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Praise for Ashton Lee and The Cherry Cola Book Club
 
“For anyone who has ever believed in the power of a good book, Ashton Lee’s charming novel of a small Southern town with a flavorful plan to save its precious but woefully underfunded library will have you cheering from the start. Clever, sassy and as tasty as an icebox pie, The Cherry Cola Book Club is a rare treat. Community activism has never been more delicious or more fun.”
 
—Erika Marks, author of Little Gale Gumbo and The Mermaid Collector
 
 

 
“If Fannie Flagg and Jan Karon’s Mitford were to come together, the end result might very well be Cherico, Mississippi. Ashton Lee has created a magical town with characters who will inspire readers and bring them back to a simpler time and place. With both humor and moving passages, Lee has captured the quirkiness and warm hearted people of the town south to a ‘T.’ Fix yourself a Cherry Coke and savor this fun and moving book.”
 
—Michael Morris, author of Man in the Blue Moon and A Place Called Wiregrass
 
 

 
“Down-home and delicious, The Cherry Cola Book Club combines everything we love about Southern cuisine, small town grit and the transformative power of books.”
 
—Beth Harbison, New York Times bestselling author
 
 

 
“Lee’s buoyant David-versus-Goliath tale zestfully illuminates a real problem confronting libraries and cities of all sizes.”
 
—Booklist
 
 

 
And more advance praise for The Reading Circle
 
 

 
“Charm, wit and a cast of characters so real they could be your next-door neighbors make The Reading Circle a sure-fire winner. Ashton Lee’s authentic Southern voice shines in the latest addition to The Cherry Cola Book Club.”
 
—Peggy Webb, USA Today bestselling author
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A Club for the Boys
 
“Oh, the swarms of mosquitoes we’ll be swatting this summer. Better stock up now on the repellent!” were among the sentiments everyone in the little town of Cherico, Mississippi, was proclaiming toward the end of January. That was often followed by, “They’ll be breeding by the thousands in the shallows of Lake Cherico with nothing to kill them off!”
 
It was, in fact, the warmest winter anyone could recall, and that included the couple of ninety-somethings who were still alive and kicking. There had been only two or three nights below freezing since Thanksgiving so far—with the temperatures rocketing up into the fifties or sixties only a few hours after sunrise. It was still sweater weather, but heavy overcoats were kept on their hangers in the closet. Unseasonable was the word all the meteorologists kept repeating over radio station WHYY, The Vibrant Voice of Greater Cherico, as well as on the television stations in Tupelo and Memphis. The extreme northeast corner of Mississippi generally felt the wrath of those Alberta Clippers roaring down from the Arctic, but it was as if some super force field had held them at bay this year, limiting their range to the upper Midwest.
 
Against such a relatively mild backdrop, The Cherry Cola Book Club was about to hold its first meeting of the year in its accustomed place—The Cherico Library at 12 Shadow Alley. Accordingly, Maura Beth Mayhew, the feisty, visionary young director, had been hard at work coordinating and delegating everything from the potluck menu to voting on the club’s next read. Her prowess at both was hard-won, having survived a five-month ultimatum from Councilman Durden Sparks and his two dim-bulb underlings—“Chunky” Badham and “Gopher Joe” Martin—that she must show them why the underutilized facility not be shut down for good. To their way of thinking, the library was a luxury the City Council of Cherico could no longer afford.
 
But Maura Beth had held her fiery red head up high and come through with flying colors. She had not only created The Cherry Cola Book Club to get more patrons into the building for book reviews and those delicious potluck dinners, but she had gone proactive in circulating a successful petition to keep the town’s converted, corrugated iron warehouse of a library open for everyone from students doing term papers to the unemployed seeking job leads and assistance with their ré-sumés. She was bound and determined not to let stingy and corrupt local politicians banish such a valuable community resource.
 
What Maura Beth had not foreseen, however, was how deeply involved she would become in the lives of some of the book-club members. Single and still looking, she had come to think of married couples—like Realtor Justin Brachle and his wife, Becca, popularly known as Becca Broccoli because of her recipe show on the radio; Douglas and Connie McShay, respectively a retired trial lawyer and ICU nurse originally from Nashville; and spinster Miss Voncille Nettles and her widower beau Locke Linwood—as the core of an alternative family.
 
