of yours. I didn’t marry you because of your macho qualities. I mean, I know you have them, and there are times when they’ve come in handy, but it’s the man who kisses me on the eyelids before he makes insane love to me that I’ll proudly claim.”
 
“I won’t turn that compliment down.”
 
“I’m sure. Besides, I can always go to City Hall and ask our dear Councilman Sparks for the inside story.”
 
Jeremy’s features hardened at the mention of the man’s name. The time-honored phrase “fightin’ words” flitted across his mind, and his fingers curved inward slightly as if he were getting ready to make a fist. “I can remember a time when Councilman Sparks made a career out of keeping you in the dark on everything. You were his everyday obsession. You know, it still definitely gets under my skin that he wanted to get rid of the library so you’d have to come and work as his secretary with those good ole boy perks for him on the side. What a sleazebag!”
 
“But that didn’t happen, and those days of him trying to intimidate me are over. I think Waddell Mack bringing Spurs ’R’ Us to town has given our fearful leader a new outlook on life with all those jobs and new people on the horizon. I really think he’s finally called a truce.”
 
“If you say he’s waved the white flag, then fair enough,” Jeremy said. Then he leaned in, returning to the issue as yet unresolved. “So when did you think you wanna get outta Dodge?”
 
“As soon as possible. Let’s say—tomorrow. Renette handles Saturdays just fine—she always does. She’s wise beyond her nineteen years—well, except for . . .” The pregnant pause was not lost on Jeremy, who had observed more than once what an asset the efficient, sweet-natured teenager had become to his Maurie as her chief assistant and most-reliable front desk clerk.
 
“Except for what?”
 
Maura Beth exhaled quickly and made a dismissive gesture with her hands. “Well, I haven’t made a big deal out of it, but our little Renette Posey has had this mad crush on Waddell Mack since he first came to Cherico last year. You might remember that I got her a seat at that dinner our Periwinkle threw for him and his band down at The Twinkle. Renette’s been gaga over him ever since. Says she’s bought all his CDs and has a poster or two of him hung on her bedroom wall.”
 
Maura Beth paused, lowered her voice, and began talking out of the side of her mouth. “If you ask me, she’s become a genuine Waddell Mack, country music, long-distance groupie.”
 
“That can happen with nineteen-year-olds. I assume it’s not interfering with her work?”
 
Maura Beth brought her napkin up from her lap and dropped it to the side of her plate. “Well, no. I suppose her fascination with him is harmless enough. I guess I worry about her a little too much. She confides in me all the time at work, and it’s mostly unsolicited. The thing is, I’ve discovered she doesn’t have a very good relationship with her parents. They’re very judgmental, hard-line churchgoers. One of those really quirky, generic-sounding denominations that I’ve never heard of before—Church of the Eternal Something-or-Other, if I recall. It’s tucked away out in the bushes somewhere, but I can vouch for the problems she has with her parents. The Poseys came to the library once but haven’t been back since. After they’d browsed around for a while, they approached me and said they’d found certain books on the shelves they didn’t approve of—even thought should be removed.”
 
“This should be good. Such as?”
 
“Would you believe Harry Potter for starters?”
 
“No, I wouldn’t. You mean to tell me that a boy wizard fighting for justice set them off?”
 
Maura Beth turned slightly toward one of the potted palms Voncille Nettles Linwood had left behind in their bright yellow kitchen, as if searching for inspiration and the strength to continue. The Poseys had worked every nerve in her body. “They claimed all the Harry Potter books were promoting witchcraft. Of course, I’d read about that line of reasoning before—if you can call it that. Then, they ranted and raved about our books on Halloween for the same reason. Even innocent little books on making original costumes and planning children’s parties kept them going. They wanted those gone, too, since they were the work of the Devil, they said. I suppose I’ve been lucky in that I’ve yet to have a challenge to anything in our collection before that little encounter with them. You’d think it would be something of a more serious, reasonable nature, though. But I told them that while I respected their right to their views, I could not in good conscience remove those books for the reasons they’d given me. I told them as nicely as I could that the overwhelming majority of our patrons simply didn’t feel the same way they did.”
 
