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Dedication


To Nancy, who lived through it and came out even stronger. You make me proud, baby sister.


And to Patrick, who made me believe in happy endings.




Epigraph


Thus in the winter stands the lonely tree,
Nor knows what birds have vanished one by one,
Yet knows its boughs more silent than before:
I cannot say what loves have come and gone,
I only know that summer sang in me
A little while, that in me sings no more.


Edna St. Vincent Millay




Chapter One


At the exact moment the cash register dings and I open my change purse, the chain of bells on the front door of the coffee shop bangs together with a brassy clatter. I hear the sound of voices raised in greetings, a loud and hearty hello in response, and the bells jangling again as the door closes. Curious to see who’s making such an entrance, I glance over my shoulder. When I see that it’s Son Rodgers, my face flames and my heart pounds. On top of everything else that’s happened today, I go to the coffee shop for lunch, and who do I run into? One thing for sure: I have to get out of here before he sees me. It would be embarrassing for me and him and the dozen or so other folks enjoying their afternoon coffee. Instinctively, I duck my head and pull my arms close as if to make myself invisible.


Barely turning my head, I look over my shoulder again to determine the distance between me and the front door. No way I can get out that way without him seeing me; I’ll have to exit through the bookstore. Now I wish I’d driven to town instead of walking, even though it would’ve been ridiculous to drive so few blocks. But my getaway would have been easier. I could have gone through the adjoining bookstore, gotten nonchalantly into my car, and put the pedal to the metal. Instead, everyone in both stores will see me running out of the coffee shop right after my best friend’s husband has walked in. I can only imagine the talk that will follow, since our small town has talked of little else all summer except what’s gone on in the Rodgers household. I can hear it now: “Did you know it’s gotten so bad that Clare sneaked out of the coffee shop to avoid Son? Poor Dory!”


Making my getaway is turning out to be more difficult than I thought. The lethargic, bespectacled teenager behind the counter is new—his first day, he told me proudly—and he doesn’t know the ropes yet. He takes his time wrapping the two slices of carrot cake in parchment paper, placing them in a flat white box, then bringing the edges of the box together. When I see him searching for tape, I say, “It’s fine. Don’t bother taping it,” and hope that my voice doesn’t sound as flustered as I feel. But he shrugs me off and says no problem, it’s no trouble at all. He rings it up wrong for the second time, muttering, “Oops.” After canceling out the sale, he punches in the numbers again, glances at me over the top of his glasses, and mumbles, “Uh, that’ll be eight fifty-three.”


It hits me that I used all my change by counting out the exact amount for the veggie wrap and iced tea I had for lunch, plus a tip; I left the money on the table, anchoring my ticket. On my way out, I decided on impulse to take a couple pieces of carrot cake with me, and I stopped at the counter to place my order. I have nothing but a twenty to pay with. Another glance over my shoulder, and I toss the twenty-dollar bill at Pokey. In a low voice, I say, “If you could hurry, I’d really appreciate it. I’m running late for an appointment.” Of course, I speak too softly, trying to keep Son from hearing my voice, and Pokey tilts his head sideways to say, “Ma’am?”


“Hurry with the change, please,” I hiss.


From the corner of my eye, I see that Son is working the room like a politician running for reelection, slapping backs and grinning like the Cheshire cat. His greetings are met with cries of “Hey—look who’s back in town!” and “Son! How was your trip? When did you get home?” I watch him lean over to kiss the cheek of a plump, white-haired lady who coos and giggles and puts both hands to her face in something resembling the ecstasy of Saint Teresa. He then joins a couple of businessmen from the bank who get to their feet to shake his hand and pound his back with great vigor, buying me a few seconds. Son throws back his head to laugh at something one of them says, which gives me a chance for a furtive study of him. I haven’t seen him all summer, the longest span of time since he and Dory married, and that was twenty-five years ago.


Son is casually dressed in crisp, pressed jeans and a white oxford-cloth shirt, the sleeves carelessly rolled up to reveal brown, well-muscled arms. Usually he’s in a shirt and tie, as befitting such a highly regarded and important hotshot. I guess he hasn’t yet gone back to work in his real estate business, since he and Dory have been home only a couple of days. Even though he has a hand on the shoulder of one of the businessmen and appears to be listening with great interest, I notice that his eyes occasionally search the room to make sure he’s kissed up to everyone there. When his gaze comes my way, I turn my head quickly, almost dropping the bills and change that Pokey is counting into my outstretched hand. When he miscounts and starts over, I’m tempted to tell the poor fellow to keep it, even if it would make me the biggest tipper in town. He’d probably be so surprised that he’d ask me to repeat myself yet again, and I’d end up getting caught by Son after all.


With his scrutiny of the coffee shop, it’s unbelievable that Son hasn’t recognized me yet, even with my back to him and the counter located at a helpful angle. It occurs to me that he hasn’t seen me since I’ve had my hair cut. From the first day we met, Son has gone on and on about what great hair I have. It’s nothing but his usual empty flattery, the only way he knows to relate to women. The truth is, my long, heavy hair has always been unruly and difficult. After struggling with it all my life, I gave up and had it chopped off a few weeks ago. Everybody tells me I look like a different person with my mass of hair gone, which must be true. Even so, I’m not taking any chances, not with the way Son keeps looking everyone over, so I drop the change into my briefcase instead of in my purse. Thankfully, the door of the adjoining bookstore is only a few feet away.


