

[image: Cover]




[image: Image]




Praise for
The Sunday Wife




“A wonderful book. Cassandra King catches these quirky, complex people and their world flawlessly.”


—Anne Rivers Siddons




“Kept me up till 3 … The Sunday Wife is a tasty, irresistible treat.”


—BookPage




“As slice-of-life stories go, this is an extraordinarily generous one: rich, dense, and satisfying.”


—People




“The Sunday Wife is an intelligent, witty novel, skillfully written.”


—Boston Globe




“A charming read … [King] has a sure winner here.”


—Publishers Weekly




“King explores the nature of love—the destructive power of addictive love, the healing power of mature, mutual love, and the blind worship of an adoring congregation.”


—Birmingham News




“The Sunday Wife … delivers some haunting messages about the nature of love and freedom and forgiveness.”


—Orlando Sentinel




“The Sunday Wife is a complex novel alert to the nuances of the Bible-Belt South.”


—The Daily Courier




“King’s unique characters and artfully constructed story are prizes.”


—The Houston Chronicle




Dedication


To my not-just-Sunday husband, Patrick,


who has given me faith, hope, love, and a room with a view.


From your biggest fan.




I went to the Garden of Love,


And saw what I never had seen:


A chapel was built in the midst,


Where I used to play on the green.


And the gates of this chapel were shut,


And ‘Thou shalt not’ writ over the door....


And priests in black gowns were


     walking their rounds,


And binding with briars my joys and desires.


WILLIAM BLAKE, from “The Garden of Love”




Prologue


LEAVING MY LIFE BEHIND me, I follow the sun, blinking against its late-afternoon brightness, my swollen eyes burning. When I turn off Highway 98, the scenic route that spans the Florida Panhandle from Tallahassee to Mobile Bay, my memories close in. I long to turn off the air conditioner and roll the windows down and let the salt air blow back to Crystal Springs, where my memories belong. Stopping at the pedestrian walk in the Victorian village of Seaside, I watch sun-browned tourists cross from the Gulf, loaded down with wet towels, beach bags of sunscreen, bottled water. The driver behind me honks his horn, and, startled out of my daze, I turn into the parking area in front of Modaci’s Market. Supplies, Celeste said—don’t forget to stop at Modaci’s for groceries and stuff, soap, toothpaste, toilet paper. Her place has been closed up, needs restocking. Celeste the fortune-teller, the outcast. The only one I could turn to when my life fell apart. She was the one who put the keys in my hand, who guided me to the car and said, Go. Go to Grayton Beach. No one will look for you there.


The road to Celeste’s beach place is sugar-white sand, spinning the wheels of my car as I turn off the highway. Grayton Beach isn’t like the other resort areas on the Emerald Coast—it’s the real Florida, the locals say. Maddox told me that years ago, when leaving the Miracle Strip of Panama City, you could drive all the way to Grayton and see nothing but the thick scrub that covers north Florida like kudzu covers the rest of the South. Now there’s one development after the other, clear to Mobile Bay. Grayton’s little shops and cottages are tucked away in gnarled pines and stunted oaks, not one condominium blocking the view to the ocean. If the neighboring Seaside is a fairy-tale kingdom, then Grayton Beach is the enchanted forest, hiding the little people.


I drive for half a mile before coming to the trailer park, deep in a grove of pine flatwoods, overgrown with blackberry bushes and scrub. Although I can’t see it, I feel it—the Gulf of Mexico, right behind the moss-hung oaks. I roll the window down, breathing the hot salt air. Open the door of my trailer, Celeste had said, and the ocean is your backyard.


At the end of the road is Celeste’s trailer, hidden in low-hanging magnolia trees, the branches scraping the top of my car when I park. Sea oats wave in the sandy yard like welcoming banners as I make my way up the path overgrown with sticker-burrs. The tiny silver trailer is a doll’s house with zodiac signs painted around the door frame, Aquarius pouring water from a pitcher, Pisces the fish, Scorpio a skeletal crab … emblems of her trade, Celeste’s star signs. Climbing the concrete block steps, I fumble with the key, all of a sudden dead tired.


Everything is as Celeste described inside, the late afternoon sun flooding in as I pull the shades one by one. The front windows are dark, obscured by magnolia branches, but those across the back offer a breathtaking vista of white sand and beach foliage. I wish the sand dunes weren’t so tall, weren’t covered by tangles of sea-grape vines, blocking the view of the ocean, then scoff at my ingratitude. If Celeste hadn’t offered me this place, I’d have nowhere to go, ocean view or not. Moving to the tiny kitchen area, I put away my meager groceries, fruit and bread and cheese. I’d never bought so few things; Ben, the classic meat-and-potatoes man, demanded big meals, a pantry stocked with junk food, groceries the biggest chunk of our budget. From a plastic bag I bring out two bottles of wine, a good bordeaux and a pinot grigio for variety. Augusta’s legacy. In my upbringing, there was no such thing as wine with dinner—my people drank Jim Beam from a brown paper bag in the back of a pickup truck.


I’d bought a pound of fresh shrimp at Modaci’s, gasping when the clerk rang it up. Ten ninety-five. Holding up the checkout line, I went to the back of the store and returned with fishing equipment and bait. Setting up poles and lines and pulling my supper from the sea was something I was born knowing how to do. A country girl can survive. Retrieving the equipment from the car, I walk to the beach. As I top the biggest dune, the emerald splendor is spread out before me, a banquet of blue sky and green sea on a white picnic table. Kicking off my flip-flops, I run to the water with the pole banging against my bare legs. The hot foamy waves cover my feet as I throw my head back to shout: “Yes!” My voice rises and joins the song of seagulls overhead: as far as the eye can see, only the wide expanse of sea and sky, and for a moment, I forget why I’ve run away. I don’t know what I’ve done to deserve this hideaway, this healing elixir of sea and sun, but I thank God in a prayer snatched from my lips by the sea wind. I thank Him that we don’t always get what we deserve. Sometimes, we get what we need.


Low and pink, the sun hovers over the horizon like an iridescent bubble suspended by a playful angel. I bait the hook of my fishing pole with a gray shrimp and cast the line way out into the waves. After anchoring the pole firmly in wet sand, I walk far enough to see the town of Grayton. Last time I walked those streets, peeping in the little shops and art galleries, Augusta and Gus waited for me in the outdoor café beneath banana trees. The town blurs as my eyes fill with tears, and, remembering, I turn my head away, toward the setting sun. How many sunsets will it take before I can think of them without crying? I guess that’s what I’ve come to Grayton to find out.




One


I ENDED UP AT Grayton Beach because I came to Crystal Springs first. It was three years ago, the first Wednesday in June, that Ben and I moved to the town of Crystal Springs, across the state of Florida from the Jacksonville area where we’d lived for twenty years. With the moving van a few minutes behind us, we pulled our cars, me following Ben—a metaphor for our life together—into the driveway of our new house. We’d moved before, several times, but this was the most momentous one yet. Ben motioned for me to join him before we walked up the brick walkway to the house. A welcoming committee awaited us inside, and I was nervous. A few weeks before, Ben had met with them and won them over; now it was my turn.


“Dean, listen to me now,” Ben said in a low voice, as we stood next to his blue Buick. “I was thinking on the ride over—a couple of things I forgot to tell you about these folks.” Although I was skittish, worried about making a good impression, Ben was poised and confident. His brown eyes were alight, his dark hair in place. Almost fifty now, Ben looked better than the first day I saw him, standing in the back of the First Methodist Church of Amelia Island. As a young man, he’d been good-looking in a boyish, clean-cut way; as an older man, he was remarkably handsome. Trim and muscular, he always dressed well, impressive in dark suits, starched shirts, silk ties, and fine leather shoes. He was one of those men who became more distinguished with age, his silvered temples giving him an air of authority. A helpful trait in his profession.


I folded my arms and leaned against his car with a sigh. “I don’t know how,” I said, “since you’ve given me every detail of their lives. Bet I know more about them than they do.” Looking around, I saw that the church, next door to the parsonage, was big, much bigger than I expected, with a towering white steeple and stained-glass windows gleaming in the sun like jewels. The saying went, the more stained glass, the higher up the ladder the preacher was. Ben was halfway to heaven here.


“Remember this, because it’s very important,” he said in a whisper, although there was no one around to hear him. “The Administrative Board chairperson is Bob Harris. Bob Harris, president of First Florida bank, a real big shot in town, so be especially nice to him.”


“Bob Harris,” I repeated dutifully, looking away from the church. I didn’t know it would be so big. I longed for the safety of our little church in Lake City, wishing we’d never come here. Earlier on, I’d been as excited as Ben, thrilled with the move, his appointment to Crystal Springs. Now I was just apprehensive.


Ben bent his head close to mine and I smelled his spicy aftershave. “Got everyone’s name right? Bob’s wife’s Collie, I think. Collie something-or-other.”


“Collie dog?”


“Collie Ruth, I believe. No—wait, that’s his sister-in-law. His wife’s Lorraine. Or Loretta. Loretta Harris, that’s it.”


“Which one, Ben?”


“Lorraine, just like I said. You’ve got to pay attention, Dean, or you’ll mess up. Now, remember who the president of the Pastor-Parish Relations Committee is?”


I shook my head and held up a hand, annoyed. “You’re confusing me. Trust me, okay? I’ll get their names right.” Ben had trouble with names, not me. “I’m not the one who stood in the pulpit and introduced the guest soloist Peter Littlejohn as John Littlepeter,” I reminded him.


“You’ll never let me live that down, will you?” Cutting his eyes my way, Ben tried not to smile, to maintain his look of piety. It was a look he was good at.


“Never. Anytime you get too self-righteous I’ll be here to remind you,” I told him, smiling. We’d spent twenty years together with me being his foil; he was the esteemed man of God, me the thorn in his side. “I’ll be fine, Ben, don’t worry. I’ll be on my best behavior.”