“And what did they say to that?”
 
“They actually threatened to picket the library. Both the old one and the new one when it opened up.”
 
Jeremy gave her an incredulous stare. “Ambitious, aren’t they? Well, how did you handle that?”
 
“I was rather proud of myself, actually,” she told him, with an imperious grin. “I invited them to browse the collection and find books that appealed to them and their views and check them out. ‘Our books on religion and spirituality are quite diverse,’ I told them. And then I finished with, ‘If there’s a particular book you don’t like, no one will force you to check it out, I can assure you.’ ”
 
“Did they buy it?”
 
Maura Beth shrugged. “Who knows? I did what I could do. I directed them to the two hundreds. Then I walked away, thanking them for their input and hoping that I’d put out the fire. Although something tells me I haven’t heard the last of them. What a can of worms that is—letting any of your patrons censor what’s available to the public. The last time we discussed her parents, Renette said they definitely didn’t approve of her new interest in country music. Told her they thought it was ‘trashy,’ I believe she put it, and that the only kind of music she should be listening to was hymns sung by a choir in church. Anything else was just way beyond the pale.”
 
Jeremy had a distasteful look on his face. “So? She doesn’t have to live with them. She has her own apartment, right?”
 
“Yes, but you’ve gotten to know Renette a little. She wears her heart on her sleeve. When she gets enthusiastic about something, her emotions just spill over. She probably never should have told her parents about the Waddell Mack thing. She says the last time she went over to their house for dinner, they practically gave her the third degree about the kind of music she was listening to. She told me she lied to them and said she’d thrown all her Waddell Mack stuff away, and they just bowed their heads and said, ‘Ay-men. Our little girl is saved.’”
 
Jeremy was shaking his head vigorously now. “Wow! That sounds like a train wreck of a relationship. But as long as it doesn’t affect her job performance, I guess she’s still good to go with you.”
 
“I’ve come to think of her as a daughter in a way—even though I’m only ten years older than she is.”
 
He put a finger to his lips thoughtfully, knowing exactly where he wanted to go. “Hold that maternal thought, Maurie. I think it’s a safe bet that you’ll need it eventually.”
 
Lately, they had seriously discussed the matter of her getting pregnant. Was it too soon, or did they want to wait a little longer to become parents? Both her parents, Cara Lynn and William Mayhew, as well as his, Paul and Susan McShay, had been pressuring them not so subtly on the subject of becoming grandparents. When could they all expect a blessed event? Would it be sooner rather than later? Oh, and please let them know the minute they knew! They had booties to knit and names to suggest and a hundred other things to consider that were always the purview of grandparents. It was high time they perfected the art of spoiling, Cara Lynn, for one, had pointed out.
 
“We could start playing the ovulation game seriously. I’ve had all that down for some time now,” she had told him at one point recently. “That is . . . if you really think we’re ready.”
 
Jeremy had told her that he thought they should wait until she was good and settled in the new library—the Charles Durden Sparks, Crumpton, and Duddney Public Library, it was going to be called. But although Cherico’s scheming head councilman and its three most generous female benefactors—Mamie and Marydell Crumpton, along with Nora Duddney—had donated the money to make the library’s construction possible, it was Maura Beth who had had the tenacity and vision to force the issue and bring Cherico into the twenty-first century. The more she thought about it, the more she realized that Jeremy was right—she needed to put this baby by the lake to bed before she considered taking on one that would involve a lifetime commitment of a different kind of love and understanding. Everything in its time. Still, there was a part of her that was definitely warming to the idea of being pregnant, and she couldn’t envision herself being the least bit upset if it happened sooner rather than later.
 
“All right, then, you’ve convinced me,” Jeremy continued at the table, sounding very much like the man in charge that he was. “We’ll load up The Warbler and head for the hills . . . or the swamps . . . or the Delta . . . or whatever part of Mississippi we happen to end up in tomorrow. We can pack our lunches together. And if you say you need to get your mind off dealing with The Stump, you’re way golden with me. Just remember—if you think he needs a little man-to-man talking-to, you let me know, and I’ll take care of it pronto.”
 