To be sure, she had met the McShays’ nephew Jeremy, and she was hopeful that this earnest and robust young English teacher from Nashville would turn out to be “the one.” But their burgeoning relationship continued to be long-distance and was going to require planning and patience to get to the next level. In fact, Jeremy had phoned to say that he had some crucial business to discuss with the headmaster of New Gallatin Academy and would have to put participation in The Cherry Cola Book Club on hold for the time being.
 
“You sound so mysterious,” she had told him that afternoon. “If something’s wrong, I’d like to know about it and try to help.”
 
“I’m afraid this is all on me,” he had replied. “But I hope to be down next weekend with some very good news as a result of all my machinations.”
 
Meanwhile, the January 29th meeting of the book club was minutes away from starting up at exactly seven o’clock. As she had done for last year’s get-togethers, Maura Beth and her trusty assistant, the sweet and eternally diplomatic Renette Posey, had arranged all of the library’s folding chairs in a semicircle in front of the circulation desk. Yes, the setting continued to have a crowded and make-do quality about it, but it had served its purpose. After last November’s successful showdown with Councilman Sparks during Cherico’s budget hearings, the club had every reason to hope that their numbers would continue to grow and keep the library viable in the eyes of the City Council. Yet no one could forget that City Hall had given the library only a one-year reprieve. Beyond that, nothing was guaranteed. Finally, it was time for Maura Beth to take her position behind the podium, where she slowly surveyed the crowd. Besides her alternative family, she was pleased to see that her best friend, Periwinkle Lattimore, had come on her day off. As the owner, chef, and even chief bottle washer of Cherico’s most popular restaurant, The Twinkle, she would definitely add an uninhibited, down-home touch to the proceedings. Then there was Mr. Parker Place, The Twinkle’s accomplished pastry chef, freshly hired in the aftermath of the closing and demolition of the old-line Memphis Grand Shelby Hotel. Even Maura’s hairstylist, tall, blond Terra Munrow of edgy Cherico Tresses, had kept her promise to become a library user and reader of romance novels once again. And certainly not to be overlooked, the dressed-to-the-teeth Crumpton sisters—Mamie and Marydell—the town’s wealthiest spinsters and inveterate users of the library’s genealogical resources were also in attendance.
 
“I’m excited to see so many familiar faces here tonight,” Maura Beth began, trying her best to make eye contact with as many people as possible. Momentarily, she found the process a bit dizzying and decided to stay put on the gaze of her expert treasurer, Connie McShay. “I see some of you who helped the library over the hump last November at the budget adoption, and your continued participation is crucial if we are to keep the City Council at bay. Unfortunately, we know that Councilman Sparks is still intent on constructing that industrial park north of town. He’d like nothing better than to use the library’s funds to get that project off and running.”
 
It was Miss Voncille who spoke up first. “But don’t you think we’ve earned some breathing room here, Maura Beth? All those voter signatures on that petition made Durden back off pretty quickly, I think. In case anyone hasn’t noticed, he’s not here tonight, breathing down our necks the way he did at every meeting we held last year. That has to be a good sign.”
 
In fact, it was a carefully worded threat by Miss Voncille that changed the councilman’s tune. The avid researcher found that a fund had been established long ago to support the library—money that seemed to have walked away on its own. In Cherico, Mississippi, there was nothing like misappropriated funds to spoil an election. From that point on, it was clear that Cherico’s head honcho wanted no part of shining a flashlight in that forgotten dark corner.
 
“We can’t take anything for granted, however,” Maura Beth answered, wagging her index finger. “Councilman Sparks may not be here tonight, but we know he has his eye on us. We must continue to build the buzz about the library. I think we’d all agree that there was too much dust gathering on the shelves for far too long. And don’t think the powers-that-be didn’t notice it. It even got back to me last year that Councilman Sparks once jokingly referred to us as the Rip Van Winkle Memorial Library. But we know better now—The Cherry Cola Book Club has aroused it from its slumber.”
 
The diverse crowd delighted in the metaphor, and there was a great deal of head nodding around the semicircle.
 
