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Chapter One

Of course he’ll do it. When’s the first practice?”
Al Richardson gaped at the woman before him. She looked 

like Millie, but his beloved wife would never agree to such an outra-
geous suggestion. The woman seated at Millie’s dressing table with 
half the curlers still in her hair and a phone pressed to her ear must 
be an impostor.

From his perch on the corner of the mattress he ventured an inter-
ruption. “Excuse me.”

She held up a finger to shush him and then used it to plug her free 
ear, attention focused on the conversation on the other side of the cell 
signal. “Thursdays and Saturdays are good.” Pause. “Uh huh.” 

During the next pause he interjected with more volume. “You’re 
wasting your breath.”

She shot an irritated glance at his reflection in the mirror and then 
said in a sweet voice, “No, but I’ll make sure he does by Thursday.”

He got to his feet and stiffened his spine. Time for a show of the 
steely resolve for which he was renowned. “I won’t do it—” 

His gaze snagged on the reflection in her mirror. Jaw protruding, 
brow furrowed like a wheat field at planting time, he looked like an 
old bear. Their headstrong daughter used to display exactly the same 
expression when she was six years old and forced to clean her room. 
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He bit back the rest of his sentence, lest he appear childish—and you 
can’t make me!

“Seven o’clock is good. He’ll see you then.” Millie disconnected 
the call and then twisted on her stool to face him. “What were you 
saying, dear?”

That innocent expression and round-eyed gaze would not work. 
Not this time. Al drew himself up to his full height to tower over her. 

“I will not play softball on the Fourth of July. I’m not the least bit inter-
ested in the sport, and I don’t care a single bit about that ridiculous 
intra-county game the mayor is so keen on. After thirty-seven years 
of marriage, you should know that.” Encouraged by her silence, he 
strengthened his denial. “What’s more, I’ll thank you not to volun-
teer me for anything without consulting me first. I’m certainly capa-
ble of making my own decisions, and I insist on doing so.”

“Now Albert, don’t get worked up. Remember your blood pressure.”
The gentle reprimand irritated him. He set his teeth. “How can I 

forget when you mention it five times a day?”
When the last curler had been removed from her hair she stood 

and crossed the floor, nightgown fluttering around her knees. “I love 
you and I want you to stay healthy. Which is why you should par-
ticipate in this community event. The fresh air will be good for you.” 
She rose to her tiptoes to press a kiss on his cheek and then headed 
for the closet.

Determined not to be softened by a kiss, he whirled and followed. 
“What if I fall? I’m not young anymore, Millie. Old bones are brit-
tle, you know. I could break a hip.” He warmed to the theme. “Or an 
arm, maybe both. Then where would I be? Only two years and eleven 
months from retirement, and how can I use a computer keyboard 
with casts on both arms? I’ll be forced into early retirement, and then 
all your plans for the B&B will be ruined.”

There. Let her think about that. He indulged in a satisfied gri-
mace. The plans for her precious bed and breakfast, which was already 
chomping through his financial investments like a herd of rabbits in 
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a carrot patch, depended on his income until he reached thirty years 
of service and his pension was fully vested.

She pulled a shirt from the closet. “Goodness, you’re being dra-
matic this morning.”

“I feel the situation warrants it.” He sucked in a breath and spoke 
in a tone that refused argument. “I will not play in that softball game.”

“Of course not, silly.” Clothing draped across her arm, she swept 
past him on her way to the bathroom. “You’re too old.”

Huh?
The words transported him into some sort of surreal existence 

where people spoke in opposites and nothing made sense. He shook 
his head sharply and then darted after her. “Stop.”

Turning in the bathroom doorway, she aimed an inquisitive look 
his way. “Yes, Albert?”

“Didn’t you just tell the mayor that I would be at the practice 
Thursday night?”

“Yes.” She blinked those adorable round eyes, lashes fluttering like 
a schoolgirl’s. Then a smile broke free and a pair of dimples punctu-
ated her cheeks. “You’re going to be the team manager. You know, take 
care of the equipment and help the coach with the lineup and prac-
tices and so on.”