She sat back, eyeing him with a bit of a territorial attitude and looking thoroughly pleased with herself. She had always been attracted to his intensity, even if he occasionally got too carried away and into trouble because of it. Intelligence was certainly something to admire, but a woman also needed to know that her man would stand up for her in a physical way when necessary. “I knew there was a reason I married you. A man who likes to listen to a woman is a rare treasure, you know. Matter of fact, a man who likes to listen period is rare. I have to say, you’ve done a pretty good job of it as we’ve been sitting here.”
 
He cupped a hand around his right ear playfully. “Hey, it’s what I do for a living—I listen to all those teenybopper students of mine all day long and try to cope with the fallout. I think I’ve gotten pretty good at it, if you ask me.”
 
She didn’t speak for a while as she revisited something that had been nagging at her lately. She just wasn’t completely satisfied with the big day coming up. “I think we need something else. For the Grand Opening of the new library, I mean. Waddell Mack’s concert and the fireworks and the tours of the building will all be well and good. But something is missing—something that will get everyone involved in an even more personal way.”
 
Jeremy was frowning now, trying to follow her. “Don’t know what on earth that could be, Maurie. I assume that you’re not envisioning something like a Woodstock on Lake Cherico. That’s not the kind of publicity you really want, and there probably aren’t enough porta-potties available in this neck of the woods to handle that.”
 
Her laughter was prolonged, indicating her surprise. “I halfway love the idea, and yes, the library will be renting plenty of porta-potties anyway. We certainly don’t need to get down and dirty and make a mess of things on opening day. I still think we need something more to keep interest up throughout the event, though. And I’ll know what it is when it comes to me.”
 
* * *
 
It wasn’t that Jeremy was lost. It was more that The Warbler didn’t have a GPS, and neither he nor his Maurie was particularly successful at reading the roadmap at the moment. Not that they couldn’t actually see the red threadlike, meandering lines that represented their whereabouts, but it was as if their brains had been dilated, and they simply couldn’t focus properly.
 
“We never should have gotten off the Natchez Trace,” Maura Beth was saying as she squinted at the map once again. She had come to the sudden realization that she hadn’t ventured outside of Cherico very often over the last six or seven years, and now she was paying the price. “I think we’ve been a little too adventurous. We may never get back to civilization at this rate. They’ll find our skeletons someday, and we’ll be the subject of a future documentary on one of those travel channels. The narrator will say, ‘What do you suppose they were doing way out here? No one ever comes out this far.’ ”
 
“What an imagination you have. But I thought this is what you wanted. A little adventure, I mean.”
 
He managed a perfunctory smile and drove on along the narrow, winding, two-lane back road with the occasional pothole that they had been trying to negotiate for about twenty minutes now. The first flush of spring was nearly over, and the leaves on the overhanging trees were beginning to darken and proclaim their victory over the long, rainy winter. Except that the rain had still not been vanquished, and Jeremy had the wipers going intermittently against the annoying drizzle they had run into some time ago. Was there anything worse than playing the halfhearted windshield wiper game? Especially when the blades starting squeaking against the glass and setting teeth on edge like fingernails across a chalkboard.
 
“Best as I can tell,” Maura Beth continued, looking up from the map after thumping it for emphasis, “there should be a little town called Water Valley about five miles ahead. I’ve heard of it before—just never been there since moving up from Louisiana seven years ago.”
 
“As I recall, it’s a little southwest of Oxford,” Jeremy said with a little more certainty in his voice. “I hope they’ve got a place to eat that’s not fast food. I’m hungry, but I hate settling for burgers and fries and that kinda stuff. Your cooking has spoiled me, you know.”
 
She reached over and rubbed his arm affectionately a couple of times. He had indeed been the world’s greatest sport throughout her culinary successes and the occasional failure that they had chosen never to bring up again. “Thanks for bearing with me, sweetheart. I was so afraid I’d burn things up and make a martyr of you. I didn’t want you to have to gulp things down out of pity.”
 