“You’d better be. Let’s go in, then.” As Ben straightened himself up, I readied myself, too, smoothing down my long denim skirt, reaching under the waistband to tuck in my best white cotton blouse. Licking my fingertips, I smoothed back my hair, tugged on the ponytail at the nape of my neck, fidgeted with the wide barrette that held it in place. But when I retrieved a tube of lipstick from the small purse hanging over my shoulder, Ben took my arm and pulled me forward, his grip firm. “You don’t have time to primp,” he said in a low voice. “They’re peeking out the windows at us! Let’s go.”


As we walked up to the house, I was taken aback by the difference in it and Ben’s description. When he’d returned from meeting with the committee, I’d probed him to describe the town, the church, and the house in minute detail, but he’d been vague. He did okay with the church and town, but all he remembered about the house was that it was big, yellow brick, Colonial in style, and very formal. He’d not told me it was such a fine place, that the front lawn with its lush green grass was so neatly landscaped, abloom with white daisies and orange daylilies. He’d neglected to say that the wide grounds sloped toward the street to a sidewalk shaded with palm trees. Towns with sidewalks seemed more welcoming to me. The brick walkway leading to the front porch of the house was bordered in purple pansies, their sweet faces turned toward us in greeting.


Ben put his hand on my back, steering me forward, and I swallowed nervously as we climbed the brick steps, moving toward our new life, to meet the people who’d decide if we’d make it here or not. I glanced at Ben, praying he’d tell me it would be all right. He ignored me, eyes straight ahead, and I forced down the panic building somewhere deep within, causing my knees to go weak and my heart to thud. I can do this, I repeated to myself, I can do this for Ben.


I had no idea what I was getting myself into when I married Ben. Had I known, would I have done it? It’s impossible to answer that now. All I know is, when I first laid eyes on the Reverend Ben Lynch, I knew he was the man I’d marry. I’d taken a job right out of college, as pianist of my foster parents’ church on Amelia Island, when the Reverend Ben Lynch was appointed our pastor. It was his second, maybe third, church appointment since he’d gotten out of seminary. His first Sunday, he was standing in the back of the church, greeting the congregation, when I walked into the choir loft to prepare for the morning worship service. I stopped and stared at him. Although not much taller than me, he was well-built and broad-shouldered, with thick brown hair and shining dark eyes, good-looking as a movie star. I pulled the choir director aside and whispered, “Who is that?”


“Our new preacher,” she replied, smiling slyly. “Good-looking, isn’t he? We’re lucky to get him. He’s on his way up.”


He was. Had he not made the career-fatal mistake of marrying me, Ben Lynch would’ve been where he wanted to go, top of the ladder of the United Methodist Church. Almost thirty years old then, the son of a prominent minister, he’d been on his way. To be a successful preacher, however, he needed a wife, and he needed one quick. He was too good-looking, too smooth and charming to stay single; younger women in his churches fell in love with him, and the older ones plotted to marry him off to their daughters. The bishop didn’t like single ministers; there was too much potential for trouble. But Ben had been too preoccupied with getting his doctorate, preparing himself for a life of service in the church, to look for a wife.


Lucky me; I came along at just the right time. Because of my moony-eyed crush on him, the church ladies conspired to marry us off. With no idea that they’d set a trap for him, Ben took me on as a project, educating me in the ways of the church, molding me to be the perfect preacher’s wife. Even though I’d not been raised in the Methodist church—had been a rebellious foster child and an object of charity—Ben was sure he could make me into a worthy mate. Some cynics say all preachers have God complexes, and Dr. Ben Lynch thought himself a miracle worker. Henry Higgins in a clerical collar, maybe. Since I’d not been schooled in the church, grown up with its traditions and modes of behavior, I lacked all the necessary graces to be the kind of preacher’s wife the church expected. So this move was my chance to make a fresh start.


The welcoming committee surrounded Ben and me as soon as we opened the front door, and I was enveloped in hugs and kisses. A quick count told me there were two men and four women. A determined smile on my face, I eyed them warily, my defenses up. I knew from past experiences that this committee would be the one to tell everyone in town about the new preacher and his wife. Before the sun set today, Crystal Springs would know exactly how we dressed, how we acted toward each other, and the contents of every single box we brought in.


“So this lovely lady is your better half, Dr. Lynch,” said the first man to greet us. He had to be Bob Harris, chairman of the Administrative Board, exactly as I pictured him—in his early sixties, with bright silver hair and a politician’s smile and handshake. Standing next to him, his wife wasn’t Lorraine or Loretta but Noreen, and I shot Ben an exasperated look when I called her both before getting it right. Chairwoman of the parsonage committee, Noreen was petite, with beige hair that wouldn’t budge in a hurricane. “Why, Dean, you’re so pretty. And so much younger than we expected,” she said as she kissed my cheek and fluttered her eyelashes at Ben. Her breath smelled of cigarettes and her perfume, gardenias.


The next one to introduce herself was exactly as Ben had described her: Collie Ruth Walker, sister to Noreen and the president of the most powerful organization in the church, the United Methodist Women. Immediately I was drawn to Collie Ruth, a handsome woman in her sixties, tastefully dressed in a silk dress and pearl choker. According to Ben, she was active in community and civic affairs as well as in groups like the Historic Society. I figured she was a widow, wealthy, who lived in a big old house that’d been in the family for years, richly furnished with antiques. The sunlight through the windows of the entrance hall caught the sparkle of diamonds on her fingers.


“Everyone’s been dying to meet you, Dean.” Collie Ruth smiled, hugging me close. Her face was open and friendly, and her brown eyes twinkled youthfully. Somehow I knew she’d be an advocate, which wasn’t always the case. The UMW president often expected a lot of the preacher’s wife: She had to attend all meetings, serve on several committees, always be available to host teas and give programs. The parsonage living room stayed in a state of readiness for such occasions. “Meet Lorraine Bullock, our music director,” Collie Ruth instructed, turning me to face the rest of the committee, “and her husband A.H., chair of the Pastor-Parish Relations Committee. With them’s our talented organist, Sylvia Hinds.”


I told Ben afterward that I smelled trouble with those three right away. Preachers’ wives develop a sort of radar where church people are concerned. A. H. Bullock was easy; both Ben and I soon found out that he was a pompous ass, a troublemaker. His wife, Lorraine, however, was a bit more subtle. I guessed her to be about my age, mid-forties, and she smothered me in a hug, a saccharine-sweet smile on her face. A big-boned woman, slightly overweight, she’d tried to disguise her plump cheeks with blusher, applied to create the illusion of high cheekbones. “We’ve heard all about you, Dean,” she said, eyeing me with mascara-laden, cunning eyes. Everything about her was overdone; she wore too much makeup, too much perfume, and was overdressed in a bright-red pantsuit with several gold necklaces and bracelets. Although I hated myself for smugly assessing new acquaintances, I surmised that Lorraine was an uneducated country girl trying to pass herself off as a member of the country-club set. Something about her didn’t ring true, and I suspected the carefully hidden presence of the redneck South. I always recognized one of my own. As we moved through the house, she stayed close to me and patted my arm, as though to let me know she was on my side. I’d learned to be wary of the church ladies who pretended to be supportive while lying in wait for a crack in my armor. With me, it wasn’t a long wait.


The organist, Sylvia Hinds, I disliked immediately, so much so that I felt guilty and went out of my way to be extra nice to her. Although young, probably in her thirties, she was as dour-faced as an old woman. Unlike Lorraine, Sylvia could have used a trip to the beauty parlor. Besides wearing old-timey black-rimmed glasses, she won the prize for the most unattractive hairdo ever—cut close to her ears, then flaring out like an upside-down mushroom. “I hope you like the house,” she said to me, extending a cold, limp hand, “because we’ve worked ourselves to death getting it ready.” Her high, nasal voice was another charming feature; eventually I’d nickname her Sylvia Whiney-Hiney. I figured that she was the church’s martyr; the woman who had her finger in every pie, yet complained of all the work involved. The church was her only social life, the doors never opened without her—she let everyone know that and expected the same of others. Without a smidgen of joy in her faith, she looked down her thin nose at any activity not church-related. If a book or interesting article was mentioned, she’d let everyone know that she didn’t have time to read. She was much too busy serving the Lord.


Ben and I were walked through the house ceremoniously. I tried not to cringe at the too-formal living room, done up in shades of gold and beige and decorated with velvet and brocade and heavy mahogany furniture. I shouldn’t have been disappointed; parsonages were always stiffly formal, uncomfortable places. In the adjoining dining room, a chandelier was suspended like a crystal spiderweb over a long table so highly polished, it reflected like a mirror. I oohed and ahhed because I had to, even though the whole place had the feel of a funeral home. I expected a brass stand with a placard: The Reverend and Mrs. Ben Lynch. Viewing hours 7–9.


In the rest of the house, Collie Ruth showed me the practical things—the disposal, the linens, storage areas, light switches—while the others delivered a running commentary that provided some insight into the politics of the church. The dynamics of a church could make or break a preacher; he had to know where the power lay, who ran the church, and who only thought they did. “Use the best paste wax on this sideboard, Dean,” Noreen Harris said when we entered the pine-paneled den next to the kitchen. “Bob’s dear mother donated it to the parsonage, and it’s a priceless family heirloom.”


Priceless or not, it was apparent that Bob’s dear mother had dumped it in the parsonage because it was so ugly, she wouldn’t have it. Bob Harris got down on his hands and knees to show Ben how to work the wide brick fireplace. “Gotta be careful here, Preacher,” he said to Ben. “Couple years ago Brother Penfield didn’t open the damper and got a faceful of soot. I called the bishop and told him Crystal Springs wasn’t ready for a black preacher.” Laughing, he slapped Ben on the back, and Ben grabbed the mantel to steady himself, a weak smile on his face.


Since we didn’t have furniture of our own, just personal belongings, the movers had quickly unloaded our boxes and made their departure while we were being shown through the house. A. H. Bullock summoned the church’s maintenance workers, two Hispanic men, their sleeves rolled up and muscles bulging. When no one made a move to introduce them, I stuck out my hand and introduced Ben and myself. They smiled shyly and lowered their eyes, then got busy distributing the boxes. In the master bedroom, the older man put a box marked Kitchen on the floor and A.H. jumped him. “Hey, you, Pedro,” he yelled. “Can’t you read? No-hablo-the-English? Take that box to the kitchen, like it says.”