I’ve taken a step away from the counter when the young man clears his throat and says in a loud voice, “Uh—ma’am?” My cheeks burning, I turn to see him holding out the box with the carrot cake in it. I yank it out of his hand so quickly that his eyes widen in surprise and his Adam’s apple jerks up and down. I feel bad for him, but not as bad as he would feel if Son saw me and caused a scene in the crowded shop. It would not be a good way to end his first day at work.


In the Page and Palette bookstore, a glance assures me that the salesclerk is helping a customer in the back, so I step behind a revolving display of paperbacks in order to peer into the coffee shop, making sure I got away without being seen. To my relief, I’ve escaped: Son is still standing with the two businessmen and running his mouth, with a big grin on his face. The three of them bend their heads together as he relates something, and they all laugh appreciatively, slapping backs again. Satisfied that I’ve escaped undetected, I sling the strap of my briefcase over my shoulder and tuck the box of carrot cake under my arm, then head toward the front door.


Once I’m outside, I’m surprised to find the sidewalks still crowded with shoppers and sightseers, which is unusual for early fall. Anxious to get away from the coffee shop, I mutter my apologies as I make my way through, wondering if there’s a tour bus in town. Although off the beaten path, Fairhope is becoming more and more of a tourist attraction, and it’s not unusual to have several tour buses in town during the summer, but not this time of year. In an effort to avoid a cluster of people blocking the sidewalk in front of one of the street’s many art galleries, I cut through a group of charming and colorful little shops that make up the area known as the French Quarter. And that’s where I run into Rye Ballenger, quite literally. If I hadn’t been hugging the bakery box so close, carrot cake would have gone flying.


“Clare!” he exclaims at the same time I gasp, “Rye!” Then both of us say together, “What are you doing here?”


I link an arm into his and continue my walk, pulling Rye along with me down the brick-paved lane. Out of the corner of my mouth, I say to him in a low voice, “I’m trying to get far enough away from the coffee shop so I won’t be seen by a certain person who just walked in.”


Rye plays along with me, matching my stride. “Who is it?” he whispers dramatically, looking around in mock terror. “An ex-husband of one of your clients?”


“Actually, you’re close,” I say with a groan. “It’s Son.”


“Son!” Rye comes to such an abrupt halt that I almost trip over a protruding brick. “Did he say anything to you? Tell me the truth.”


“He didn’t see me, thank God. I hightailed it out of there as fast as I could. Something tells me I’m not on his list of favorite people right now.”


With a frown, Rye studies my face. He disengages my arm in order to take my hand in both of his and squeeze it tight. “Why don’t you go back and confront him, sweetheart? I’ll go with you, by God. I don’t like the idea of him bullying you, and he needs to hear that.”


“Your problem is, you’re much too gallant,” I say with an affectionate smile. “Charging in on your white horse and defending the honor of the poor maiden.”


He snorts with indignation, his color high. “I’ve never been on a horse in my life, and have no intention of ever doing so. But I hate missing the chance to give Son Rodgers a piece of my mind.”


“All I want to do is avoid him,” I assure him. “I’m not interested in a confrontation at this point. Especially now, with him and Dory back together.”


“Still no idea how that miraculous event came about?” Rye asks, watching me curiously.


I shrug. “None whatsoever. But I’ll see Dory tomorrow at the group meeting, and she’s promised me that we’ll talk beforehand. Have you—”


Before I realize what’s happening, Rye has grabbed me by the shoulders and pulled me out of the way of a large gray-haired woman who barges past us, then turns back to scowl at us for blocking the sidewalk. As we watch her walk away, I send up a thank-you to whatever gods were responsible for sending Rye strolling through the French Quarter at the very moment I turned the corner. From the first day I arrived in Fairhope, the sardonic and irreverent Rye Ballenger has been one of my dearest friends, and there’s no one I’d rather see now, after the near miss with Son. Certainly no one else understands my history with Son better than Rye does.


He and I move to stand under the jasmine-entwined arbor of a café, then Rye leans toward me to whisper in my ear, “Lord God Almighty, would you look at that! How ghastly.” He nods toward the retreating woman, who’s clad in a hot-pink T-shirt with flowered capri pants stretched way too tight across her very ample rear end. “I can promise you that she hails from north of the Mason-Dixon line.”


“What gives her away?” I ask with a grin, pushing my sunglasses on top of my head. “The camera hanging around her neck or the Gulf Shores T-shirt?”


Brow furrowed, Rye shudders and says, “Come on, Clare. No self-respecting Southern belle would be caught dead wearing white socks with sandals, and you know it. It’s a disgrace, that’s what it is. If they are going to run us off our lovely streets, the least they could do is dress properly.”


“You’re such a snob,” I say fondly. “But you know what? I think you love it. You work hard at being the biggest snob in Baldwin County, don’t you?”


Pretending to be offended, he pulls back and drawls in his melodious, honey-toned voice, “I just happen to have my standards, is all.”


When I first met the courtly Ryman Ballenger, a cousin of my former husband’s, I thought he had to be putting me on. He has the most pronounced Southern accent I’ve ever heard, and on the Eastern Shore of Alabama, that’s saying a lot. It suits him, though, just another of his many charms. In addition to being the most breathtakingly handsome man I’ve ever had the pleasure of knowing, Rye is also the most elegant. He’s always seemed out of place in this offbeat, artsy little town. He should be strolling the lavish grounds of an English estate instead, trailed by a bevy of manservants and Cavalier King Charles spaniels.