“Meanwhile, we have some brief but important business to discuss tonight before we all dig into these tasty dishes many of you have so graciously prepared for us.” Maura Beth looked down at her catering notes and couldn’t help smiling. “Mushroom and asparagus casserole, curried chicken and rice, and our usual tomato aspic and sherry custard, for starters.” She took a deep breath, as if the variety of dishes filling the buffet table had just been placed beneath her nose to whet her appetite. “But for those of you who were not present at The Twinkle last year when we celebrated our budget reprieve, it was informally decided that Eudora Welty’s The Robber Bridegroom would be the next novel we would read. It was our intention to concentrate on Southern classics written by women to start out with, and this would be a continuation of that policy. Now, do we have any feedback on that, or are we ready to reconfirm that decision?”
 
Unexpectedly, the sturdy Justin Brachle—nicknamed “Stout Fella” by his wife, Becca, for his portly demeanor—attempted to raise his hand, but Becca grabbed it quickly and pulled it down in midgesture.
 
“Don’t!” she cried out before releasing his muscular arm and gritting her teeth in the aftermath. “Leave it the way it is.”
 
Justin—ever the quarterback—broke through Becca’s interference, thrusting his fist in the air once again. “Stout Fella and Doug McShay sitting right here are gonna have our say.”
 
“It’s no use, Becca,” Connie McShay said from her vantage point a few chairs away, while patting her helmet of big hair. Then she addressed Maura Beth. “I’m afraid our husbands are determined. We would have warned you, but we just found out what they were up to on the way over here ourselves. They had their boys’ night out yesterday evening. Douglas rolled in at an ungodly hour just full of himself and feeling no pain, so I suspected something was up.”
 
Both men stood up as a double team a few feet apart, ignoring Connie’s comments, and Douglas nodded toward his friend. “You go ahead and take it just like we discussed.”
 
Justin drew up his big frame, looking straight ahead and moving his lips silently for a few seconds, obviously trying to remember something he’d been rehearsing. “Well, Maura Beth, Doug and I were having a few last night out at The Marina Bar and Grill, as my wife said, and we decided that reading Gone with the Wind and To Kill a Mockingbird like y’all did last year was just fine and dandy with us. It was your club to start with. But if we fellas are gonna be a part of all this like you and our wives want us to be, Doug and I feel that the club should read something by a man writer once in a while. And, yeah, we know we don’t read as much as you ladies do, but we don’t see anything wrong with putting in this request. I mean, men and women just see things differently.”
 
Periwinkle Lattimore, whose ex-husband Harlan owned The Marina Bar and Grill, joined the fray as she stilled her customary wad of Juicy Fruit. “You bet men and women don’t see things the same way. Did that crazy Harlan put y’all up to this? The only thing he’s ever read in his entire life is the owner’s manual of his pickup truck, besides our divorce papers, that is. Tell the truth, now, is this Harlan’s idea of a joke? It’s got his brand a’ foolishness written all over it.”
 
“Nope, he didn’t do anything but supply us with the drinks,” Douglas insisted. Then he practically did a spit take. “And he kept ’em coming, too. He’s a top-notch bartender!”
 
“And a top-notch womanizer, just in case the rest of you didn’t know,” Periwinkle muttered under her breath, folding her arms for emphasis and then sniffing the air for good measure.
 
Completely caught off guard by the verbal bullets flying around her, Maura Beth quickly exchanged glances with Connie and Becca, who were shrugging in resigned wifely fashion. But with the unerring instincts she had acquired as an even-tempered public servant, she did not miss a beat. If she could deal with and overcome Councilman Sparks and his threats of library dissolution, she could handle this little flare-up. “I think The Cherry Cola Book Club should always be open to literary suggestions, no matter the source. We don’t want to be running roughshod over anyone’s opinions. There should definitely be give-and-take in a book club. So, tell us—did you have a specific writer and book in mind, Justin?”
 