Ducking his dark head, the man hurried out with the box, red-faced. A.H. looked at Ben and rolled his eyes. “For years we had the best janitor in town, an old colored fellow who worked till he dropped dead at age eighty. Nowadays, you can’t get nobody but the migrants. Can’t speak English, lazy, steal anything that’s not nailed down.” When Ben shook his head sympathetically, I glared at him, wishing I were standing close enough to poke him with my elbow. I glared at A. H. Bullock, too, but he didn’t notice. His wife, Lorraine, did, though, and her eyes narrowed. At least she stopped patting my arm.


“Be careful cleaning this shower, Dean,” Noreen said in one of the guest bedrooms. Her eyes moved over me meaningfully. “The stall’s real little, and one of our preachers’ wives was so—ah—large, she almost got stuck in it once.”


“Poor old Mrs. Ledbetter,” Lorraine said, shaking her head sadly. “Crazy as a bessie bug. By the time they left here, she’d lost her mind completely.”


“Happens to a lot of preachers’ wives,” I said, giggling. Everyone looked at me in horror, and Ben threw me a warning glance, one dark eyebrow raised to his hairline. My face burning, I turned my attention to the guest room. What the good church folks didn’t know was that after they left, I’d fix this room up as my own. Ben and I hadn’t shared a bedroom for years. Except for occasional visits allowed me, he preferred to sleep alone, since he got up all through the night and worked on his sermons. Or worse, practiced them out loud. He insisted I keep my toiletries on the dresser in the master bedroom and a frilly robe hanging behind the door, to keep up appearances.


The church ladies were especially proud of an extra room in the back that they’d converted to a music room for me, furnishing it with a piano once they heard that I gave piano lessons. They watched for my reaction, and I was genuinely touched, in spite of my dismay at the decor. The piano was fine—a small black upright—but the rest of the room was appallingly tacky, overdone with pink lace curtains, an ornate desk, and tiny velvet chairs, surely too fragile for sitting on. I tried not to stare at the wallpaper, which had romanticized seventeenth-century figures dancing the minuet in dizzying circles around the room. My suspicions about Lorraine’s background were confirmed when she leaned over and patted my arm again. “Sylvia and I were thrilled to find the precious border,” she said proudly. “I’ve never seen anything quite like it.”


The wallpaper border appeared to be musical notes on a scale, but on closer inspection, I saw that in each note was a fat cherub, pink mouth opened, singing angelically. “I’ve never seen anything like it, either,” I said with a straight face.


“We hear you play the guitar as well as the piano,” Collie Ruth said to me, her bright eyes curious. “Plan on giving guitar lessons, too?”


“Actually, I play the dulcimer,” I told her.


“Dulcimer!” A. H. Bullock scratched his balding head and frowned. “What on earth’s that?”


“Surely you know what a dulcimer is, A.H.,” Sylvia Hinds hooted.


“One of those doohickeys that you play with hammers, honey,” Lorraine told him.


A.H. gasped. “Hammers like I stock at the hardware store?”


“Actually, it’s a mountain dulcimer,” I said. “It’s strummed instead.”


“Mountain dulcimer, huh? Come from those big mountains y’all have over in east Florida, Preacher?” A.H. said, slapping Ben on the back and laughing heartily at his own humor.


“How … interesting,” Sylvia said, her voice implying the opposite. “How long you been playing it, Dean?”


As he was apt to do, Ben answered for me. “Dean started her music career early. As a child she performed in her family’s bluegrass group.” Ben always worked that information into a conversation, thinking it provided me with just the right touch of respectability, explained my backwoods heritage. He knew the church would have heard I was orphaned at age twelve and taken in by a good old Methodist family as a foster child. As long as no one probed further, he could conveniently omit the true character of my foot-stomping, hard-drinking ancestry.


“How wonderful, Dean!” Collie Ruth smiled. “Anyone we would’ve heard of?”


I shook my head. “No, just a local thing. We called ourselves The Cypress Swamp Band and performed at barn dances, weddings, things like that. It was a long time ago.” I wasn’t about to describe the backwoods juke joints where we performed every Saturday night.


“And you played the dulcimer as a child?” she questioned, her interest making me like her even more.


“That’s right. It was my grandmother’s, and she taught me to play it at age six.” I didn’t tell her the story behind my learning to play, the significance it had in my life. Nor did I tell her that my dulcimer was safely locked away in the trunk of my car since I always moved it myself, not trusting Ben to touch it. In a rural church a few years after we married, I’d played it for a wedding and caused a mild uproar. The preacher’s wife playing a guitar in the Lord’s House—a guitar! Next thing you know, there would be drums and dancing in the aisles. Ben hadn’t liked my dulcimer since, preferring that I stick with the piano. He avoided anything controversial, but it was unlikely to be a problem here. One good thing about larger churches was that they tended to be more liberal.


“Dean’s going to be a good addition to our choir, Brother Ben,” Lorraine Bullock said to Ben, as though I weren’t present.


“Well, ah, Loretta,” Ben said, “Dean was tickled to hear First Methodist had a full-time music director on staff, since she’s been doing the music in my churches for years and is ready for a break. Right, honey?”


“As both pianist and organist,” Sylvia protested, her voice rising, “I’m the one who needs a break.”


“But—Dean can’t do that!” Lorraine said, horrified. “Everybody in Crystal Springs has heard that our new preacher’s wife has a degree in music. What will the Baptists say if she doesn’t join our choir?”


Her husband chimed in, his voice indignant. “A musician like your wife not being in our choir? Ridiculous!” Like his wife, he addressed Ben, ignoring me.


I looked at Ben. He’d promised to help me get off the hook when we moved here. Although I loved music with my body and soul, I’d looked forward to sitting with the congregation, letting the paid staff do it. When Ben avoided my eyes, I knew he’d let me down, and I swallowed the anger that rose like heartburn. Suppressing anger had become an art form, something I’d perfected with a lifetime’s practice.


“Ah, I-I’m sure Dean’ll help out with the music once we get settled,” he muttered. Looking around the room, he rubbed his hands together, smiling. “You ladies did a fine job with this room, Collie Sue. Now, why don’t we go see how the unloading’s coming?”


I didn’t want them helping us unpack our boxes, handling my things, looking at the contents curiously. But they did, and there was nothing I could do, short of ordering them out of the house. Their house, not mine. I watched helplessly as they arranged my dishes in the cabinets, stood by as the boxes were emptied and my life put in order for me. Even the men helped out, Bob and A.H. putting books and whatnots on the shelves in the den as the women readied the kitchen. Bob joked and laughed amiably as he worked, but I caught A.H. eyeing me speculatively.


It was during this time that the Holderfield family was first mentioned. We’d heard about them before we moved, of course; it was impossible to talk about Crystal Springs without mentioning its most well-known residents. It was the Holderfields who made it such a coveted appointment among Ben’s colleagues. One of the most prominent families in northern Florida—in the history of the settlement of Florida, for that matter—the present Holderfield family, made up of Maddox, Augusta, and their young son, had attended Crystal Springs First Methodist until recently. Apparently, they’d drifted off and no one knew why, nor could anyone lure them back. So the bishop hatched a master plan to restore them to the fold. That Ben, of all the eager contenders, was the one chosen to bring the Holderfield family—and fortune—back to the Methodist church seems beyond coincidence to me now.


“Brother Ben?” Collie Ruth said as she wiped off my everyday china. “I ran into Maddox Holderfield at the country club and told him I’d be mad if he and Augusta don’t come to your reception Sunday afternoon. I reminded him that his mama was one of my best friends, God rest her soul.”


I looked up from the floor, where I sat unwrapping tea goblets. Ben stepped into the kitchen, eyebrows raised high. “Think they’ll come?”


A.H. came in behind Ben, pulling out a handkerchief and mopping his sweaty brow. Although he appeared to be Ben’s age, he had the flabby, overweight body of a much older man. “They haven’t darkened the door of the church for years,” he said.


“Have either of you seen Mimosa Grove?” Noreen Harris asked.


“No, but I’m dying to,” I answered. The Holderfields’ historic estate was one of the few left in the Panhandle, and I read that it’d been a working cotton plantation of thousands of acres earlier this century, though reduced now to a few hundred acres. Pictures of the house, which dated to the early 1800’s, were in the Florida history books. It was called Mimosa Grove because of a unique avenue of giant mimosa trees, brought from Spain by an early settler. As a certified tree-hugger, I was as anxious to see the famed mimosas as the house.


“Don’t know if you’ve heard this, Brother Ben,” Bob Harris said, “but Maddox Holderfield saved this town. He’s a fine boy.” I knew from Ben’s meetings with the bishop, the “boy” was in his late forties.


“I’ve heard all about that, Bob,” Ben said, leaning on the door frame between the kitchen and den, watching everyone else work. Something he was good at, I’d noticed before.


Bob stuck his head in the kitchen and addressed his remarks to me. “When his daddy died, Miss Dean, Maddox reopened the tomato packing plant and put a lot of people to work. Hard to do with agribusiness taking over everything nowadays.”


I nodded, not sure what response was expected of me. “As you might imagine, he’s kind of a town hero,” Bob continued, and I nodded more vigorously, smiling.


Lorraine Bullock blinked her eyes coyly. She was unpacking my dinnerware, arranging knives, forks, and spoons into a slotted holder in a drawer. “Folks in these parts think Maddox Holderfield hung the moon. And he’s so nice, too. If you didn’t know he was such a big shot, you’d think he was just a regular human being.” I ducked my head to hide my smile. As opposed to what, I wanted to ask her.


Sylvia Whiney-Hiney put her two bits in from the kitchen table, where she unpacked place mats and napkins. “Unlike his wife. She’s never had anything to do with any of us. Thinks she’s too good, I guess.”


“Now, Sylvia,” Collie Ruth said quickly, “that’s not true. I’ve always adored Augusta, no matter what everybody says about her.”


That was certainly intriguing. “Collie Ruth?” I said, glancing up from my seat on the floor, hoping I could prod her to say more. “The bishop told us that Augusta was raised in this church but Maddox wasn’t?”