The bathroom door closed, shutting her away from view. Al stared 
at the chipped paint—something else that needed to be repaired in 
this crumbling old house—and took a moment to gather his thoughts. 
Not a player. A manager. He’d pace along the baseline, consult his 
clipboard, and tell the next batter when it was time to warm up. Prob-
ably have to wear the team T-shirt, which would make him look like 
a pudgy old man. On the bright side, he’d be among those in charge 
at one of the most anticipated events on Goose Creek’s summer cal-
endar. Second-in-command to the coach. An object of respect, and 
he wouldn’t have to jeopardize life and limb.

The door opened and Millie emerged wearing old jeans and one of 
the stained button-up shirts that pretty much made up her Saturday 
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wardrobe these days, since she spent hours working on the house. She 
managed to make even old work clothes look nice.

Tilting her head back, she looked him in the eye. “Well? You’ll do 
it, won’t you?”

Though he should dig in his heels and refuse on principle, the 
proposition did deserve consideration. That was a defining differ-
ence between Al and his wife—she made decisions in a flash and 
then leaped feet-first into them. He preferred a measured, systematic 
examination of all aspects of a situation before making a commitment. 
And he could not do that while she looked at him with that indulgent 
smile hovering around her mouth.

He avoided a direct answer. “I don’t understand why you felt the 
need to accept on my behalf. It’s as if I have no say in my own affairs 
anymore.” He drew a breath, prepared to point out the many expen-
ditures inflicted on his bank account by her determination to reno-
vate the Victorian eyesore they’d bought—most committed without 
his prior approval. She stopped him with an enchanting smile. 

“Because, Albert,” she explained in a reasonable tone, “if I’d asked 
first, you would have said no.”

She left the room while he was trying to come up with an answer. 
No doubt the reasoning made perfect sense to her. Call it wifely logic, 
a thought process that husbands found incomprehensible but were 
subject to nonetheless.

“I might still say no,” he called after her.
From the hallway Millie’s voice floated back to him. “Come and 

have breakfast before your blood sugar dips too low.”
Shaking his head, Albert did as he was told.

a

The stools at the soda fountain inside Cardwell Drugstore were 
all occupied when the sleigh bells on the front door announced Al’s 
arrival. Heads turned and then dipped in greeting. After a quick scan 
of the occupants, both seated at the counter and at one of the tables 
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beyond, Al’s stomach muscles released a few tightly wound knots. His 
nemesis, the man who had mounted a full-scale invasion of the sanc-
tity and peace of Goose Creek’s Saturday morning sanctuary, was not 
here. Thank the Lord.

Al acknowledged his fellow Creekers as he made his way to the 
table where Bill Zeigler and Pete Lawson waved him over. He set-
tled himself in one of the two empty chairs, and Lucy Cardwell set a 
steaming mug of coffee on the scarred Formica in front of him.

He smiled his thanks. “Could I get some—?”
“Honey.” She pulled a plastic bear-shaped bottle from the deep 

pocket in her apron and plunked it down beside his mug. “I know. 
Just don’t overdo it or you’ll have an episode and I’ll have to cut you 
off.”

Al set his teeth in a grimace as he drizzled a thin line of the thick, 
sweet stuff into his mug. The long arm of Millie reached into every 
nook and cranny of Goose Creek. She had agents everywhere. Stir-
ring, he examined the cinnamon roll Bill was tackling enthusiastically. 
Thick and gooey, dripping with icing. Maybe he could… A glance at 
Lucy’s forbidding expression banished the thought. Asking would 
only result in the embarrassment of denial in front of his fellow Creek-
ers. With a sigh, he set down his spoon and sipped honey-flavored 
coffee.

Pete leaned back against the spindly metal chair and commented 
to the room at large, “Looks like they’re about ready to start on the 
grass.”

Everyone knew what he meant. Al’s gaze strayed to the drug-
store’s front window, which looked out on Main Street. At the west 
end, hidden from his vantage point, a water tower stood sentinel over 
the town. Just over a month ago the mayor had awarded the task of 
repainting the town’s landmark to a woman from Georgia. Her plan 
called for a mural to wrap around the tower’s barrel, a work of art that 
would enhance Goose Creek’s image. She’d hired Little Norm Pilk-
ington, the son of a lifelong Creeker with a loud mouth and a pen-
chant for stirring up trouble, to be her assistant. In the days since the 
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pair began work the difference in the tower was already obvious, and 
they had not even started on the mural. Gone were the baby-vomit 
chartreuse paint and the uneven lettering, blessedly covered over with 
a nondescript primer gray that Al found immensely soothing.