“It’s strange that I ran into you just as I was running out of the coffee shop,” I say, gazing up at him. Rye is one of those people I enjoy just looking at, in the same way I might stop by an art gallery and admire a painting. “Don’t tell me you walked to town.” In all the years I’ve known him, I’ve never seen him walk anywhere. He’ll get into his big old silver Mercedes to drive a block.


He looks at me as though I’ve lost my mind. “Me walk to town? In this heat? I should hope not.” With a nod, he indicates a place across the street. “My car’s over there. I almost never found a parking place in this damn mob.” He points out a small shop on the corner. “I came down to pick up a print that Lou framed for me. But the mat didn’t suit me, so I had her redo it.”


“Not up to your standards, huh?” I tease him.


Rye studies me through long dark lashes, and his fine gray eyes go soft. “I can’t tell you how happy I am to see you. I called your cell phone not five minutes ago.”


With a grimace, I admit that I turned it off when I left the office. “You know how hard it is for me to close shop on Friday afternoons. Etta had to stand in the door to keep me from returning for some unfinished paperwork. If I’d kept my cell turned on and one of my clients called, having a crisis, I would’ve had to go running back to meet them there.”


He clucks his tongue in reproach. “Ah, Clare, what am I going to do with you? You promised me that you’d stop giving your private numbers to your clients!”


“I know …” My voice trails off, and I look up at him helplessly.


He places a hand on my shoulder. “When you didn’t answer your cell, I got concerned about you, after what happened this morning.”


“You concerned about me? That’s a switch, since I’m officially the one who gets to worry about everybody else. It’s in my job description.”


“You can worry your pretty head off about whomever you want, my dear Clare, but I’m in charge of you.”


“How very touching,” I say, trying to keep my voice light. “I assume you’re referring to a certain letter in this morning’s paper?”


“So you’ve seen it?” With a worried frown, Rye reaches into his pocket and pulls out a clipping. “I have it with me, so if anyone dares to say anything about it, I can tell them what a bunch of hogwash it is.”


“I’ve seen it,” I tell him dismally. I arrived at my office early this morning, bringing the local paper to read while waiting for my first client. Like most weeklies, The Fairhoper is the perfect antidote to the grim headlines of the national news. Unless we’ve had one of our infamous hurricanes, the articles are full of small-town dramas that can be heartwarming but are more often unintentionally comic. Dory and I will call each other to read some of the more priceless ones aloud. Her favorite remains the obituary written about a certain Mr. McMillan, who is said to have died in his sleep so peacefully that it didn’t wake him or Mrs. McMillan, either one. The human interest stories are usually pretty good, but last month I was embarrassed to find myself named Fairhope’s Citizen of the Month. To my further embarrassment, one of this morning’s letters to the editor, which I read in dismay, referred to my award:


This letter is written to protest your choice of August’s Citizen of the Month, a self-proclaimed divorce “coach.” The honor was based on the national attention that has come this woman’s way, praising her innovative methods of divorce recovery. I have to wonder if those retreats of hers, held right here in our own conference center, actually do more to promote divorces than to help people get over them. Surely if folks were encouraged to work on their marriages instead, the disgracefully high divorce rates in our country would go down. I hope next month’s choice will better reflect the ideals of our community and country. The letter was signed by Oscar T. Allen, a “concerned” citizen whom I’d not had the pleasure of meeting, fortunately.


Rye stands with his hands on his hips, scowling. “I can’t tell you how furious I am. And you’ve got to be, too, though you won’t let on. I know how you operate. In spite of all your degrees, you hide your feelings like the rest of us.”


“You know better than that.” I can’t resist adding with a sly smile, “I’d never hide my feelings from you.”


“Ha!” he scoffs. “You could’ve fooled me.”


“You’ve lived here all your life, and you know everyone in town, so tell me who Oscar T. Allen is.”


“He’s a damned nitwit, that’s who he is. The good thing is, no one will take him seriously, because we all know he’s batty.”


I let out a sigh of relief. “Well, I have to say I’m glad to hear that he’s a crackpot. It could’ve been a pretty damaging indictment otherwise. The reference to the conference center makes my work sound sleazy, like those fly-by-night operations that breeze into town and rent a seminar room at the Holiday Inn. Calling me a divorce coach, which I’ve never been, implies that I find confused, unhappy women and teach them the secrets of pulling off a successful divorce, feathering my nest in the process.”


“It’s ridiculous,” Rye agrees, his eyes blazing. “But don’t even think about it harming you professionally. You’re too highly respected for that. The newspaper allowing the letter to be printed is what made me so mad.”


“To tell you the truth, I’m surprised that this is the first attack I’ve had.”


“I don’t like anyone going after my girl,” he says gently. “As soon as I read the paper, I called Clyde Ayers and gave him a piece of my mind. I’m sick of him giving voice to every ignorant Bible thumper who picks up a pen. Clyde proceeded to lecture me on First Amendment rights. Me! Can you imagine? I reminded him that I have a law degree from Ole Miss, then hung up on him.”


“Oh, Rye.” Frowning, I put a hand on his arm. “You and Clyde Ayers have been buddies forever. I don’t want you losing any friends on my account. It’s not that big a deal.”


“Just as I thought. You’re trying to blow it off.”