“That’s right.” She nodded. “First Methodist’s only claim to Maddox is through Augusta.”


Ben stood with his arms folded, listening avidly. He glanced my way in approval, knowing I was probing for information, something that might help him win the Holderfields back. “Although Augusta’s family was one of the founders of our church, the Holderfields are Episcopalian,” Collie Ruth explained. I knew that Augusta’s family was as prominent as Maddox’s, her father having been a well-known state senator for decades. “After Maddox and Augusta married about fifteen years ago, I think, they ended up here, in Augusta’s home church, though Maddox has never joined,” Collie Ruth continued. “Their only child, Gus, was christened here, but soon afterward they quit coming and none of our preachers have had any luck getting them back.”


“There’s no reason to hope they’ll come to the reception Sunday,” Sylvia said, sniffing. Evidently she was nearsighted; she peered through her glasses like Mr. Magoo, narrowing her eyes and squinting.


Collie Ruth smiled at Sylvia smugly. “Actually, Sylvia, I have a good reason to think they might. At the country club, Augusta was with Maddox, and she seemed very curious to hear about Dean.”


“Me?” I said at the same time that both Ben and Sylvia said, “Dean?” Pleased at getting everyone’s attention, Collie Ruth took center stage. The unpacking stopped and everyone watched her. Taking her time, she put away a couple of plates before turning back to her audience.


“Why, yes,” she said. “Augusta asked me numerous questions about Dean, and seemed really interested in meeting her.”


I caught my breath, excited. It wasn’t often I’d upstaged Ben. Matter of fact, it had never happened. All eyes were on me, as though the onlookers—Ben included, I feared—were trying to figure out why Augusta Holderfield would be interested in someone like me. I wondered how they saw me—as the pious preacher’s wife I was trying so hard to be, or as the unsuitable one they’d surely heard about? “What’s Augusta like?” I asked, addressing Collie Ruth, although everyone else jumped in, each with a different response.


Sylvia twisted her lips like she’d just bitten into a sour persimmon. “I told you, she doesn’t have anything to do with any of us. I guarantee she won’t come.” Especially to meet you, her look implied.


“Perfectly charming,” Collie Ruth said quickly, glaring at Sylvia. “Very warm and fun-loving.”


“She’s a wild one,” A.H. contributed. “Had quite a reputation as a teenager.”


“I never figured out what Maddox saw in Augusta, myself,” Lorraine said. “Have y’all ever seen anyone as mismatched?” I dared not look at Ben, figuring he’d answer that the same way as me: Every time I look in the mirror.


Bob Harris laughed and slapped Ben on the back again, and this time Ben had the door frame to grab hold of. “If they come to the reception, you’ll know what he sees in her, Preacher,” Bob said. “She’s a looker. I mean, a real looker.”


Noreen’d been quiet, watching us as she wiped off china cups with a dishcloth. “That’s true, but … Augusta’s one of those women too beautiful for her own good.” Another intriguing statement, I thought, my interest piqued even more.


“To be honest, nice as he is, Maddox is … well, attractive but not especially good-looking,” Sylvia added. “What you’d call ordinary-looking, I guess.” Like a regular human being, I thought.


Noreen looked at Ben, her eyes thoughtful. “Oh, I wouldn’t say that, not at all. Though not like Brother Ben here, Maddox is certainly appealing in his own way. Women all over the state were after him, y’all might remember. He surprised everyone by up and marrying Augusta Spencer. Then after a few years, it looked like she wasn’t going to be able to give him children. I feel sorry for any woman who can’t have children.”


To give her credit, she realized what she’d said as soon as it came out of her mouth, and her face flamed red. There was an awkward silence as everyone looked my way, and I lowered my head to the box I was unpacking. Collie Ruth came to my rescue, which she was to do many times during the duration of my time in Crystal Springs. She glared at her red-faced sister, then turned and shook her dishcloth at the men standing in the doorway. “Tell you what,” she said. “Why don’t you men go over to the church now and help Brother Ben unpack his office things? We’ll have this whole house in order by supper time.”


And they did. Boxes were unpacked and hauled away, pictures hung, clothes folded in drawers. The women gossiped constantly as they worked, filling me in on the rest of the congregation. I only half-listened, my mind going back again and again to the intriguing idea of Augusta Holderfield being curious about me. My fascination with the Holderfields started that afternoon amidst the boxes and Bubble Wrap of my new house, although I had no way of knowing then how my fate would become so intertwined with theirs. Everything I believed about destiny was about to change.


Standing in the receiving line in the church’s Fellowship Hall the following Sunday, I wondered with every hand I shook if the Holderfields would be next. Bob Harris, silver hair smooth and shining, was first in line with Noreen next to him, dressed in a beige silk suit the same shade as her artfully colored hair. Noreen had surprised me by bringing me one of her cast-off suits to wear, saying it was much too big for her but would look nice on me, a double-edged statement if I’ve ever heard one. A minister’s family is often the object of a certain kind of benign charity, as I discovered in mine and Ben’s first church, where I almost ruined his career. The board chairman’s wife brought me a sack of cast-off clothes and I froze instead of thanking her as I flashed back to my humiliation as a foster child and object of charity. Since that incident, I learned to take their hand-me-downs more graciously, even developing an appreciation for expensive castoffs, which I couldn’t have afforded otherwise. Ben approved since it left more money in our budget for his costly wardrobe. When I’d appeared in Noreen’s double-breasted white suit, he’d been pleased until I leaned over to buckle the straps of my heels. “Good heavens, Dean,” he’d gasped, “that jacket’s cut too low. Go back and pin it. You can use that cameo my mother gave you.” I tried to tell him I wasn’t planning on bending over, and I didn’t want to wear his mother’s heavy, old-fashioned cameo, but he refused to walk to the church with me until I did as he commanded.


Ben stood next to the Harrises, turning with each well-wisher to introduce me. Collie Ruth, in charge of the refreshments, hovered at our elbows. I was grateful every time she whispered a name to me when I faltered. I was nervous and distracted, worried about not making a good impression. In my paranoia, I imagined raised eyebrows and sideways glances from the church members, sure word had gotten around that I was an imposter, not to the manor born. You’ve heard about the wife, haven’t you? they’d whisper. She’s held back Brother Ben, that rising star of the clergy, for all these years. Several years younger than him, yet didn’t even give him children! And look how she’s dressed, poor thing, in that old suit of Noreen Harris’s, pinned halfway to her neck. I couldn’t win. If I dolled myself up, somehow slipped past Ben’s disapproving eye, the congregation thought I was a floozy. If I didn’t, letting my long straight hair hang loose and not putting on makeup, they whispered that I looked like a country bumpkin, right off the turnip truck.


Ben and I dutifully played our parts for more than an hour, shaking hands and smiling and making small talk. We carried on over babies and toddlers and grandchildren; we tried to show the teenagers how cool we were, and listened patiently as our older members told about the church in the good old days, when dear Brother So-and-so was there. There was a big turnout since the other churches came in full support: the Baptists, Presbyterians, Episcopalians, and Catholics, their elderly white-collared priest in tow. I gave up on the Holderfields coming and took a punch cup from Collie Ruth, my mouth dry from smiling so much. “What a crowd,” Ben said, grinning as he drank his punch. Unlike me, he was good at these occasions. The men respected and liked him; the women in his churches fell in love with him. I should know; I’d been one of them.


Ben was raising his punch cup to his mouth when Collie Ruth gasped and took it right out of his hand. “Lord have mercy, Brother Ben, give me that cup. Here come the Holderfields!” There was a rustle of excitement in the crowded room, and everyone turned toward the main door. A man and woman and young boy were coming through the double doors, nodding and speaking to those standing nearby. The crowd parted as though Moses were coming through the Red Sea, and Ben straightened his tie and smoothed down his dark hair.


Intrigued, I focused on Maddox Holderfield first. Watching him move toward us, I saw that Noreen’s description of him was much more accurate than Sylvia’s and Lorraine’s. Far from ordinary, there was a kind of casual elegance about him that I found much more attractive than mere looks. In this crowd of people in their Sunday best, he was cool and aristocratic, casually dressed in a white shirt, khakis, and loafers. Tanned, with crisp, gray-streaked hair, Maddox Holderfield moved through the crowd like a crown prince, and I watched in admiration.


As soon as I saw Augusta Holderfield, draped in a pale blue dress that clung to her willowy frame, I realized that describing her as a “real looker” was an understatement. She was quite simply the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen. Her blond hair was spectacular, falling to her shoulders in tendrils like a painting of a Renaissance angel; her cheekbones were sculptured, her dark-fringed eyes bright blue. She was as stylish and elegant as a fashion model, and I suddenly felt plain, gawky, foolishly dressed in a too-big suit and clodhopper shoes. As she walked languidly toward us, every single person in the room turned to look at her. I glanced over at Ben to make sure his mouth wasn’t hanging open.


The boy with the Holderfields was their nine-year-old son, Gus. Although cute, with hair like sand-colored silk and round little glasses, Gus was without his father’s poise or his mother’s spectacular looks. The church ladies had told me that Gus was a sweet, diffident child but painfully shy and quiet, very sheltered by his parents. When he caught my eye, he blushed and lowered his eyes.


Augusta was detained by an elderly lady who hugged and kissed a red-faced Gus, so Maddox left them and held out a large tanned hand to Ben. “Dr. Lynch, welcome to Crystal Springs. I’m Maddox Holderfield,” he said. Ben fell all over himself, about to shake his hand off. At Ben’s introduction, Maddox turned clear gray eyes on me, and I gulped. Had I not been so nervous, his open, beguiling gaze would’ve put me at ease. Like Gus, he wore round wire-rimmed glasses, which gave him a gentle, scholarly look. “A pleasure, Mrs. Lynch,” he said, shaking my hand.


“Please call me Dean.” Under his scrutiny, I felt like a bug impaled on a collection board, especially since Ben’s eyes were on me, too, along with those of the congregation and half the town. With the highly tuned radar of the long married, I knew Ben was nervous for me. It was imperative that I make a good impression on the Holderfields if Ben had any hope of bringing them back to the church.


“Only if you call me Maddox, Dean,” he replied smoothly.