“Wish they’d hurry,” Chuck Geddes commented from his stool at 
the counter. “I’m itching to see it done.”

“You’d best be getting you some cream for that itch, then. It’s gonna 
be a month or so.” Bill, chuckling at his own clever comment, sliced 
off a huge bite of cinnamon roll and shoved it in his mouth.

The door burst open, the jingle of sleigh bells announcing a new 
arrival. When he caught sight of the man who bounded—there was 
no other word to describe the near-leap with which he entered the 
store—Al’s stomach twisted into a new mass of knots. He slumped 
down in the metal chair. Was it too much to ask for one day of peace?

“Morning, fellow Geese!” 
Franklin Thacker pushed the door closed behind him with a 

nerve-jangling clang. Or maybe it wasn’t the bells but the man him-
self who buffeted Al’s nerves. A few half-hearted murmurs from var-
ious points in the store answered him, but not a single man met the 
newcomer’s eye.

Oblivious, Thacker strode toward them. “I’ve been thinking. We 
need an official greeting. Like the Vulcans with Live long and pros-
per. Only it could be about geese, you know? Something like this.” 
He stopped, planted his hands in his armpits, and began to flap his 
elbows, shouting, “Honk! Honk!”

Across the table, Pete’s gaze settled on Al. A guilty flush warmed 
Al’s face. Everyone blamed him for the Thacker infestation, and 
rightly so. After all, the man occupied the cubicle next to Al’s at work, 
and had for several years. No one else could possibly know Thacker’s 
obnoxious personality better than Al. And what did he do? He sold 
the man his house. Paved the way for the invasion. Rolled the Trojan 
Horse inside the city gates and opened the trap door.

It was all Millie’s fault, of course, but no one blamed her. No one 
except Al.
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One more reason buying that Victorian eyesore was a bad idea.
But of course he’d known that all along. Hadn’t he tried to be the 

voice of reason? Begged her to reconsider? Pointed out the flaws in 
her plan of renovating the real estate disaster and opening a bed and 
breakfast to the point of nearly losing his sanity? If only he could 
somehow have communicated to her how extraordinarily annoying 
Thacker and his wife were, maybe she would have reconsidered the 
decision to sell their comfortable little home to them.

He heaved a sigh. Too late now. The bomb had exploded and all 
he could do was live with the fallout.

Thacker caught sight of him. He abandoned his attempt to create a 
Goose Creek greeting and advanced. “Bert! How’s it hanging, buddy? 
Haven’t seen you since, let’s see.” Thacker made a show of examining 
his wristwatch. “Since five o’clock yesterday.” His hee-hawing laugh-
ter ended with a snort.

Al endured a thud on his back as Thacker rounded the table and 
claimed the empty chair. The man settled himself and then shouted 
toward Lucy, “How ’bout a cup of joe, you sweet thang, you?” He guf-
fawed. “And some sugar, sugar.”

The temperature in the room dropped an icy ten degrees. Bill 
tackled the last bite of his pastry with single-minded focus, and Pete 
seemed to have discovered a fascinating aspect of his fingernails. Al 
risked a glance toward Lucy and discovered the source of the winter-
like chill in the store. If her expression were any more frigid, her lips 
would be in danger of shattering.

The door opened again, and the warmth of a Kentucky summer 
day flooded the glacial interior of Cardwell’s. The sight of Mayor Jerry 
Selbo entering with his long-legged stride and sunny smile restored 
an atmosphere of breathability to the air. Lucy’s lips thawed enough 
to mutter, “Morning, mayor,” in a tone that approached her normally 
cheerful greeting. A collective breath was exhaled.

“Morning, everyone.” He flashed a smile around the room and 
made his way past the counter to the table beside Al’s. “I’ve just come 
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from the Rightmiers’ place. Wilma is designing the logo for our team 
shirts. It’s looking good.”

Lucy emerged from behind the counter with two steaming mugs. 
She placed the first in front of Jerry with a gracious nod and plunked 
the second down before Thacker so hard coffee sloshed over the rim.

“Oops.” She made a swipe at the spillage with the dish towel she 
kept thrown over her shoulder before returning to her perch.

Bill twisted around in his chair to face the mayor. “So how many 
players we got now?”

“Only six.” Jerry lifted the mug to his lips and blew the steam away. 
“But I’m still making calls.”