“I’m not!” I tell him, giving his arm a shake. “As soon as I ran into you, so to speak, I knew you’d make me feel better, and you already have.”


He regards me for a long moment, then says in a soft voice, “You know I’d do anything for you.”


“You’re such a dear friend.” It’s difficult to meet his gaze without blushing like a fool. In addition to everything else that went on this past summer, Rye and I had a rather unsettling evening that neither of us has mentioned since. We need to discuss it at some point, but I chicken out every time I see him.


“And then there was the other thing, in Miss Dingbat’s column,” Rye goes on. “I can only imagine what your reaction was to that one.”


“After the letter, I didn’t read any further,” I admit. “What’s she done this time?” The society column, “Fairhope’s Fairest,” is penned by a woman who uses the moniker Ernestine Hemingway, apparently with no idea that it makes her sound like a drag queen. Guess she figures it gives her more literary credibility than her real name, Ima June Hicks.


“Oh, her column was worse than usual.” He glances around before taking my arm and pulling me closer to the shelter of the little café. “While Dory and Son were in Europe, he sent a postcard to Ernestine, and she quoted it in her column. It was all about Fairhope’s favorite couple spending the month of August on a second honeymoon in France. Ernestine went on to say that they were taking in the sights but mostly gazing into each other’s eyes. It was beyond nauseating.”


“Oh, Lord!” I wail. “It’s pure propaganda on Son’s part. No, I take that back. ‘Propaganda’ is much too long a word for his vocabulary.”


Rye regards me sternly, his head tilted to the side. “I’ve told you, Clare, that Son will get the best of you if you keep dismissing him by claiming he’s not very bright. It’s all a part of his good-old-boy act. He’s crazy like a fox. Have you seen Dory since they got back?” When I shake my head, he lowers his voice conspiratorially and says, “I ran into the happy couple last night, having dinner at the Yacht Club, and she seemed fine, in spite of all he put her through last year. She looked more beautiful than ever.” His gray eyes are suddenly dreamy. “But Dory always does, doesn’t she?”


“I’m sure Prince Charming was working the room, kissing ass all over the place, just like he was doing a few minutes ago at the coffee shop.”


“Even worse,” Rye says in disgust. “With Dory back by his side, he was beaming like he’d just scored the winning touchdown in an Alabama–Auburn game. He held on to Dory’s arm and didn’t let her out of his sight all night.”


“Hovering over Dory? That’s so unlike Son,” I say sarcastically.


“When I approached their table to welcome them back, he did something that really surprised me.”


“Told you that scientists have discovered someone with a lower IQ than he has?”


Rye sighs in exasperation before telling me, “He jumped to his feet and hugged me like a long-lost brother.”


“Oh, please!” I groan. “Thank God I wasn’t there. A performance like that would gag a maggot.”


He regards me with a troubled expression. “I know how disappointed you were when they got back together. Both of us were.”


“After the last stunt Son pulled, I thought for sure that she was through with him. Dory may be perfect in every other way, but her taste in men leaves something to be desired.”


“You expect too much of people, my dear. Of all of us. You always have.” Rye says it casually, without censure, but it stings anyway.


“Maybe I do,” I reply weakly.


We avoid each other’s eyes until I say, “Listen, I’ve got to go. Dory’s coming to the group tomorrow morning, and I’ll let you know how it goes, okay?” Before putting an arm around his shoulder and kissing him goodbye, I add with real regret, “If only she’d had the good sense to marry you, instead of Son, when she had the chance! You wouldn’t still be looking for the one who got away, and Dory would’ve had a good man instead of a pain in the butt like Son.”


With a seemingly nonchalant smile, Rye shrugs. “You’re right about one thing: I’ve spent my life searching for the right woman.” We fall silent, then he says wistfully, “Why don’t you change your mind and come to the party with me tonight? Be good for you.”


“I wouldn’t do that to you,” I say breezily. “Think what it’d do to your social life to be seen with Fairhope’s most notorious homewrecker.”


“It’d be worth it.”


“I’m busy tonight and couldn’t go even if I wanted to. Which I don’t.”


He takes me by the arm as though to lead me to one of the wrought-iron tables of the outdoor café. “Let’s sit down,” he says. “I need a smoke bad.” At my expression, he flinches. “No lectures, sweetheart. Eventually I’ll honor my promise to quit, but not now. Smoking calms my nerves.”


“You’ve been saying that for years, Rye! You ought to have the calmest nerves in the state of Alabama. I’ll put that on your tombstone: ‘He died of calm nerves.’”


“Okay, okay. I won’t have a cigarette, then—we’ll get a glass of sherry instead.”


“I can’t. I’ve got to get home.” Twisting my wrist sideways, I look down at my watch. “Oh, Jesus, I’m running late as it is.”


He eyes me suspiciously, tilting his head. “You’re two-timing me, aren’t you, Clare? Running off with your new boyfriend, that Yankee sea captain. He’s the real reason you won’t go with me tonight, isn’t he?”


“I told you why I didn’t want to go,” I say flippantly. “If I had to get all dressed up, then make small talk with that snooty crowd you hang around, I’d jump off the municipal pier.”


“You’re not only heartless, you have no manners, either.” Following my lead, Rye goes back to his playful bantering. “It’s rude to say that you don’t want to go. You should make up an excuse that won’t hurt my feelings.”