He nodded energetically in that overgrown football player way of his. “We’d like to read Forrest Gump by Winston Groom. That’s what we decided. What really gave us the idea was that Harlan was serving boiled shrimp on the house last night out at the lake. Man, he had a huge bowl of ’em on ice out on the counter, and does he make a great cocktail sauce! It’ll flat clear your sinuses, lemme say! So, anyway, we started talking about shrimp in general, and that’s how we got around to Forrest Gump and The Bubba Gump Shrimp Company. ‘I saw that movie,’ Doug here says to me between bites, and I said I’d seen it, too. And then we wondered why we couldn’t read the book instead of that Eudora Welty stuff, no offense, you understand.”
 
“Yes, I’m sure you meant no offense, Justin. But I don’t usually think of Miss Welty’s work as stuff. I think she’s earned a less generic description and status by now,” Maura Beth said as politely as possible.
 
Miss Voncille got to her feet immediately, abruptly letting go of Locke Linwood’s hand. “That’s true, Maura Beth, but Forrest Gump may not be such a bad suggestion when you think about it.
 
“I read the book when it was first published, and then I went to see the movie,” Miss Voncille continued. “The two aren’t exactly the same, you know. I think it might be a change of pace for us and shed some light on a part of our history that some people want to sweep under the rug. I know the war was unpopular and still controversial to this day, but some of us have an emotional attachment to it.” It was not difficult for Maura Beth to guess why Miss Voncille might be so supportive of the men. It had only been a few months since she had revealed to the club that she had never married because her fiancé, Frank Gibbons, was still MIA in Vietnam. She paused briefly, resting the palm of her hand over her chest as if she were listening to the National Anthem. “We all need closure in life.”
 
Maura Beth maintained her poise, realizing that there was now genuine conflict swirling around the room. She must do everything in her power, however, to keep the discussion calm and civil. “Well, let’s delve into this a bit further, and then we’ll take a vote. If our club becomes the institution we hope it will, we’ll have plenty of time to read just about everything worthwhile.”
 
Everyone standing resumed their seats as Justin spoke up again. “You see, Doug and I also like the fact that the Forrest Gump character played his football for the Bear. It doesn’t get any better than that, and I’m not exactly a ’Bama fan, even though my wife, Becca, is. I played my ball at Millsaps, which is boiled green peanuts compared to the big, bad SEC. Anyhow, everybody says college ball is damn near a religion here in the South, so we thought we could talk about that, too. I remember you and Becca and all the other ladies saying we should think outside the box anyway.”
 
“Yes, I actually am a ’Bama fan, but I thought we were supposed to have literature in mind here, not football,” Becca said, fighting off a pout. Then she turned to focus on her husband. “That scholarship of yours is way back in your rearview mirror. You’re nearly forty years old, and you just recovered from a heart attack and an angioplasty, need I remind you. So no more wishful thinking about backyard games with the fellas—not even flag or touch. Besides, when it comes to football, what we should really be discussing is the plight of us poor football widows. From September kickoff to the end of the bowl season, it’s like we’re chopped liver. I admit I do keep up with ’Bama, but you guys let us out of the closet long enough to fix your meals and snacks, and maybe work up the energy to kiss us at halftime—if your team is covering the point spread, that is. But that’s about it!”
 
“Amen!” Connie put in, a football widow herself.
 
Then Locke Linwood managed a sly little grin while putting in a word. “For the record, I love shrimp with cocktail sauce, if that means anything. To the horseradish, men!”
 
“Glad you said that, Mr. Linwood,” Justin added, smiling big. “Doug and I thought that reading Forrest Gump might also be an opportunity for the wives to contribute their best seafood and shrimp recipes to the potluck.”
 
Miss Voncille leaned over in Becca’s direction. “You’ve done shrimp recipes on The Becca Broccoli Show, haven’t you?”
 
“Yes, it was the Cherico version of the ‘shrimp on the barbie’ thing. But for the record, folks, I’m getting the impression we’re suddenly all about the shrimp here, and the prose can just run away and hide for all we care. Should we change our name to The Cherico Shrimp Club, or better yet, The Cherico Cooking Club? For wives only, I might add.”
 
Then Maura Beth realized how off topic they’d wandered. “However, we were discussing whether to read The Robber Bridegroom or Forrest Gump. Do I have any more cogent thoughts on Welty’s work? There’s certainly a wealth of literary criticism out there to access.”
 