“Eating pity meals? Now there’s an idea.”
 
“Please tell me you didn’t have to do that with some of my dishes.”
 
“Nope, there was nothing in that category that I can recall. I’ve ended up asking you for seconds most of the time. If I had to give you a grade, it would definitely have to be an A-plus.”
 
She was remembering the long succession of recipes and the care she had always taken to pull them off successfully. Was she on fire or what?
 
“You’re my favorite guinea pig,” she told him.
 
“I guess I have made a pig of myself sometimes.” They both exchanged amused glances. Then the rain started to fall a bit harder, coming down in fat drops that seemed to impart a sense of aggression, and Jeremy gratefully changed the wipers from squeaky intermittent to seamless continuous. “So what else is new? More rain. Is there a dark cloud following us wherever we go? Seems like we’ve been coming out of the rain every day for months now.”
 
Maura Beth put the map down and snapped her fingers. “Oh, you know—there was a really nice article in the Tupelo paper I saw online not long ago about this charming little combination grocery store and café in Water Valley. Their menu sounded very sophisticated but also like Southern comfort food. I’d really like to see someone pull that off. I made a mental note that if I ever got anywhere near Water Valley, I was going to try it.”
 
“Do you remember what street it was on?”
 
“Oh, it shouldn’t be too hard to find,” Maura Beth said. “Water Valley’s just a small town, and if I remember correctly, I think it might have been on Main Street. But since you’re not opposed to the concept like most men are, you could always stick your head out the window and ask for directions if we have any trouble.”
 
Jeremy sped up a bit, even though the rain was coming down even harder now with a bit of thunder and lightning for emphasis. Obviously, the immediate goal was to get out of the storm as quickly as possible, but stomachs were growling as well. “That sounds really good to me. I’m starving to death.”
 
* * *
 
Maura Beth was pleased with herself. She had wanted to get away for one day to someplace different and special, and Water Valley’s B.T.C. Old-Fashioned Grocery with its Dixie Belle Café inside fit the bill perfectly. The simplicity of the charming, two-story brick building with its benches out front, big sidewalk planters with seasonal flowers, and blackboard with daily specials scrawled in colored chalk were the essence of small-town curb appeal. If a building could have spoken, it would have said in a soft drawl, “Come on in and try me, y’all!”
 
Inside, there was much to recommend it. Fresh produce labeled with the first names of the farmers who had supplied it filled the rustic shelves: blueberries from Joe, Hal’s tomatoes, Mike’s sweet potatoes, Sam’s figs, and Miss Patsy’s cucumbers. It was like walking into a garden tended by close friends and neighbors who were offering up their pride and joy for consumption. A lot of other items seemed to have a “local” label on them as well: jars of local honey, cartons of local eggs—even packages of local pork. After browsing through it all with smiles on their faces, Maura Beth and Jeremy were seated in the crowded, brick-walled café full of tempting aromas and chatting customers; then they began looking over the eclectic menu.
 
“I like the sound of this Lola Burger,” Jeremy said, pointing while nodding his head crisply. “It says here it’s got flat-grilled beef on a Rotella bun with some white cheddar, pickled red onions, and something called Lola Sauce. I think I’ll give that a big ‘yum.’ ”
 
Maura Beth had a whimsical look on her face. “Lola. Wasn’t she a character in Damn Yankees? Wasn’t she the Devil? ”
 
“The Devil’s mistress, I think. Or maybe his personal secretary or something like that. At any rate, she was plenty saucy. I believe she sang ‘Whatever Lola Wants, Lola Gets.’”
 
She began mouthing the words, finally nodding her head enthusiastically. “Yep, I didn’t know you were that up to speed on musical theater.”
 
“Oh, didn’t I tell you? I dabbled in high school,” he said, waving her off. “Got a small part in the chorus of Oklahoma! and thought at the time I might even want to become an actor. But my voice wasn’t that good, and my love of the English language prevailed instead.”
 
“Well, I think I’m going to have this Jive Turkey Sandwich,” Maura Beth told him. “Says it’s smoked turkey on wheat-berry bread with Muenster cheese, alfalfa sprouts, avocado, and some real fancy mayo with jalapeño and some other stuff. I do love me some spicy food.”
 