“Wish I could help you out.” Thacker rose, crossed to the counter, 
and picked up the sugar dispenser. “I’d be out there with the rest of the 
flock if I didn’t have a trick knee. Could I have a spoon, honey bun?”

The last was directed at Lucy, who maintained a glacial glare while 
she plucked a spoon from the silverware bin and plopped it in front 
of him.

“That’s a shame.” Jerry shook his head. “We need all the help we 
can get.”

Al examined the mayor closely. He sounded completely sincere. 
Did he not recognize the bullet he’d dodged? If   Thacker joined the 
Goose Creek softball team, Creekers would stay away in droves.

Jerry met his eye over the rim of his mug and his smile widened. 
“But we do have a team manager.” He lifted his coffee in Al’s direc-
tion. “Right, Al?”

Suddenly the focus of attention, Al shifted in the hard chair.
“Hey, good for you, Al.” Bill leaned forward to slap his shoulder. 
Shaking his head, Al raised his hands. “Hold up a minute. I haven’t 

agreed to do it.”
Jerry’s smile faded. “You haven’t? But Millie told me you would.”
“I said I’d think about it.” Al shut his mouth before adding that his 

wife did not have the authority to volunteer him.
“You ought to do it, Al,” Pete said. “I wish I could get involved, but 

business at the hardware store picks up in summer. I don’t have time.” 
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“Hey!” Thacker straightened, a bright gaze circling the room. “I’ll 
be the manager. That way I can help out and my trick knee won’t get 
in the way.”

A moment of dead silence met his suggestion. Though Al dared 
not look directly at any of his friends, he felt the weight of several pan-
icked gazes.

Jerry tilted his head, considering. “Well, if Al doesn’t want to… ”
Beneath the table, a shoe stomped on Al’s foot. He opened his 

mouth to protest, but then he was caught in Bill’s direct, round-eyed 
stare. The man’s expression clearly said, Do something before it’s too late.

His stomach sank. He was the one who’d inflicted Thacker on 
Goose Creek. It was his civic duty to minimize the damage.

“I’ll do it,” he told the mayor.

a

Millie grasped a dangling corner of the hideous paisley wallpaper 
between her thumb and two fingers and pulled upward at an angle. A 
foot-long section of multicolored flowers and sprawling vines peeled 
away from the plaster. She raised her voice to shout over the sound 
of the steamer’s motor. “There’s something satisfying about stripping 
wallpaper, don’t you think?” 

Violet, her best friend and former next-door neighbor, passed the 
steamer’s pan across the wall with a circular motion. “When it’s all 
gone and the wall’s got a fresh coat of paint, that’ll be satisfying.”

“Yes, but there’s something about peeling off the old to get ready 
for the new.” Millie scraped the bare plaster to wipe off the sticky glue 
left behind and then cleaned the scraper with a cloth. 

“Out with the old, in with the new, eh?” Violet tilted her head and 
considered the wall. “I used to peel the skin off Byron’s back when he 
got sunburn. It’s the same sort of thing.”

Though Millie didn’t consider the two actions remotely similar, 
she merely muttered a noncommittal, “Hmm.” To her, ridding this 
bedroom of several layers of decades-old wallpaper—and whoever 
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hung paper without going to the effort of first removing the previ-
ous layer should be shot, in her opinion—was akin to spring clean-
ing, when the accumulation of winter’s dust and dirt was scrubbed 
away in preparation for the spotlight that summer’s sunshine would 
bring. The process itself was restorative. Since Violet rarely bothered 
with deep cleaning of any sort, the comparison would be lost on her.

The scent of clean laundry filled the room. One of the ladies at 
church had relayed the tip of using fabric softener to loosen the old 
paper instead of the more expensive commercial solutions. Another 
had suggested vinegar, but the idea of that odor permeating the house 
wasn’t appealing. Fabric softener not only made the entire house 
smell nice, but it worked well, especially since Millie gave up trying 
to strip by hand and bought the steamer. Al had groused about the 
expense until she pointed out the cost of renting the equipment for 
the number of days required to remove decades’ worth of wallpaper 
in the entire six-bedroom house. She’d saved a lot of money with the 
purchase. 

Of course, she hadn’t yet told him the cost of three dozen antique 
glass doorknobs. But those were a necessary purchase. The trav-
esty of using modern doorknobs in a lovely Victorian-era house was 
unthinkable.