Augusta managed to free herself from the elderly lady, and she spoke to Bob, Noreen, and Ben briefly before reaching me and taking both my hands in hers. “Dean? I’m Augusta Holderfield.”


Like an idiot, the only thing I could think to say was “I know,” and everyone laughed. Augusta laughed, too, tossing her marvelous blond hair. Up close, she was so utterly beautiful that I stared at her like a fool. “Dean’s a great name,” Augusta said, studying me. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard it before. I mean, not for a woman.”


“It’s short for Willodean. My grandmother’s name,” I told her, wincing.


“Could be worse—I’m named after my father,” she said, then tilted her head. “I came this afternoon just to meet you, Dean. I hear you and I have a lot in common.”


Although I’d thought the same thing—both of us were married to highly revered older men, others didn’t approve of us, we were gossiped about—I didn’t know how to respond. I was sure the crowd hanging on our every word couldn’t imagine what on earth she was referring to. No two women could’ve come from more different backgrounds.


“Here’s something you have in common with both Augusta and me, Dean, from what I hear,” Maddox Holderfield said. The room became still, all eyes on us. “Like the two of us, you’re that rarest of all birds—a native Floridian.”


“Oh, no, not me,” I blurted out, not understanding him. “I was born and raised in Florida.”


Out of the corner of my eye I saw Ben shuffle his feet and Collie Ruth turn her head in surprise. A loud guffaw in the background came from A. H. Bullock. “I meant …” I said, my face burning. “That’s right! I was. Am, I mean. A native. Ben was raised in Georgia,” I added lamely.


“I know that you and Augusta love music,” Collie Ruth said to Maddox, in a too-obvious attempt to divert attention from my gaffe, “so you’ll be interested to know that Dean is a musician.” In her eagerness to be helpful, she moved in on us, stepping on my foot in the process. “Dean has a degree in music education and plays both the piano and the guitar!”


“No kidding?” Augusta said, tossing her head again, a habit of hers, I was to find. Every time she did it, her hair brushed her white shoulders and Ben’s eyes widened appreciatively. “I don’t know many women who play the guitar,” she added, still looking at me curiously.


“You a folksinger, Dean?” Maddox asked, and the church members standing around us laughed in surprise. No doubt I fit their image of a leftover from the sixties with my long straight hair pulled severely back in a ponytail at the nape of my neck, no jewelry except for the cameo, and very little makeup.


“D-dulcimer,” I said, rubbing my palms on the side of my skirt. My hands were wet and clammy. This meeting wasn’t going as I’d hoped. Cutting my eyes his way, I saw that Ben was not only shuffling his feet but also tugging on his tie, even though he wore a big smile plastered on his face.


“Pardon me?” Maddox said.


“I play the dulcimer, not the guitar,” I told him, glancing around at our audience. I felt like I’d announced that I played voodoo drums for satanic rituals.


Augusta Holderfield let out a whoop, and her husband groaned. “You’ve got to be kidding,” she said, her eyes shining. “How fabulous.”


Maddox rolled his eyes at the crowd of onlookers, then turned back to me. “I’m afraid you’re in for it now, Dean,” he chuckled, shaking his head. “My wife has a thing for dulcimer music.”


Murmurs rippled through the crowd. Among those closest to us was our oldest church member, Mr. Clyde Morris, here from the nursing home in a wheelchair. We’d met him and his nurse shortly before the appearance of the Holderfields. In his nineties and deaf as a post, he cupped a hand around his ear and said in a voice heard throughout the Fellowship Hall, “Huh? What kind of thing does she have?”


Augusta hooted again, putting her hand over her mouth as her dancing eyes met mine. Mortified, I managed a weak smile before lowering my head. I heard Maddox’s polite cough, as though to hide a snicker, before he came to my rescue. “Augusta’s always dragging me to concerts, especially if anyone’s playing a dulcimer. We just got back from Nashville, where we heard some great bluegrass.”


“Bluegrass?” Collie Ruth said, her face lighting up. “Then you’ll be tickled to hear that Dean played in her family’s bluegrass band. Our preacher’s wife is a real-life, performing musician.”


“Oh, no, not at all,” I protested with a gasp, knowing the next question from the Holderfields. Sure enough, Augusta grabbed my arm.


“You actually played in a bluegrass band?” she asked. “How wonderful! Are they still performing?”


Ben wouldn’t let the spotlight stay on me for too long, and sure enough, he quickly stepped in, much to my relief. “Dean’s family is … ah … no longer with us, Augusta,” he said. “She was orphaned at a young age and taken in by the Richardson family on Amelia Island.” He turned to Maddox. “Maybe you’ve heard of them, Maddox. He’s got a big tomato farm, too.”


Maddox looked from me to Ben. “I don’t think so, Ben. I’m afraid I don’t get to that part of the state much.”


Augusta, as tall as Ben, blocked him from my view when she leaned toward me. “So, you’re a performing musician, Dean? I can’t tell you how that fascinates me. Hope I’ll be able to hear you play soon.”


“Then y’all have to come to our fellowship supper this Wednesday night,” Ben said, stepping forward, his voice booming. His pulpit voice, I called it. “Lorraine asked Dean just this morning if she’d play a special for us.” His eyes caught Gus’s, who’d successfully hidden behind Augusta until now. “And we have lots of games and things for this young fellow here.”


“You’ve been awfully quiet, Gus,” Collie Ruth said. “Can’t you come out from behind your mama and talk to us, let the Lynches see what a fine little boy you are?”


Gus blushed, but didn’t move from behind Augusta. Instead, he looked up at Collie Ruth and asked, “C-could I have some refreshments first, Miss Collie Ruth?”


“Gus!” Augusta laughed indulgently, but Collie Ruth moved quickly and grabbed a tray from the lace-covered table next to us, after pushing past the wheelchair of a still-bewildered Clyde Morris.


“Sure you can, honey,” Collie Ruth said to Gus. “I’ll fix you right up. How about some of these?”


Gus nodded eagerly, and Collie Ruth brought a tray of punch cups and cookies forward, passing them out to each of us like party favors. My hands shook as I took a cup, but I was grateful to have something—anything—to hold on to.


Just as I raised the cup to my parched lips, Ben made his move. Beating Collie Ruth to the honor, he took a cup and a handful of cookies from the tray and knelt down in front of Gus. Even though Ben had not wanted children of his own, he prided himself on being good with the kids of his congregation. “Here you go, young man,” he said to Gus. “Where we come from, we call these cookies ‘sand tarts,’ and they’re my favorite. My wife makes them for me all the time.”


Gus turned his face up to me, and the chattering crowd quieted. “You mean that lady there is your wife?” he gasped, his eyes wide behind his glasses. The crowd burst into laughter.


“Gus Holderfield!” Augusta exclaimed. At that very moment, I lost my grip on the sticky punch cup and it slipped from my hand, splashing frozen strawberries on my white suit, hitting the front of my jacket like a sash. The silver cup hit the tiled floor with a clatter loud enough to wake the dead in the cemetery behind the church.


“Oh, Jesus Christ,” I cried out, horrified. Realizing what I’d said, I looked up, my hand going instinctively to cover my mouth. Collie Ruth and the rest of the church members gasped; Ben’s eyes widened in shock, and Maddox Holderfield smiled his ironic smile. Everyone’s eyes were on me, the splash of red strawberries on my white suit as bright as a scarlet letter.


I think I’d be standing there today, frozen in mortification, if Augusta hadn’t come to my rescue. “Come on, Dean,” she said briskly. “Let’s go wash that stuff off your pretty white suit before it stains. Will y’all excuse us?”


In my low, clunky heels I stumbled after her as she led me out of the main room of the Fellowship Hall toward the kitchen. The crowd parted to let us through, murmuring. I turned my head to look back and saw Collie Ruth, Noreen, and Lorraine Bullock all heading toward us. Augusta held up her hand to stop them. “I’ll take care of this, ladies,” she said. “Y’all stay here and talk to Maddox till we get back. Get Gus some more of those sand tarts, okay?”


I assumed we’d go to the kitchen and wash up, but Augusta pushed open the swinging doors to the hallway. I wasn’t sure where she was taking me until we stopped before the ladies’ room. “Here we go,” Augusta said, pushing me inside. “Glad I remembered where this thing was.”


The pink wallpapered ladies’ room smelled like rotten peaches, and I headed straight for the sink to turn on the water faucet. With one hand I grabbed a paper towel from a basket while splashing cold water on the front of my suit with the other. Flustered, I knocked over the basket, scattering the towels like rose petals all over the floor. When the basket fell and bounced on the tiles, I heard a noise from Augusta. Raising my head, I saw her reflection in the mirror over the sink. She was hunched over, leaning against the door frame.


“Augusta! Are you all right?” I cried out, wondering what else could go wrong, if she was having some sort of seizure or something. Through the tears of humiliation that stung my eyes, I saw that she was laughing.


“What’s so funny?” I demanded. The frozen glob of strawberries stuck to the front of my suit came unglued and fell at my feet, causing me to jump back, startled, and Augusta laughed even louder.


“Oh my God in heaven,” she tittered. “To think what I’d’ve missed if I hadn’t come today. When Clyde Morris said what he did, I managed to keep a straight face, but then Gus! That broke me up. Who’d he think you were—the Virgin Mary?”


I stared at her, my eyes wide, my mouth open. Then I couldn’t stop myself. It started with a giggle and I, too, laughed, leaning weakly against the sink.


When our hilarity was spent, Augusta wiped her eyes and smiled at me. “Bet you feel a lot better now. The tension in that room was so thick, you could cut it with a knife. Has it been like that all afternoon?”


I nodded, leaning toward the mirror as I wiped my eyes, too. “Oh, yeah. Everybody’s always real uptight on occasions like this.”


“Good Lord,” she said, clucking sympathetically. “How do you stand it?”


I shook my head. “It can be pretty trying,” I admitted. “I get so nervous. That’s why I always do something to mess up, I guess.” I shrugged, trying for nonchalance, not wanting her to know how mortified I’d been. “Gives them something to talk about.”