Just then the waitress arrived—a breezy young thing with short blond hair and a bright smile plastered on her face. “Hello, folks. I’m Melba, and I’ll be taking care of you this afternoon. We have a few specials today and—”
 
Before she had a chance to say anything further, however, Jeremy took over and ploughed right ahead. “That’s okay about the specials, thanks. But the deal is, we’re really hungry, so we’d like to go ahead and order everything, if you don’t mind.” He paused and chuckled to himself. “Well, I don’t mean we want to order everything on the menu. We just want to go ahead and order.”
 
Maura Beth wagged her brows at the waitress. “English teacher.”
 
Melba smiled and said, “Oh, I knew what you meant, sir.”
 
With that, Jeremy rattled off their choices exactly the way he gave homework instructions to his students at Cherico High, and Melba was off to the kitchen. Then Maura Beth quickly rose from her chair.
 
“I’ll be right back.”
 
“Ladies’ room?”
 
She pointed toward the front of the store with its wide display windows. “No, I saw something that interested me when we walked in. I think I’m getting that idea about something extra for the Grand Opening.”
 
“I know that look.”
 
“What can I say? I love it when things fall into place.”
 
“Then I’ll just sit here twiddling my thumbs and wait for you to tell me all about your brainstorm.”
 
A few minutes later, Maura Beth returned with a book in hand and handed it over to Jeremy, who read the title out loud. “The B.T.C. Old-Fashioned Grocery Cookbook.” He fanned through it briefly. “Looks very interesting. I’d certainly like to try some of these dishes. But you bought it before we had a chance to eat the food?”
 
“Oh, I can smell that the food we ordered will be good. Just look around. Happy locals munching away. And this is definitely what’s missing in our Grand Opening celebration for the library—food, food, food. I mean, why should we settle for the store-bought cookies and punch we had originally talked about? I can’t believe I was about to settle for something that lame. What was I thinking?”
 
She sat down across from him and began painting a picture, her hands framing an imaginary canvas. “Can’t you just see it? Food tents. Tasting booths. We invite everyone who can cook—or thinks they can—to come and offer their specialties to the public. They can charge nominal prices—no one’ll get rich. But some might benefit from the exposure. It can go on all day while the library tours are taking place. People will get hungry and thirsty, of course, since it’ll be the Fourth of July and hot as all get out. We can have contests for best overall recipe and best dishes in all kinds of categories—just like a county fair. We can give out ribbons or trophies or maybe even a little cash to really give them some motivation to participate. There’s plenty of money in the library till for the prizes since my Cudd’n M’Dear left us that incredible endowment to do with as I please.”
 
Jeremy sat back, admiring his wife’s tenacity where the library was concerned. “Maurie, you thought of all that just now?”
 
“We librarians think of lots of things on the spur of the moment. It’s our nature. Our brains roam around like the generalists we are.”
 
Jeremy mumbled something under his breath and slouched a bit in his chair, his mood nearly undecipherable.
 
“What did you say?” Maura Beth wanted to know.
 
“Roaming Brains. Sounds like the title of the novel I may someday actually write, since I don’t seem to be able to get anywhere with the one I started in Key West on our honeymoon. Of course, I should have known better, since it was our honeymoon. I . . . or rather, we had something else on our minds.”
 
She reached over and gave his hand a reassuring squeeze. He truly had not been making much progress with his writing, and she wanted to be as supportive as possible of his aspirations. “Your muse will come. Just be patient.”
 
Shortly after the food arrived and they began sampling the Lola Burger and Jive Turkey Sandwich they had ordered, Maura Beth took a moment to puff herself up. “See? This is beyond delicious, just as I knew it would be. And besides that, people who love to cook take an enormous amount of pride in their food. They live for it, and nothing makes them feel better than getting compliments on what they’ve fixed. I’m betting the citizens of Greater Cherico will stand in line to set up their tents for the big day.” She took another bite of her Jive Turkey and slowly ruminated. “Yummy. This mayo is really spicy. And this trip proves that I was absolutely right to get away from the library and Cherico to get a little perspective on things. Do you see what’s happened as a result?”
 