“We’ve read just about everything Eudora Welty has ever written!” Mamie Crumpton proclaimed, heaving her ample bosom framed by her silver-sequined bodice. “Haven’t we, sister?”
 
Mousy Marydell offered up her customary, barely audible, “Yes.”
 
“Of course, I’ve always loved that story of hers about the lady who lives at the post office,” Mamie continued. “I have to admit that I don’t know anything about this Gump novel by C. S. Forester, but I do adore shrimp.” She paused briefly to run her tongue across her lips. “These potluck dinners have been scrumptious, but I don’t know what kind of culinary theme we could build around Eudora Welty. Southern food, I suppose, but everything we’ve eaten here at the library has been Southern. Comes with the territory, of course.”
 
“If I may correct a slight misconception you have, Miz Crumpton,” Maura Beth explained, careful to sound as diplomatic as possible with such an influential library patron. “C. S. Forester did not write Forrest Gump. Winston Groom did. He’s an Alabama writer—and quite an accomplished one at that.”
 
Mamie waved her off in typical patrician manner. “Pish, tosh! I vote for something new. Sister does, too. I think Voncille and the men make good, serviceable points. We should support them and save Miss Welty for another time. I’m sure we’d all agree that her place on the shelves is assured for all eternity.” Mamie paused and began laughing heartily all by herself, her ample dress appearing to vibrate and take on a life of its own.
 
Maura Beth frowned and waited for the woman and her mounds of fabric to cease and desist. “Did I miss something?”
 
“I was just thinking,” came the reply, “that no one is going to steal The Robber Bridegroom from us.”
 
There was a forced ripple of laughter, if only because most people found Mamie Crumpton, her money and social position, to be intimidating, and few had ever dared to cross her without a significant price to pay.
 
At that point Maura Beth could see that Forrest Gump was going to win the day. Both Becca and Connie again shrugged their shoulders, also knowing full well that when Mamie Crumpton made up her mind, that pretty much settled the issue in question. When the vote was finally taken, in fact, The Robber Bridegroom came in a distant second, at which point Maura Beth—always voting last—joined the majority so as not to appear inflexible or holding on to a lost cause.
 
“Well, it looks like we’ll be reading Forrest Gump for our March meeting. And bringing lots of shrimp and seafood dishes as a consequence,” Maura Beth announced. She could feel herself forcing the muscles of her face into an artificial configuration of approval. Why, it just wouldn’t do for her to become as despotic and heavy-handed as the Cherico councilmen were! “Becca, you’ll coordinate who brings what as usual, won’t you?”
 
Becca nodded complacently at first, then suddenly seemed more sanguine. “Hey, why be a salmon swimming upstream about this? As long as we’re also going to be discussing football—and football widows, I trust—why don’t we include some of our favorite tailgating dishes along with the shrimp? I stumbled upon a classic or two during my time at ’Bama.”
 
All of the men present broke out in generous nods and smiles, and Justin spoke up for all of them when he patted his stomach and said, “Sounds like a mighty good deal to me!”
 
Nonetheless, Maura Beth struggled to fight back the uneasy feeling dogging her. In a breathtaking turn of events, The Robber Bridegroom had been apprehended and put away for a while, and furthermore, the all-encompassing emphasis on food was leaving a bad taste in her mouth. “I just want to remind everyone again that we are first and foremost a book club. I’m pleased that everyone enjoys the potluck so much. Sharing delicious food and companionship is a big part of what we’re all about here. But we’re also here primarily to review literary works. I hope we’ll all read Forrest Gump in that spirit and remember how much we value those outside-the-box angles when we get together. That’s what has given The Cherry Cola Book Club such a unique calling card so far. Looks like we now have a book club for the boys, so to speak. Of course, our ultimate goal should be to become a book club for all of Cherico.”
 
After the meeting had adjourned, some of the members stuck around to thank Maura Beth. “I never thought I’d find the time in my busy schedule at The Twinkle to read books,” said Periwinkle. “Or listen to ’em in my case, since I check out the audios to keep me occupied to and from work. Why, sometimes I think I’m in an episode of Star Trek the way I start out from The Twinkle after I close up and shove one of those CDs into the dashboard. Then, bam! There I am transported to my front door with no conception of any time having passed at all.”
 