“You sure gave them something to talk about today,” Augusta giggled. “If you could’ve seen Ass Hole Bullock’s face when you said ‘Jesus Christ’ after dropping that cup of punch! He looked like he was going to have a coronary.”


“Who?” I asked.


“You know—A. H. Bullock.”


That was all it took to get me started again, and Augusta laughed, too, throwing her head back. Both of us jumped when the door rattled and shook. “Augusta?” It was Collie Ruth, standing in the hallway trying to open the door. “The door’s not locked, is it?”


Like me, Augusta tried to pull herself together. “Collie Ruth? I locked it till we could get Dean all cleaned up. We’ll be out in a second, okay?”


There was a pause, then Collie Ruth’s voice again, muffled by the door between us. “But … is everything all right, honey? I thought I heard somebody crying.”


“Oh, no, ma’am,” Augusta said. “We’re fine. Just getting cleaned up, is all.”


The door rattled again. “Let me in and I’ll help y’all. People are wondering what’s going on.”


Augusta pulled on the door a couple of times, then turned to me and winked. “Goodness, it seems to be stuck. But I’ll get it open, don’t you worry. Go back and tell everybody that Dean and I’ll be out in just a minute, okay?”


“Well, okay,” Collie Ruth replied, her voice uncertain. “I’ll come back with a screwdriver if y’all aren’t out in a few minutes, you hear?” We stood still, holding our breath, until we heard her heels clicking down the hallway as she returned to the reception.


“Guess we’d better go,” I said to Augusta. “If she comes back and tries to pry us out with a screwdriver, I’ll crack up.” Our eyes met as we hooted again, covering our mouths to mute the sound.


Her arm draped over my shoulder, Augusta pulled me to her, hugging me close. “My God, Dean Lynch, this is too much! I was dying to meet you after hearing all the talk going around town, and I sure got my money’s worth.”


“The church ladies told me about you,” I said, “so I was dying to meet you, too.”


“Oh, shoot, I know what they say about me,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Tell you what, let’s me and you get together next week and compare notes. Now that we’ve met, I can tell—you and I would make a great team.”




Two


BEN WAS HIGH AS a Georgia pine the night we went to Mimosa Grove for the first time, thrilled that he’d already scored with Maddox Holderfield and we’d only been in town for two weeks. The church folks told him that although Reverend Penfield, his predecessor, paid official visits to Mimosa Grove, he’d never been invited socially. The very next day after the reception, Augusta had called, asking us to dinner. Because of all the church meetings and civic clubs, it was a few days before we could make it. By then I’d worked myself into a frenzy of dread, resigned to committing another faux pas. I’d been out of the backwoods for twenty years, had a college education, and had lived in several different places, but I still carried childhood fears of social disgrace.


Ben let out a whistle when we turned off the main highway and drove through the iron gates that led to Mimosa Grove. “Would you look at that?” He’d changed twice, first dressing in a suit and tie, then deciding a short-sleeved shirt and khakis were more appropriate. He’d been annoyed that I hadn’t asked Augusta if it was a formal dinner. “Always ask, Dean,” he’d said, scowling as he combed his dark hair. “Simple enough, isn’t it? Then we won’t have to wonder if we’re underdressed.” I’d looked down at my sandals and denim sundress, a thrift-store special, and sighed.


It was early evening, just past sunset, as we turned onto the winding driveway leading to the big old plantation house. I bent down to look out the window, gaping like a country bumpkin. “The house is something,” I said to Ben, “but what I like are the trees.”


“Because you’re a hopeless tree-hugger,” he said, and I glanced over at him, surprised.


“There was a time when you couldn’t even say that, much less joke about it,” I said, and he rolled his eyes.


“Good Lord, who can blame me? The bishop still mentions it, every time I see him.”


“I was a hero to some people,” I said in a small voice, and Ben hooted.


“Bunch of fanatics is all; old hippies, environmentalists, nobody in our church. But at least you didn’t chain yourself to the tree or get arrested with them. It could’ve been worse.”


“Only because I was too big a coward,” I muttered, not loud enough for Ben to hear. No point in rehashing that incident, especially since it’d brought us to the brink of divorce.


“Well, nobody’s going to bulldoze these trees, that’s for sure,” he said, slowing down.


The giant mimosas leading up to the house had been planted from seedlings brought over from Spain by the first Mrs. Holderfield, rumored to have been a Spanish contessa. Unlike the local trees, they were tall with thick trunks and placed close enough together to form a green-and-pink tunnel over us. It was like swimming underneath flowers. At the end of the avenue we circled a lily pond in front, and Ben stopped the Buick in the graveled parking area. Craning my neck, I stumbled getting out of the car, staring upward at the white stucco mansion with its columned portico and iron-laced balconies. It was more impressive up close than from a distance, though time had left its mark, leaving the grand old house as elegantly shabby as an aging Southern belle. Ben chuckled as we climbed the steps. “Close your mouth, Dean. You’re gonna catch a fly.”


Maddox opened the front door with such a gracious smile that I relaxed. As far as I could tell, he was every bit as nice as everybody said. In his own domain, he looked exactly as he had the first time I saw him, relaxed, charming, and oh-so-aristocratic. Ben greeted his host a bit too heartily, shaking Maddox’s hand as though he were the pope. I halfway expected to see him fall prostrate and kiss his ring.


In the entrance hall, my eyes widened looking at the mahogany staircase with its wrought-iron balustrade, big enough to drive a car up. “Augusta’ll be right down,” Maddox said. “She’s getting Gus tucked in for the night.” Embarrassed, I knew we’d been too punctual; Ben’s insistence on being a few minutes early wasn’t the norm in the Holderfields’ world.


“It’s all so beautiful,” I blurted out as we went into the living room. “What’s this unusual wood?” Pine paneling was a familiar sight, narrow and blondish with knotholes, but this wood was as dark and rich as chocolate fudge.


“Native cypress,” Maddox said as his fingers traced the dark etchings of the pattern. “It wasn’t considered a show wood when the house was built. Cypress was plentiful, was all. We removed seven layers of paint to uncover it.”


“Who would paint over something this gorgeous?” I said, then blushed. Foot-in-mouth disease again. Of course it had been some of his ancestors.


Although Ben glared at me, Maddox gave no sign that he’d heard me. “Would you like a tour?” he asked instead.


“Oh, yes,” I said. “Did you know, when I was in fourth grade, Mimosa Grove was in our Florida history books? I’ve always wanted to see it.”


“Bet you have to do tours and things like that, living in a historical monument,” Ben said, and Maddox nodded.


“Yeah, and it’s a pain in the ass, too. Oops, pardon me, Reverend,” he said, grinning.


“Don’t worry,” Ben said. “I live with Dean, so I’ve heard worse.” My face flamed, but Maddox winked at me behind Ben’s back.


As we started out of the living room, Maddox paused by a silver serving tray on an old sideboard and lifted up a crystal decanter of white wine. “Chardonnay?” he asked.


Trying to appear casual, I took a glass, as though having a drink with our church members was no big deal. Ben piously refused, having Perrier instead, and I ignored the look he gave me when Maddox turned his back to twist open the green bottle of mineral water. The wine was brisk as a cold splash of rose water, the crystal glass delicate as a dragonfly’s wings.


We sipped our drinks companionably as Maddox walked us through the house. It was hard to imagine anyone living in a place grand as a museum, with fragile-looking Oriental rugs tossed everywhere on the wide-planked pine floors. I assumed it was Augusta’s touches that made it feel like a home, such as an oversized vase with a surprising arrangement of sunflowers, their heads the size of pumpkins. Along with gold-framed paintings of Holderfield ancestors, informal family snapshots were in groupings all over: Maddox and Augusta on their wedding day; Maddox in surgical greens holding a newborn Gus; Augusta holding out her arms to her toddling son. Augusta looked much different in her twenties, young and innocent instead of sophisticated as she was now.


It was obvious that Maddox loved the house in spite of the pitfalls of living in a historic monument. “Yeah, it’s a great place, but an awful drain,” he responded to Ben’s enthusiastic questions. “The upkeep’s unbelievable. I’ve often thought we’ll have to donate it to the historical society or else go bankrupt keeping it up. It’s absurd to maintain it for the three of us, but I’m determined to keep it in the family so we can pass it down to Gus.” He opened the door to the family room. “The original structure was built in 1848, a few years after Florida became a state. Very few white people settled here, you know. Why would they try to survive in this hellhole of a swampland when the rest of the South was so fertile? Florida was full of snakes and gators and mosquitoes and Seminoles, all of them deadly on any given day.”


“So the house is antebellum?” Ben asked. “Parts of it remind me of New Orleans. French influence, I’ll bet.”


“You’re observant,” Maddox said, and Ben beamed. “It’s written up as antebellum, but it’s really a hodgepodge, like our Florida heritage. My ancestors were English intermarried with French and Spaniards, thus the balconies and porticoes and iron lace. Mix that with antebellum neoclassicism and you get Mimosa Grove.” We peered into the black-and-white tiled kitchen, where a heavenly aroma floated from a copper pot on a restaurant-size stove. “Augusta’s gumbo,” Maddox told us. “She’s a great cook. Gardener, too. Grows her own herbs and vegetables.”


“So Augusta doesn’t have household help?” I asked, cutting my eyes to Ben. When we were driving out, he’d bet me we’d be served dinner by a uniformed maid.


“Oh, yeah, we have help. This place is way too big for the two of us to manage. There’s my foreman, Carl Hernandez, and his wife, Theresa, who helps us out with Gus and around the house. Their son’s getting a degree in horticulture, so he does the grounds.”


Ben beamed. “They’re members of our church,” he announced, as though Maddox wouldn’t know that. He was proud of the social activism of the Methodist church, proud we had both Hispanic and African-American members. He couldn’t take credit for the Hernandezes, but he’d recently landed the new doctor in town, a black man.


“I’m lucky to have Carl, I tell you, Ben,” Maddox said. “They’re Cuban exiles, and he has a master’s degree in agriculture. I couldn’t run the farm without him.”