“You are preaching to the choir, sweetheart. I never doubt your ability to get the job done right. You have vision.”
 
Suddenly, she put down her sandwich, sounding particularly triumphant. “A queen. We need to crown a queen. Everybody loves to think of themselves as royalty in the Deep South. I think it started with Mardi Gras in New Orleans and the Natchez Pilgrimage, both of which have oodles of kings and queens. So we’ll have a top prize. We’ll call her the Queen of the Cookbooks, and we’ll give her a little tiara, too.”
 
Without hesitation, Jeremy looked at her sideways. “And if the winner happens to be a man?”
 
Maura Beth thought for a while and then snapped her fingers. “I say we give the winner both a tiara and a trophy to do with as they please. King or Queen—it’ll all be in good fun.”
 
“There ya go. Hey, I’m not one of them, but some men love to cook, too.”
 
“We could always give the winner a cigar, too,” Maura Beth said, stifling a giggle or two.
 
* * *
 
On the way back to Cherico with a light drizzle still accompanying them, Maura Beth sat in the passenger seat scribbling on her notepad. She was clearly lost in her scheming, furrowing her brow and biting her upper lip throughout the process. “I need to get some flyers made up right away,” she said at one point. “I’ll get Periwinkle and Mr. Place to spread the word down at The Twinkle to all their customers, and James Hannigan will let me put flyers up on the bulletin board at The Cherico Market, and he’ll make announcements over the PA system in the store like he always does with my projects. Oh, he’s such a sweet, sweet man.” She paused briefly for a breath and a self-satisfied grin.
 
“And then I’ll get all the rest of the gang in the book club involved and work even more of the angles. I just know people will come from miles around for everything—Waddell Mack’s concert, the fireworks, and the food tents. It’ll be a regular carnival—just without the crazy rides. Except . . .”
 
“Except what?”
 
Her voice went all gloomy as she considered the calendar in her head. “I’m still a bit worried about the library completion date. The one thing we can’t change is when the Fourth of July shows up on the calendar. We can’t stop the sun from rising and setting. Honestly, there are times I could swear that construction company is delaying things on purpose.”
 
“Now, why would they do that? Some of these construction contracts have incentive clauses to finish early for bonuses. It would cost them money to fool around too much like that.”
 
Maura Beth always seemed to end up with the same old talking points when it came to her tenure at the library. “I’m sure you’re right. I guess I’ve become somewhat cynical after dealing with City Hall and Councilman Sparks all these years. I mean, things appear to be much better between the two of us, but that doesn’t mean there isn’t something going on behind the scenes. I know that sounds paranoid, but I speak from my long experience.”
 
A mile or so of slick, winding road went by in silence, as Jeremy tightened his grip on the wheel and concentrated on keeping the low traction in check. When the road finally straightened out a bit and a big patch of sunlight broke through the overhanging trees as if The Warbler had reached the promised land, he exhaled softly and said, “Well, you could still have all the festivities without the library tours. Or you could have the tours even though everything wouldn’t quite be finished. I don’t think your patrons would mind all that much. You know they’ll love you no matter what. After all, you’re the one who got Cherico buzzing again about something besides yard sales, football, hunting season, and drinking beer. Hey, who knew a librarian could become the real mover and shaker in Cherico—instead of Councilman Sparks?”
 
Maura Beth played at being difficult about it all. “Yes, I know all that, Jeremy. But I’d have tours of an unfinished facility only as a last resort. I want everything to be perfect for my patrons. After all these years of living with that dark, tractor warehouse of a library that we’ve been saddled with, I want them to be able to celebrate the state-of-the-art building they’ll finally be getting. I want this to be a bright, shining moment for our little town of Cherico. No matter what else I accomplish here in the years ahead, this will be my proudest legacy.”
 
Jeremy briefly took his right hand off the steering wheel and offered her a high five. “That’s my Maurie. Brava!”
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