Violet finished with a section and moved sideways, taking care to 
pull the hot steamer hose out of the way. “When will you be able to 
go back to part-time at the clinic?” she shouted.

Millie stepped into the spot her friend had just vacated and tack-
led the paper before it had a chance to dry. “Alice Wainright starts 
Monday. I’ll spend two days training her, and by Wednesday she 
should be able to handle the afternoons on her own.”

For several years she’d been employed as the morning reception-
ist at the Goose Creek Animal Clinic, a job she enjoyed immensely. 
Half-days suited her perfectly. But when the former veterinarian sold 
the clinic last month, she’d been forced to work full time. She enjoyed 
working with Susan, the new vet, and she couldn’t deny that the extra 
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income had come in handy since she and Albert bought this house 
and began the renovation work. But between putting in a full day at 
the clinic and cooking supper and taking care of Albert, she had no 
energy to spare in the evenings. Since she staunchly refused to work 
on Sundays—a holdover from the old days, perhaps, but one she 
believed important—that left only Saturdays to focus on the house. 
At this rate she and Albert would be in their nineties before the bed 
and breakfast opened.

“Do you want me to come over Wednesday afternoon?” Violet 
shouted.

A satisfyingly long strip of gaudy wallpaper peeled off from the 
floor all the way to the height of Millie’s waist. “Make it Thursday,” 
she answered. “But come at four for tea on Wednesday.” 

A smile lit Violet’s face beneath the helmet of hairspray-stiffened 
curls that remained as tight as when she arrived that morning, despite 
several hours’ exposure to steam. “I’ll bring egg salad sandwiches.”

Millie rolled the sticky paper and tossed it onto the trash pile in 
the corner. Violet tended to be heavy-handed with the mayonnaise, 
resulting in egg salad that had very little taste of actual eggs. “Would 
you bring muffins instead? I have a new recipe I want to try. It’s sup-
posed to be healthy. No mayonnaise at all.”

The next section of paper proved difficult. Millie tackled the cor-
ner with her scraper, and in doing so applied a touch more force than 
necessary. The metal edge gouged into the plaster, and a chunk crum-
bled away. “Oh, dear,” she murmured. Now she’d have a hole to patch, 
a task she had not yet mastered. Working carefully, she slipped the 
edge of the scraper beneath the thick layers of wallpaper and pried 
upward. More plaster crumbled away. She put a finger in the hole, 
dismayed when a sizeable portion tumbled to the floor. The wall felt 
damp and almost squishy. Either the steam was penetrating all the 
way through the plaster, or—a sense of foreboding settled in her stom-
ach—the dampness was coming from inside the wall.

“Violet,” she called, “look here.”
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Her friend switched off the steamer’s motor and stepped to her 
side. “You’ve poked a hole in the wall.”

“Yes, but look.” Millie hooked her finger inside the plaster and gave 
a slight tug. Another section crumbled away, leaving an opening big 
enough to see wood inside. Obviously very old wood, since the house 
was over a hundred twenty-five years old, but was old wood supposed 
to darken like that? The anxiety in her stomach blossomed. Using her 
finger, she tore at the crumbly plaster until she had uncovered a siz-
able section of the interior. She and Violet bent forward to look inside. 

Violet straightened, shaking her head. “That wood’s moldier than 
month-old bread.”

Millie shut her eyes against the sight. Albert’s attitude must be rub-
bing off on her. All she could see in her mind’s eye was a huge, flash-
ing dollar sign.
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Stripping Wallpaper–the DIY Method

Items Needed:
Fabric softener (use the inexpensive store brand)
Water
Sponge
Putty knife or scraper
Box cutter or razor blade

Combine one part fabric softener with one part water. 
Using the sponge, saturate the wallpaper you wish to 
remove. Wait ten minutes. In the bottom corner of a panel 
of wallpaper, use the scraper to lift an edge of the paper, 
and then pull slowly upward and diagonally. When you’ve 
peeled off as much paper as possible, use the scraper to 
remove the rest. Reapply the solution if necessary. If paper 
is stubborn or is in layers, slash the paper with the box cut-
ter before applying the fabric softener solution. Take care 
to only slash the paper and not the wall. You will need to 
wash the wall with clean water and may need to patch 
damaged areas before painting or repapering.
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