Leaning over, I brush his cheek with my lips, laying a hand on his shoulder. “Oh, phooey. Nobody in their right mind likes going to cocktail parties. Well, except you, maybe.”


Returning my kiss, he smells delicious, his shaving lotion like rare spices. Holding me close for a minute, he whispers in my ear before releasing me, “You’re not fooling me, you know. On my way into town, I drove by your house. Your sea captain is already there. That god-awful vehicle he drives is parked out front.”


“Good. We’re going to the Landing, and as you well know, we’ll need the Jeep. I’m leaving now, my friend. Have a good time at your snotty party tonight. Oh—and by the way, you don’t fool me, either. I’m sure you won’t be going to the party alone.”


“Anytime I’m not with you, my dear girl, I might as well be alone.” He says it with that devastating smile of his, the one that’s left a trail of broken hearts all across the South.


“Oh, God,” I groan. “With that corny line, I’m definitely leaving. See you later, okay?”


At the corner of the alley leading out of the French Quarter, I turn to wave goodbye. Rye’s still standing on the sidewalk, his hands thrust into the pockets of his straw-colored trousers as he watches me leave. When I wave, he mouths, “Two-timer,” and I chuckle, rolling my eyes before turning onto Church Street, toward my house.


On my walk home, I avoid the sidewalks and walk the shady little alleyways, thinking I’ll be less likely to run into anyone I know. I’ve had a couple of calls this morning about the letter to the editor, but too many things are vying for my attention for me to worry about it. I wonder if Dory’s seen it yet, and if she’s been trying to reach me. She knows I’ll fret over it a while, then blow it off, if I practice what I’m always preaching about troublesome things like that. I tell my clients that three of the most important and powerful words in the English language are “Let it go.” Pick your battles, decide which are worth putting your energy into fighting and which aren’t. Seeing Son at the coffee shop, the letter to the editor … those are things I have to let go before I get home. My days are always full, but today even more so. The next thing on my agenda is the all-important trip out to the Landing with Lex; if I hurry home, we’ll have time for a few leisurely moments, maybe even a glass of wine beforehand.


 Walking the alleyways was a good decision: I don’t see anyone, and I’ve escaped the tourists. Although I dutifully join in the complaints against them, in truth I can’t blame anyone for coming here. I fell in love with this little town the first time I saw it exactly twenty-five years ago this summer, when I came here with my new fiancé to meet his family. Fairhope has a way of casting its spell on everyone who spends any time here. It’s such a quaint and picturesque town, with its historic waterfront and beach, but the beauty is only part of it. Seeing it initially, I was enchanted with the quiet, unpaved streets meandering under overhanging limbs of towering oaks and huge magnolias. Almost all the little cottages and stately old homes are hidden from view, which makes them seem sheltered and safe, as though nothing bad could happen to anyone fortunate enough to live in them. A foolish illusion, of course, as I know better than anyone.


The unique, even mythical history of the town is as much a part of its appeal as its beauty, and I’m still astonished that such a place exists in Alabama. Fairhope was founded around the turn of the twentieth century by a group of idealists who dreamed of creating a utopia. Even the name reflects their ideal: The story goes that one of the founders remarked that their project had a “fair hope” of succeeding. I’m surprised they gave it that much of a chance, actually. A group of Midwestern idealists establishing a freethinking colony founded on the principles of social and economic justice in the middle of the Deep South is a pretty radical idea even now, but especially for that day and age. The founders left their comfortable lives and homes to venture into the unknown, putting everything they had into building a new and perfect society. When I first started conducting the retreats, the idea hit me to draw an analogy between that adventure and the journey of the participants. It’s still one of the most popular parts of the retreats. Handing out material on the history of Fairhope, I compare the way the colony was established to the way each of them will be beginning her new life. Like the first settlers of this community, each newly divorced woman is charting an unfamiliar course, setting out for the unknown.


To reach my home, I have to pass the stuccoed, tile-roofed cottage that houses my practice. Because it is not only the home of a therapy practice but also Spanish in style and decor, the locals have nicknamed it Casa Loco. At first I was unamused, but over time the whimsical epithet has served me well. Everyone in town knows its location, and new clients who are directed to Casa Loco almost always arrive smiling. I stand outside it now and wonder if I should go in and get the casework I didn’t complete this morning. Then I scoff at myself. Even if I had it with me, when would I have time to work on it? I take a few steps away, then pause. Maybe I should check my messages. Won’t take but a minute, and one of my really distraught clients might have called. But no. No, no, no! I pick up my pace and refuse to look back at Casa Loco. Like Lot’s wife, I’m liable to be turned into something horrible if I do, and it won’t be a pillar of salt. More likely it will be a stack of paperwork.


Going around the curve and arriving at my house, I see that Rye wasn’t joking—Lex’s beat-up old Jeep is indeed out front. I’m getting here later than I’d told him to expect me, but he would’ve made himself at home. Over the past few weeks, he’s gotten more comfortable about coming and going in my house. It started even before, in mid-July, when I gave him a key so he could keep an eye on things while I was out of town for a conference. On returning, I asked if he’d keep the key in case I needed him again. There are times when neither Etta nor I can free ourselves from work, and I don’t mind calling Lex and asking if he’ll stop by the house while he’s out and let in the plumber or whatever. Unlike me, trapped in Casa Loco seeing clients all day, Lex is constantly coming into town from the marina, making regular runs to the hardware store or post office or bank.