“And I have to say that I’ve rediscovered reading,” Mr. Place said. “When I’m not turning out my desserts, that is. And I believe I’d have my mama reading, too, if she didn’t have so much trouble with her eyes. By the way, she sends along her regrets that she was feeling a little bit under the weather and couldn’t be here with y’all this evening.”
 
“I’m sure we all hope she’s feeling better soon. Meanwhile, you must evaluate our cookbook selection sometime, Mr. Place,” Maura Beth suggested. “I have the sneaking suspicion that our collection needs weeding desperately in that area. Oh, and don’t forget that we have large-print books for readers like your mother. I’m sure she can find a genre she likes.”
 
“I’ll remind her.”
 
Renette Posey entered the exchange with her girlish excitement. “Oh, we definitely need to weed, Miz Mayhew. Just the other day I found a dusty old cookbook published way back in 1943 with a chapter on how to grow vegetables in your Victory Garden. I didn’t know what on earth they were talking about until I got home and Googled it on my computer. Imagine growing everything under the sun in a terracotta pot to spite the Nazis!”
 
Maura Beth was decidedly embarrassed by the revelation, briefly looking off to the side. More than once she had postponed weeding certain areas of the collection for the simple reason that the library lacked adequate replacement funds. “I must apologize for having held on to such an outdated subject like that.”
 
Renette was right, and Maura Beth knew it. They still had far to go to bring The Cherico Library up to modern, state-of-the-art standards. Forget just keeping it open; they needed more money to hire staff, improve the collection, get some computer terminals, and that was just for starters. Expanding the book club was an integral part of the equation. Determined to make that happen, Maura Beth thanked her loyal members and sent them on their way with a pep talk. “In the six weeks until we get together to review Forrest Gump, don’t forget to remind your friends and relatives to check us out the way they did at our To Kill a Mockingbird meeting in November. Let’s continue making The Cherry Cola Book Club and this little library the toast of the town.”
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The Infrequent Reader
 
Fifteen minutes or so after The Cherry Cola Book Club had officially finished with its buffet and small talk, Maura Beth found herself alone in the library, tending to such routine tasks as flicking off light switches everywhere before she went home to her little purple-decorated efficiency on Clover Street. Renette had helped her put the leftovers away in the library fridge and wanted to stay until the last key had been turned in the last lock, but Maura Beth had sent her off, sounding like a concerned mother lecturing her daughter on the great truths of life. “Go get your beauty sleep, sweetie,” she had told her. “Build up your pretty reserves while you’re still young. The bloom is off the rose soon enough.”
 
No wonder, then, that Maura Beth jumped noticeably, even swearing that she felt her heart skip a beat or two, when a timid little voice out of nowhere called out, “Miz Mayhew?”
 
Maura Beth quickly turned from her vantage point outside her office door and peered toward the dimly lit entrance. “Who’s there?” she said in a tone that managed to sound both frightened and incredulous. “Is that you, Renette? Did you forget something?”
 
The shadowy figure moved forward slowly into the illumination surrounding the circulation desk, and Maura Beth saw who it was, much to her great relief.
 
“Oh, it’s you, Miz Duddney! What a surprise!”
 
Indeed, it was. Maura Beth had not set eyes on the dull, monosyllabic spinster since her dismissal as Councilman Sparks’s secretary late last year. Everyone in the inner circle of the book club was convinced that Nora Duddney’s firing after decades of service was an attempt to bring Maura Beth “into the fold.” But the ploy had not worked. Maura Beth had seen through it, turned down the extra money as Nora’s successor, and fought even harder to remain at the helm of her beloved Cherico Library. Yet Maura Beth had wondered more than once what had become of the poor woman. She seemed to have dropped off the face of the earth—until tonight.
 
“I’ve come to join your book club,” Nora explained, now face-to-face with Maura Beth. “But I needed to tell you a couple of things—privately.”
 
Maura Beth fumbled for the right key on her big ring and unlocked her office, flicking on the light switch as they both entered. “Please, have a seat, and we’ll have a nice talk.” Once they were settled in across from each other, she resumed. “You missed an interesting meeting here, you know. But I’m thrilled you’re joining. You’ll love our little group that’s growing every day. There are so many wonderful novels out there to explore, and we decided tonight that our next read will be Forrest Gump by Winston Groom.”
 