In the dining room, Maddox pointed out that the cypress paneling had been painted white by his mother, so he’d not removed it. “She couldn’t take the darkness of the wood, so she added Georgian windows to let more light in. But here, in the library,” he said, continuing our tour, “the cypress was left natural, dark and gloomy as hell. Looks like something out of Edgar Allan Poe, doesn’t it?”


It did, but I fell in love with the library and pulled out one of my favorites, Cross Creek. Sure enough, Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings had personalized it to Maddox’s parents. “Oh, my God,” I said, my fingers tracing her scrawled signature.


Maddox said to me, “I’ll bet you’re interested in Florida history.”


“Very much so. But Ben’s not, since he hails from Georgia, the real South.”


Maddox chuckled. “To a lot of folks, Florida history is an oxymoron, but I find it both unique and fascinating. Look at this.” He pointed me toward a glass-fronted bookcase. “I have a small collection of rare books you might be interested in.” He handed me a fragile brown book, and I gasped when I saw the title: Travels by William Bartram.


“I’ve read it a dozen times!” I told him. “His descriptions of the early days of Florida are unbelievable.” Losing interest, Ben wandered over to a globe on a tall stand, twirling it impatiently.


“This one actually belongs to my sister,” Maddox said, turning the yellowed pages.


I looked up at him, curious. “So you have brothers and sisters?”


He shook his head, replacing the book on the shelf. “Just my younger sister, Kathryn. Since she lives in North Carolina, we don’t get to see much of her. She went to college in Chapel Hill and married a local boy. Got a houseful of kids, so Gus has cousins to play with when we get together.”


“Ah—you have a wonderful collection of children’s books for them,” I said, pulling out a tattered copy of Raggedy Ann and Andy.


“Borrow whatever you’d like, or you’re welcome to take some to the window seat over there,” Maddox said. Turning, I looked at the cushioned seat nestled in an alcove. Books had been the great escape of my childhood, and I’d read every single one in the school library. To be snug on a window seat at Mimosa Grove with a lapful of books would be about as good as it gets.


Augusta swept into the room, Gus trailing behind her, just as Maddox ushered us onto the sunporch, a glassed-in room of rattan and potted palms and orchids in hanging baskets. Slow-turning fans overhead stirred the night air, and candles flickered on a wicker table set for four.


“Dean!” Augusta smiled, giving me a tea-rose scented hug. “It’s great you’re finally here.” She greeted Ben, shaking his hand formally and calling him Dr. Lynch, even though he asked her to call him Ben. I flinched looking at her, for she was dressed in jade-green silk pants and top, elegant as a well-cut jewel. Now that she’d made her appearance, I felt like a middle-aged matron in my denim and sensible sandals, a brown wren next to a peacock.


“I promised Gus he could come say good night, then it’s straight to bed for his royal hiney,” Augusta said, tossing her glorious hair.


Gus peeked from behind his mother, ready for bedtime in Batman pj’s, his silky hair wet and plastered to his head. He lowered his eyes when he greeted us, his eyelashes long and dark. I longed to take him in my arms, but contented myself with patting him on the head. He squinted at me without his glasses, and smiled.


“I have to say, Maddox,” Ben said after Gus had gone and we’d seated ourselves around the wicker table, “that I don’t envy you at your age raising a young child. Makes me tired to think about it. Don’t think I’d have married Dean if she’d had her heart set on having kids.”


In the awkward silence, I lowered my eyes to my plate. For someone so well-known for his people skills, Ben could be incredibly tactless. Everyone in town talked about the early years of their marriage when it looked like the Holderfields wouldn’t be able to have children. Surely Ben knew people didn’t like to talk about those things, knowing how I avoided discussions of our childlessness. It always surprised me when church members asked us whose idea it was that we didn’t have children, mine or Ben’s. By my silence, I gave the impression that it was mine, another mark against me. Oh, well. I raised my wineglass defiantly. Might as well be hung for a goat as a sheep.


“Thanks for reminding me of my advancing age, Brother Ben,” Maddox said lightly, but there was an edge to his voice. Ben had the grace to look uncomfortable, and Augusta winked at me as she ladled the gumbo from a silver tureen into our bowls.


“Mimosa Grove is fabulous, Augusta,” I said to her, desperate to change the subject.


The candlelight caught the sparkle of tiny diamonds in her earlobes. “Yeah, but it’s an unbelievable pain. I’d love to have a house at Key West, but every penny we have goes into keeping this old place afloat. Not a day goes by that something isn’t leaking, peeling, cracking, stopping up, or falling down.”


I couldn’t respond because I’d never had a house of my own, and never would. After parsonage life ended, the Methodist church furnished smart little duplexes for the retirement years, rented out at a nominal cost until their inhabitants ended up in the nursing homes also provided and run by the church. The thought depressed me so much, I couldn’t think about it, especially since Ben found it an ideal solution.


“Dean doesn’t agree with me,” Ben said, “but I love having a house furnished by the church. The stuff you complain about, Augusta, we don’t have to think about.”


“I’d much prefer to think about it,” I snapped, then blushed to feel Augusta’s eyes on me.


“Jesus, I don’t blame you,” she said, her voice soft. “Don’t they come in and inspect it, peek under the bed to make sure you didn’t miss any dust motes?”


Ben picked up his water glass and smiled. “A common misconception. The parsonage committee inspects, but only to see if we need anything. Isn’t that right, Dean?”


I wanted to kick him under the table, for he knew I wouldn’t argue in front of Augusta and Maddox. “They’re good about asking if we need anything,” I muttered instead.


We fell silent eating the gumbo, dark brown and thick with oysters and crabmeat and big fat shrimp. Augusta turned to me, her eyes bright. “Dean, I’ve waited long enough to hear about your dulcimer.”


“Oh, Dean was the music director and organist at our church on Amelia Island,” Ben answered for me, spooning gumbo into his mouth with gusto. “She plays all sorts of instruments. Y’all should come to our fellowship suppers, since she plays the piano for group singing afterward.”


“Dean?” Augusta kept her gaze on me as she passed a napkin-covered basket of fragrant bread.


“Actually,” I told her, “I grew up playing the dulcimer. The one I have is handmade, and was my grandmother’s. She taught me to play it.” I took an herb-studded roll and inhaled the fragrance of rosemary. “It’s a mountain dulcimer. Fits right in my lap.” My baby, I wanted to add, but didn’t.


Augusta said, “What kind of wood is it? And does it have hearts and thingamajigs carved on it?”


I smiled at her. “Solid walnut, top and sides. And the sound holes are carved with bluebirds and leaves instead of hearts.”


“Do you know anything about its history?”


I shook my head, touching my mouth with my napkin. “I wish. My grandparents moved to Florida from the mountains of Kentucky, bringing it with them, is all I know.”


“A true heirloom, whatever its history,” Augusta said.


“The only heirloom Dean can claim,” Ben said, chuckling.


“So your grandmother was a musician, then? She was part of your family’s bluegrass group?” Augusta asked. “I’m still dying to hear about it.”


I smiled. “Not much to tell. We performed for local weddings, dances, even funerals. But I wouldn’t call my grandmother a musician. She was more like a—ah—she did odd jobs, nothing special. She died when I was twelve.”


“We’ve heard that you have no relatives left,” Maddox said gently. “That must be really tough.”


I shrugged and looked down at my plate. “You get used to it.” I didn’t want questions about my background tonight. Augusta began removing the soup bowls, putting a hand on my shoulder when I tried to get up and help her.


“More wine, anyone?” Maddox held the carafe poised over my glass, but I caught Ben’s look out of the corner of my eye and shook my head.


Augusta brought in plates of stuffed sea bass, the aroma like the ocean heavy with rain. When I complimented her, Maddox put a hand on his wife’s arm. “Augusta’s a great cook, great mother, and great wife.”


Augusta shot him a look of disgust. “Oh, please.”


“I don’t mean to embarrass you in front of these nice people, but it’s true.” His warm gray eyes were so full of his love for her that I ducked my head, reaching for my water glass. Again, Augusta scoffed at her husband’s praise.


“Goddammit, Maddox,” she said. “I mean it.”


Unabashed, he looked over at Ben, grinning. “Shame on you, talking like that in front of the preacher.”


Augusta shrugged. “You know I don’t sugarcoat things for anybody,” she said. Like Maddox, I looked at Ben, who was staring at her, astonished. He was used to being treated much more reverently.


“It’s not like you to be rude to guests, Augusta,” Maddox said.


After a pause, she relented. “I apologize, then. I certainly don’t intend to be rude, Dr. Lynch. I say what I mean, and if anyone doesn’t like it, well … I’m sorry. I am who I am.”


“Fair enough,” Ben said. He seemed unaffected, but his disenchantment with Augusta had begun.


We finished our meal in silence, somewhat uncomfortably. I wasn’t sure what Augusta’s comments meant, but I wondered for the first time about her and Maddox and their seemingly perfect existence. We were eating dessert, mango sorbet on a rum-soaked sponge cake, when a cry pierced the stillness of the summer night. Ben and I froze, spoons poised over our plates. For one crazy moment I thought of Jane Eyre and the wife in the attic. Augusta stood up, then hurried from the room, her white napkin falling to the stone floor like a rose petal.


“It’s okay,” Maddox said, getting to his feet to pour us coffee from a silver pot. “Just Gus having one of his bad dreams. Augusta’ll get him back to sleep.”


“Poor baby,” I murmured, relieved. I remembered only too clearly the terror of childhood nightmares.


“Monsters under the bed.” Maddox smiled at me, his round glasses catching the yellow glow of the candles. “Cream and sugar?”


“Should I go up and see if I can help out?” I asked him after the second cup of coffee. An awkward silence hung over us like the moon as time stretched on and Augusta still hadn’t returned.


“Dean,” Ben said, putting his hand on my arm, “I’m sure Augusta can handle her child without your help.”


“Oh!” I looked at Maddox, my face burning. “I—I didn’t mean to imply—”


“No, no, don’t be silly. Why don’t you go up and peek in on them? Second room to your right, top of the stairs.” Maddox rose to his feet. “Ben, come with me and I’ll show you some pictures of Crystal Springs in the old days, when your church was first built.” He held the door open that led from the sunporch to the library as I hurried out, finding my way through the maze of gloomy rooms. I went upstairs cautiously, not sure if I should or not. The second door to the right was closed, so I stood in the hallway uncertain, feeling like an idiot.