Funny, me having two men in my life now. I’m equally fond of both Rye and Lex and often find myself juggling my time between them. Our choice of friends can reveal our needs, I think, and that’s proved true with those two. I give Rye credit for introducing me to the joys of dancing, since he takes me out dancing whenever I need a mental-health break, which is fairly frequent in my business. Then Lex was the one who insisted that I get my work obsession under control. When we first became friends, he was appalled at my hours, not believing that I often stayed at my office for hours after my last client left. One day this summer he barged in and demanded I get a life, for Christ’s sake.


Lex and I met on an unforgettable night at the beginning of the summer and hit it off instantly. I enjoy his company in much the same way I’ve always enjoyed Rye’s, though I wouldn’t put it that way to either of them, since each teases me about the other. No two men could be any more opposite in personality, temperament, and appearance than Lex Yarbrough and Rye Ballenger. Rye is witty, glib, and urbane, while Lex is playful, outgoing, and full of mischief. With his looks, charm, and courtliness, Rye is adored by women and envied by men. Being neither seductive nor flirtatious, Lex cares nothing for adoration or envy. What you see is what you get with him. He’s blunt and no-nonsense, yet he has more sheer magnetism than any man I’ve ever met.


I’m aware that everyone in Fairhope assumes Lex and I are lovers, but I’m used to that; people have made the same assumption about me and Rye for quite a while now. Pushing open the door of my house, which feels blissfully cool after the long walk from town, I find myself chuckling. Well, if certain people think my job is coaching women on the fine art of leaving their husbands and destroying their families, it’s not much of a stretch to see me as a woman who’d sleep with two men at once. How disappointed they’d be to know the truth! Setting my purse and the cake box on the table in the foyer, I see that Lex brought in the mail and stacked it neatly on the table. The only piece separate is The Fairhoper, and since it’s refolded in a crooked manner, I know he’s read it. I wonder what his reaction will be. Although laid-back and easygoing to a fault, Lex is not a man I’d want to cross.


“Hey, where are you, Lex?” I call out, heading toward the back of the house. One thing for sure, he will be in either the kitchen or the backyard, his two favorite hangouts here. Not finding him in the kitchen, I lean over the sink and look out the double windows. Yep, he’s in the herb garden, knee-deep in thyme. I wonder why it is that the sight of him tending a garden never fails to surprise me. I can’t help myself; seeing a man like Lex Yarbrough in my garden makes me think of a story I loved as a child, one about a bull who would rather smell flowers than fight the matador. What was his name, Ferdinand? Kicking off my low-heeled sandals, I push open the back door. It’s been a stressful day thus far, but I’ve learned one thing in my business: Never, ever assume that things can’t get worse.




Chapter Two


Once I’m outside, the day’s heat from the flagstone pathway forces me to make a run for the shade of the wisteria arbor. Standing on the cool, mossy ground under the arbor, I cup my hands around my mouth to call out to Lex again.


His back is to me, and I realize he can’t hear me because of the sprinklers, which are humming like little helicopters. Kneeling among the herbs, shears in hand, he’s snipping off dried brown clusters of the pale green thyme, which is supposed to be a border but has almost overtaken the beds. The lemony smell drifts my way, along with the heady scent of the Confederate jasmine that covers the entire fence around the backyard. “Hey!” I raise my voice over the whir of the half-dozen sprinklers watering the flower beds. “I’m here.”


Turning his head to find me standing under the arbor, Lex gets heavily to his feet and wipes his hands on the seat of his jeans, then brushes the dirt off his knees. Like me, he’s barefoot. The two of us have this in common: We consider shoes superfluous and take them off at the first opportunity. Lex removes the Red Sox cap he’s rarely without and fans with it as he walks toward me. Damp with sweat, his dark hair is plastered to his forehead except in the back, where it sticks up like a boy’s cowlick.


“Hey, doctor lady! Didn’t hear you come in,” he says cheerily when he reaches the arbor. His ruddy face is flushed and shiny, glistening with sweat, and I frown. Seems to me he shouldn’t be working in this heat. His doctors have encouraged his new interest in gardening, but still. Some things are just common sense.


“I hollered at you, but the sprinklers were too loud. Sorry I’m running late. It’s been quite a day.”


“Yeah, I figured it would be. You’ve seen the paper, then?”


I nod and roll my eyes. “I have indeed.”


Lex grins a wicked grin. “The divorce coach all of Fairhope is talking about. Anybody say anything to you?”


“Well … I got a couple of calls.” I’m careful not to mention Rye, since Lex claims to be jealous of him, just to aggravate me. “And then someone told me about the other crazy thing, what Ernestine wrote about Dory and Son in her column. Did you see it?”


“Yeah, but it didn’t make a damn bit of sense to me. Let me go wash up, then I want to hear everything that’s going on in this potty place. Fairhope Loco.” Replacing the baseball cap, Lex turns and heads toward the house, moving much slower than I did over the hot flagstones of the pathway. I tease him by saying his big old feet are callused and tough, while mine, like all Southern belles’, are delicate and tender.


When he opens the screened door of the back porch, I call out to him. “Bring us a glass of wine, okay? I need one bad,” and he salutes me with his cap.