Nora said nothing at first, playing with a few strands of mousy brown hair that had defied her best efforts at grooming and fallen haphazardly across her forehead. For a second or two, she looked as if she might be getting ready to pull them out by their roots. What she desperately needed, Maura Beth conjectured while watching the nervous display, was a visit to Cherico Tresses for a few highlights, or at the very least a bona-fide hairstyle. Not to mention a clothes makeover and a touch of makeup. Nothing drastic, mind you. Just a little something to bring her out of her pale, late middle-aged stupor.
 
“That’s one of the things I needed to tell you. I’m not a reader,” Nora said finally. “Never have been. It’s not that I dislike reading, it’s just that . . . well, I have this trouble. I see words and letters all reversed—I’ve been that way all my life, like I’m from another planet. That’s why people always saw me taking my time at the typewriter—and then the computer when we finally switched over at City Hall. I actually understood what I was supposed to be doing—it just took me a while to get it done.”
 
“You’re dyslexic?” Maura Beth said, indulging a sharp intake of air to put an exclamation point on her epiphany. “All this time you’ve had dyslexia?”
 
“Yes, I have. A severe case, I’m afraid. And I didn’t find out about it until many years into my adult life. While I was growing up, everyone just thought I was—well, you know . . . slow. And that included my parents. Back then, the diagnosis wasn’t so easy to come by. They never knew what the real problem was. Just that the doctors said I needed looking after.” But she said nothing further.
 
“Now I can see why you wanted a little privacy.”
 
Again there was decided hesitation, and Nora looked distinctly uncomfortable. “Yes.”
 
“Try to relax, Nora. I’m pretty good at listening.”
 
Nora swept the wild strands out of her face with the palm of her hand. “I, uh, was beyond shocked that Councilman Sparks fired me. That job was the one thing I thought I could count on, come hell or high water. It was my ticket to stability in my life. But . . . I was just swept aside.”
 
Now it was Maura Beth’s turn to feel awkward, knowing the truth about the entire secretarial situation, but she had no intention of revealing it. It was obvious that Nora had a low threshold for hurt feelings. “Yes, I think it was very unfair to you after all those years of service to the town. Did Councilman Sparks even know you were dyslexic?”
 
“I’m not sure. I know I never told him. I was afraid he might hold it against me.”
 
The sadness in Nora’s already drab face was too much for Maura Beth to bear. “Shame on him if he did and still let you go!”
 
“I appreciate you taking my side.” Then out of nowhere, her face brightened. “But maybe the joke’s on him. It’s gotten back to me that the lady who replaced me, Mrs. Lottie Howard, is driving him crazy. Something about abbreviating his messages all the time and trying his patience in general. I never tried to cut corners and somehow managed to meet his deadlines.”
 
The image of Nora as a dim-witted, washed-out nonentity quickly began to dissolve as Maura Beth took in every thoughtful sentence headed her way from across the desk. Suddenly, there was a real person behind the blank façade Nora had always presented to the world. And there was now a legitimate reason for the one-word utterances and grunts that had always characterized her behavior. Obviously, the woman had always been in the midst of supreme cognitive concentration.
 
“I’ve gotten over the shock, though,” Nora continued. “Now I’m just angry, and I think it will help me to be with people.” There was more hesitation. “Of course, I’ve been wondering if I should maybe look for another job somewhere because—”
 
Maura Beth interrupted and leaned in, genuinely puzzled. “Is this a matter of finances? If it is, I truly sympathize, but I’m afraid I have no budget to hire you here. I’d be embarrassed to tell you what I make, much less my front desk clerks.”
 
Nora suddenly exuded confidence as she replied, her face more animated than it had ever been on the job at City Hall. “No, I’m not hurting for money. I’ve saved up quite a bit over the years. I was actually paid handsomely, believe it or not. But I earned every penny, if I do say so myself.”
 