A door opened at the other end of the hall and Augusta came out. If she was surprised to see me lurking in the hallway, she didn’t let on, just came to me and smiled wearily.


“Gus get off to sleep okay?” I asked in a whisper.


“He’s just high-strung like his mama,” she replied. Outside Gus’s door, she turned the handle and indicated for me to look inside. “But he sure looks like an angel asleep.”


He did; one arm flung over his head and the other clutching a teddy bear close. I turned to smile at her but her expression stopped me dead. “Augusta?” I said. “Is something wrong?”


“Nothing,” she said, shaking her head. “It’s nothing.”


“Is Gus—he’s not sick or something, is he?” Surely if he had a fatal illness, we would’ve heard by now.


She shook her head again and pushed her hair back with both hands. “No, no, he’s fine. He’s great. It’s not that.” She managed a weak smile. “I didn’t think I’d ever have kids, Dean, and sometimes … it’s like, I don’t deserve him. He’s so dear to me, so very special.”


“Of course he is,” I replied, not knowing what else to say.


“I can’t believe …” I wasn’t sure what she was going to say because she stopped herself and looked away. “Oh, never mind,” she sighed. “Don’t pay any attention to me, okay?” She pulled Gus’s door to and motioned for me to follow her down the hall.


Back downstairs, Augusta tossed her head, and in doing so, seemed to toss off that strange moment. There was no trace of it when we joined our husbands, waiting for us at the foot of the stairwell. We were saying our good-byes by the front door when I made my faux pas. Ben told me later that he was surprised I’d made it that far without making a fool of myself.


As Maddox opened the heavy front door, I spotted an unusual hanging in the hallway. A piece of tapestry, long and narrow with a silk tassel on the end, seemed to descend from the molding of the ceiling. “Is it just decorative, or what?” I asked him.


“Originally it was connected to the kitchen,” Maddox explained, shrugging. “Used to call the servants forth, I guess.”


“Which explains why you didn’t know what it was, Dean,” Ben said with a grin. “Servants don’t come with the parsonage. Don’t guess either one of you can relate to that, can you?”


“That’s not true, Dr. Lynch,” Augusta said, and her voice was cool. “We don’t have live-in servants. I wouldn’t even if we could.” Although Augusta’s family was well-to-do, her politician father had been notorious for his liberal views, so she’d been raised quite differently than the Holderfields, the church ladies told me.


“Unlike Dean,” Ben teased, patting my shoulder. “She’d have a maid to fan her and feed her grapes.”


“Come on,” Augusta said. “Would you, Dean?”


“Hardly,” I said, my voice sharper than I intended. “I’d have trouble with that kind of exploitation since my own grandmother cleaned rich people’s houses when she wasn’t picking cotton in their fields.”


Ben grabbed my arm and pulled me toward the open door, a grin plastered on his face. “My sermon’s not going to be worth doodly-squat if I don’t get home and work on it, folks,” he said heartily. “Thanks for inviting us. Don’t know when we’ve had a better dinner!”


Outside in the car, Ben put his head on the steering wheel. “God in heaven, Dean, I can’t believe you made that crack about rich folks,” he sighed.


I swallowed and shook my head. “Me neither. I feel terrible—”


“You should,” he said, backing the car out. “It was embarrassing. You don’t have to rub people’s noses in your white-trash background. I’ve told you, generally people are sympathetic and understanding, if you’d stop being so defensive.”


“I know, I know …” I moaned.


“You need to reread the chapter in my book about Jesus and the Samaritan woman. The Samaritans were the lower class of Jesus’ day, looked down on by everyone. Seeing how Jesus accepted her ought to make you feel better about yourself.”


“Love yourself as Jesus loves you,” I muttered. The title of Ben’s devotional book, published last year.


“Exactly. That’s my girl!”


Although we talked on the phone every day after our dinner at Mimosa Grove, almost a week went by before I saw Augusta again. After my turning down her lunch invitations each day, she grew exasperated with my schedule, her persistence making me suspect she was as lonely as me. “Tell the old biddies of First Methodist to kiss your behind, you’re not going to another one of their boring meetings,” she said.


“Oh, Augusta, I can’t.”


“Why not? Surely you don’t go to everything at the church, do you?”


“I ought to. You know, for Ben, since we’re trying to make a good impression.”


“Oh, bull,” Augusta snorted. “Ben doesn’t need your help to make it. I hear the talk going around. Last night we had drinks at the country club with that incredible bore Bob Harris and his dingbat wife, Noreen. They raved endlessly about Ben.”


“Bet they didn’t rave about me,” I sighed.


“Not true. Bob told Maddox you had a good-looking ass.”


“He did not,” I squealed.


“Naw, I made that up. How long do you think it’s been since him and Noreen have done it? She might mess her hair up.”


I laughed, and Augusta persisted. “Come on, Dean, skip the ladies’ luncheon and come to Pensacola with me. I could tell you some stories about my life that’d make everybody else’s look tame.”


“How can I resist?” I said. “Okay, you win. I’ll make up something so I can sneak away for lunch.”


It was the beginning of my rebellion, my eventual estrangement from the church people. After the first time, it became easier; every now and then, I went to a meeting, sat near the back, and slipped out quietly once it got under way. Like a school kid skipping classes, I delighted in my truancy even while consumed by guilt. My prayer life flourished, for the more I sneaked away with Augusta, the more time I spent on my knees, begging God’s forgiveness.


For the duration of our friendship in the months that followed, Augusta showed as much curiosity about my life as I did about hers. She never understood how I could live the way I did, the itinerant life of a preacher’s wife. After we spent more time together and got to know each other better, Augusta confessed that it was more than that—she just couldn’t imagine me and Ben together. “Jesus Christ,” she said to me, “you with a preacher, Dean! It makes no sense to me. I just don’t get it.”


I knew that Augusta could never truly understand my background, see how it made me what I was, or how Ben had seemed to be my salvation, my way out. It was impossible for someone like her, raised in wealth and privilege, to comprehend the degradation and humiliation of my childhood, the way it shaped me into the person I was when she met up with me so many years later. Not that she didn’t try. “You mean you were real poor?” she’d asked me, wide-eyed.


“After my parents died and I was put in foster care, I was a ward of the state,” I replied. “I had nothing, Augusta. Nothing. The people of my church sent me to college.”


“So you were an orphan?” she persisted.


“Little Orphan redneck Annie,” I answered.


“And your parents were alcoholics?”


“No,” I told her, sighing, shaking my head. “They were drunks. Both of them, sorry people. Sorry as gully dirt. They drank all day and played their music in juke joints all night and died the way they lived, drunk. The two of them, shit-faced drunk.”


Augusta understood enough to see that I had to get out of the backwaters of north Florida, away from my pathetic, white-trash upbringing. But she didn’t quite see how Ben figured into it. According to her, I was smart and pretty and talented, so I could’ve gotten myself out without anyone’s help. It wasn’t as though I was desperate, she said. Why would I marry Ben, so different from me and a holy man to boot? It intrigued her, and it would be a long time, toward the end of our friendship, before I understood her fascination with my choice of a husband. “A man of the cloth,” she’d tease me. “What’s it like to be married to a man of God?”


What was it like to be married to a minister, a proclaimer of the Word, a man ordained by God to perform the holy sacraments, to baptize, marry, and bury? When I told Augusta that I hadn’t realized what I was getting into, that I’d considered myself so lucky to marry Ben that I wouldn’t have cared what his profession was, she’d scoffed. “Gimme a break. He’s the one who was lucky to get you.”


“Not so. I still don’t know what Ben saw in me; why he married me when he had so many others to choose from,” I confessed.


“I can’t believe you’re so naive,” she’d said. “Either that, or Ben’s brainwashed you. Dean, don’t you have any idea how beautiful you are? One look at you, and the good reverend was a goner. He committed the deadly sin of lust in his heart, so he had to seek penitence. Wasn’t it Saint Paul who said it’s better to marry than to burn?”


Even though Augusta was curious about me, it took a while before I found out much about her. From the beginning, things didn’t quite add up. Something about the relationship between her and Maddox struck me as off balance, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. Unlike Ben and myself, the two of them should’ve been perfectly matched; both were from privileged backgrounds and shared histories. I’d even secretly wondered if Maddox, the town hero, was a drunk or wife-beater or something, but Augusta’d admitted that he was as goody-goody as his reputation. “Oh, Maddox,” she’d said dismissively. “He’s so polite, so controlled, so damn nice that I could scream.” If that were the case, then the problem must be with Augusta, though that didn’t make sense, either. In spite of her scoffing, she seemed to adore her husband, and he obviously worshiped her. Augusta was too flamboyant not to have gossip associated with her, however, and I heard plenty from the church ladies, once our friendship became known around Crystal Springs. They loved telling me about her wild ways, saying her poor widowed daddy sent her off to boarding school as a teenager because he couldn’t control her; that she slipped out at night and went God knows where with God knows who. Word of her beauty was so widespread that boys—and men—from everywhere flocked to the Spencer house day and night, causing one scandal after the other. I hated gossip, having been the object of it myself, but I’d not been able to resist the stories. Everything about Augusta intrigued and fascinated me.


Ben was required by the bishop to attend seminars for professional development, and he usually insisted on dragging me along. A few weeks after our dinner at Mimosa Grove, he went to a workshop on pastoral counseling in Tallahassee with some of the local ministers. Although he offered to forgo their company if I wanted to come, I assured him I’d make the sacrifice. When I told Augusta that Ben would be out of town for two days, she changed her plans to go to FSU with Maddox and Gus. Maddox was taking Gus to a big alumni event to meet the college baseball team, and Augusta begged out by convincing Maddox that it’d be an opportunity for him and Gus to do some male bonding. As soon as the car was out of the driveway, she was on the phone. “Get a bag packed and your behiney out here, baby girl,” she said breathlessly. “We’re having a spend-the-night party! I’ll tell you all about what a bore Maddox is if you’ll let me in on the secret life of the not-so-Reverend Lynch.”
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