I should go inside and change into something cooler, but I flop down in a willow chair instead. My outfit has wilted even more now, and even the long strand of flat turquoise stones around my neck feels hot and heavy. I pull it over my head and place it on a nearby table, along with the matching earrings. The hazards of early fall in the South. Although I’ve lived in it all my life, it still gets to me, saps my energy. “It’s the South, supposed to be hot,” my granddaddy used to say. “You want cold, move to New York City.” Granddaddy never set foot in the Big Apple but loved referring to it, always calling it New York City.


Sprawled in the lounge chair, I watch Lex coming out the back door, pushing it open with his hip, a glass of wine in each hand. I study him for signs of fatigue or weakness, but he appears fine, the same old Lex. Having washed off the grime and sweat of the garden, he looks cooler now, thank goodness. It’s too early for our cocktail hour, but what the heck. As Lex is apt to say with a wink, it’s five o’clock somewhere. Cocktail hour in Fairhope is actually six o’clock; has been since I’ve lived here. Even though Fairhope is considered artsy and non-traditional compared to other places in the South, it’s as set in its rituals and customs as small towns everywhere. Not a native, Lex bristled at its conventions when he first moved here, but he soon adjusted his Northern ways to fit in. Like other transplants to the Fairhope way of life, he has become more of a Fairhoper than the rest of us.


“Cheers.” Lex hands me a chilled glass of pinot grigio as he settles himself into the chair next to mine. Since he’s allowed only one glass of red wine now, he uses the largest goblet he can find and fills it to the brim with a hearty cabernet. “Tell it, sister,” he says, raising his glass to me. That phrase has become one of our buzzwords since I told him another story about my grandfather. When I was a child and visited my grandparents in the foothills of northern Alabama, he would always embarrass me in their country church. Whenever the minister said something Granddaddy liked, he’d thump his cane on the floor and cry out, “Tell it, brother!”


I sip the sharp, icy wine, sighing. “Oh, God, that’s so good. I don’t know where to start. Things went pretty well this morning, considering I had two suicidal clients, a referral from the courts, and an abused wife whose husband is stalking her with a gun.”


Lex takes a big gulp of his wine. “Another fun day in paradise, huh?”


“Pretty typical. At precisely one o’clock, Etta pushed me out the door like she’d promised to do. She took her task literally.”


“Etta pushed you?” he says with a chuckle. “I’d love to have seen that. I’ve about talked her into leaving R.J. and running off with me. I can tell she wants me.”


“If anyone could straighten you out, it’d be Etta.”


“Shows what you know. The other day I told her if she didn’t keep her hands off me, I’d be forced to tell R.J. how bad it’s gotten.”


Struggling to keep a straight face, I say sternly, “You’d better quit messing with Etta like that! I’m surprised she hasn’t clobbered you, the way you pick at her. Etta’s of the old school. She’s in her sixties, a staunch Southern Baptist, and not used to your foolishness.”


“So she got you out by one o’clock, huh? Damn. Guess that means I can’t marry her after all. Anyone who can get you away from that precious office of yours is too much woman for me.”


“Would you be serious for once in your life? I’m trying to tell you how my day went.”


With a twinkle in his eyes, Lex grins at me over the rim of his wineglass. “You think you’ve had a tough day? Ha. I get here at two o’clock—when you said you’d be home, if you recall—but no sign of the esteemed doctor lady. I decide to read the paper while I wait. Bad idea. I find out that the woman I thought was a highly respected therapist is in truth nothing but a homewrecker. Does this mean she’s going to have to give back her Citizen of the Month plaque? I wonder. She’ll be devastated.”


“The award didn’t come with a plaque,” I remind him.


“Minor detail. They can demand that you rescind the title.” He pauses to take another gulp of his cabernet. “After the shy, demure, and sane inhabitants of our quiet little town read the paper, your phone started ringing. So I spent the rest of the afternoon answering it and doing damage control.”


“Answering my phone! You did not.”


“Naw, I’m teasing.” His look is pure mischief. “I’d never answer anyone else’s phone.”


“You’re such a shameless liar, Lex Yarbrough. You’ve answered mine plenty of times. Remember the rector’s secretary called last month, when they were updating the church directory?”


At least he has the grace to look sheepish. “Oh, yeah. Forgot about that. You accused me of shocking her.”


“You told her I hadn’t been to church in so long that I couldn’t pick out Father Gibbs in a police lineup! Of course she was shocked.”


“So you’ve told me a hundred times, which really hurts my feelings.”


“Bull. It’s impossible to hurt your feelings.”


“This time it wasn’t the secretary, it was the big man himself.”


“God called me? I’d never have allowed Father Gibbs to have my home number if I’d known he’d give it to just anybody.”


“Not that big. Go a step down. It was the good Father himself. When I heard his voice, I picked up and told him I was waiting here to comfort you once you saw the paper.”


“And you’ve done such a great job, too, Lex. Next time I need comfort, I know where to find it.”


He ignores my sarcastic tone and goes on blithely. “Father Gibbs said that since you were a member of St. John’s—though not a very active one, ha ha—he was calling to tell you that the old fruitcake who wrote the letter was a well-known crackpot. He assured me that he knew you were doing the Lord’s work with your retreats. I couldn’t let him get by with that.”


“Oh, no. Please tell me you’re making this up. You didn’t really say anything to him, did you?”


He tries his best to look innocent. “He added that he also knew you believed in the sanctity of marriage.”


“And how did you respond? she asks with dread.”