Maura Beth continued to be in awe of the new Nora, all dewy petals opening up in the light of truth. Here was someone most of Cherico had thought of as no more significant than the wallpaper in Councilman Sparks’s office, and she was now standing up for herself every bit as impressively as Maura Beth had stood up for the little library on Shadow Alley.
 
“If you know any of this already, stop me,” Nora continued. “My father, Layton Duddney, and Councilman Sparks’s father, Wendell, were both on the Council way back when certain matrons of Cherico decided to contribute some of their hard-earned inherited money to start up a library—”
 
Maura Beth couldn’t suppress the high-pitched giggle that floated up out of her like a hiccup. Would wonders never cease? Nora Duddney even had a subtle sense of humor, taking that potshot at wealthy Chericoans the way she had just done.
 
“What?!” Nora exclaimed. “Did I say something funny?”
 
Maura Beth quickly put her librarian face back on, chiding herself mentally. “Oh, no, please continue. I’m just enjoying talking to you like this. Why, we’ve practically become girlfriends!”
 
“What a nice thing to say to me! Anyway,” she continued, “I do know that Daddy lobbied Wendell Sparks for my job. Daddy took me aside one time and told me that as long as a member of the Sparks Family was sitting on the Council, I was supposed to have my job as City Hall secretary. The sun and the moon might not rise and set, but I would in that outer office without exception.”
 
“Very interesting,” Maura Beth said. She remembered that Councilman Sparks had once revealed to her that he had owed Nora Duddney’s father a favor or two.
 
“What you may not know is that Daddy has outlived Mr. Wendell by a good many years and is still with us.” Nora suddenly frowned, lowering her brows and making slits of her dark brown eyes. “Well, in a way he’s still with us. He’s actually been out at Cherico Nursing Manor near the lake for many years now. It’s only been more recently that he’s been unable to recognize me, or anyone else for that matter. But something tells me it was no coincidence that Councilman Sparks let me go shortly after Daddy was officially moved into the assisted living wing. Daddy may be pushing one hundred, but what good does it do him when he doesn’t even know who or where he is? It’s a sad situation all around.”
 
“That must be very difficult for you,” Maura Beth said, trying to sound as soothing as she could. But it suddenly all made sense to her. With Layton Duddney essentially out of the way, Councilman Sparks no longer needed to respect the arrangements of the past, however shady they might be. And it had left him free to pursue his offer to Maura Beth of having the great privilege of “working under him” at City Hall and other designated spots.
 
“Now as to the book club,” Nora said, fully comfortable with Maura Beth as a confidante, “it would take me forever to get through Forrest Gump or any of the other books you decided to review. I’ll need some sort of help if I’m going to participate with the others.”
 
“I tell you what. I could buy an audio copy of Forrest Gump to accommodate you. Mr. Place’s mother, Ardenia, could make good use of it, too, with her failing eyesight and all. Besides, we have more than a few people who’ve never entered into the discussions so far, and I don’t ask them why. I suspect the good food and companionship are enough for them, and they’re content to let others do the talking.”
 
Nora rested her fist under her chin and contemplated for a while. “If you could get that audio, I’d be up to speed just like everybody else. I’m very good at listening to things. You’d be surprised what you can find out that way—especially if people don’t even think you’re listening or treat you like you’re not even in the room.”
 
Maura Beth reached across the desk and shook her hand. “Well, I’ll do my best to get that audio of Forrest Gump. Meanwhile, allow me to welcome you aboard!”
 
“I feel better already.” Nora smiled briefly while scanning Maura Beth’s cluttered office, but she couldn’t help wincing once she had finished. “You really do have a small budget, don’t you? I’d get claustrophobic working in here day after day.”
 
“Tell me about it.”
 
Then Nora brightened again. “I just want you to realize that you’re the only person I can think of in recent memory who has managed to outfox Councilman Sparks, even if it’s just in the form of a one-year reprieve for your library. I know what I’m talking about, what with all the years I’ve been around, Miz Mayhew. Sometimes I think I’m as old as Cherico itself.”
 
“You’re exaggerating about yourself, but you flatter me,” Maura Beth said, her smile a bit on the guarded side. “I wish I’d been able to win an outright victory for the library with no strings attached.”
 
But Nora closed her eyes and shook her head emphatically, the wild strands falling into her face once again.
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