“Here’s all I said, and I quote: ‘On the contrary, Father. Clare doesn’t believe in the sanctity of marriage at all. If everybody got married and lived happily ever after, she’d be out of business.’”


“Lex! Poor Father Gibbs. Bless his meddling old heart.”


The look he gives me over the rim of his glass is a sly one. “Bless his heart, my ass. You’re such a hypocrite.”


“Guess that’s why we’re such good friends, then. I’m a hypocrite, and you’re incorrigible.” We click our wineglasses together, then I say, “Listen, do you want to hear this or not? I was getting to the thing in the gossip column about Son and Dory.”


Lex raises his eyebrows. “You told me they’d gotten back together, and Son took her all the way to Europe to get her away from you.”


“I’m sure that’s what he’s telling everyone,” I say glumly.


“Now that I’ve seen the paper, I don’t blame him. I wouldn’t want my wife palling around with a divorce coach, either.”


I rub my eyes wearily and sigh. “I got really nervous when I saw Son at the coffee shop, but thank God he didn’t see me. As I was telling Rye when I ran into him—”


It slipped out, and Lex pounces on it. “Rye? Where’d you run into him, at the beauty parlor? Was he having his hair or his nails done?”


I glare at him and say huffily, “Not funny. I ran into him downtown, right after lunch.”


He tries to glare back but can’t quite pull it off. “Yeah, sure. If you had lunch with another man, just tell me. My heart will be broken, but I’ll survive. I still have Etta.”


Rather sheepishly, I confess that Rye was the one to tell me about the pukey item in the society column, then add, “It’s such an obvious ploy on Son’s part, letting everyone know he and Dory are back together.”


Lex jerks his head up. “Forgot to tell you. A couple of your calls were from Son.”


“That can only mean trouble,” I groan. “Guess you talked to him, too.”


“Naw. Maybe I should’ve, found out what he’s up to. All he said was for you to call him as soon as you got in. I deleted his messages, by the way. Didn’t want them to put you in a bad mood.”


“I hope he doesn’t hold his breath until I return his call,” I say in disgust.


“Me, too. Might cause brain damage.”


“Yeah, right. Not a chance of that.” I take a sip of my wine and stare absently at the garden, hot and heavy with hundreds of blossoms. “You know, when Dory left me a message saying she’d taken Son back because she truly believed he was a changed man, it surprised me how bad I wanted to believe it.”


Lex eyes me skeptically. “How long have you known Son?”


I count silently, squinting in the glare of the late-afternoon sun. “Hmm, let’s see. I met him and Mack and Dory at the same time, the second semester of my freshman year at Bama. God, that was over twenty-eight years ago. Long time, huh?”


“And didn’t you tell me it took you a while to see through him, but he’s the same guy now that he was then?”


“I believe the way I put it was, he’s the same cocky, overbearing, arrogant jerk he’s always been. Your point is well taken. But in my business, I have to believe that everyone is capable of change, and that includes Son Rodgers. With him, however, it will happen only if someone perfects the science of brain transplants, evidently.”


Lex chuckles, then regards me with a puzzled expression. “So if Son knows how you feel about him, why does he bother calling you? Doesn’t make sense, does it?”


“This is Son we’re talking about. The operative word is sense.”


For some reason, this strikes Lex as funny, and he lets out one of his great big infectious laughs. I lean back in my chair and laugh, too. Somehow I knew that once I got home, Lex would be able to make me forget about the letter and Dory and all my other concerns. It’s impossible to stay gloomy around Lex. Dory’s the only other person I know who has a laugh as irrepressible as his, and hers used to have the same effect on me. I always felt good, happy and carefree and lighthearted, when I was with Dory. I reach into the pocket of my skirt for a tissue to wipe my eyes and wonder for the umpteenth time what Dory will say when I see her tomorrow, the first time in over a month.


“You’re not crying, are you?” Lex asks in surprise.


I shake my head. “Just wiping my eyes. Lex, what on earth is on that table?”


One of the small willow tables holds a copper watering can with a surprisingly artful arrangement of flowers, pink zinnias, and purplish-blue hydrangeas mixed in with stalks of lavender. “I believe they’re called flowers,” he says dryly.


I look at him in wonder. “You arranged those?”


Even though he scowls, it’s obvious that he’s pleased with himself. “Me putting pink and purple flowers together. If my old navy buddies could see me now.”


“You did good.” The sprinklers make a hypnotic noise as they whir round and round, throwing out silver droplets of water in ever widening circles, a sound that’s oddly comforting. “Oh, look,” I say, pointing, and he turns his head to watch a pair of yellow-and-black butterflies stagger among the daylilies, drunk with nectar.


Lex is quiet, savoring his wine and watching the butterflies, and I study him a minute before asking, “Hey, you’re feeling okay, aren’t you?”


His eyes are playful as he turns toward me. Lex has great eyes, green as grass, a startling contrast to his sun-baked skin and dark hair. His craggy face reminds me of the maritime maps hanging on the walls of his marina, full of many lines and markings but simple to read and follow, if you make the effort.


“With everything else going on, I didn’t want to worry you,” he says, “but …” With a dramatic cry, he clutches his chest and drops his head forward, face contorted in apparent agony.


I grab a cushion from the chair next to me and throw it at him. “Stop it! That’s not funny, you idiot.”


Catching the cushion midair before it hits his coveted glass of wine, Lex grabs it, laughing. In spite of my aggravation with him, I smile and shake my head. “God, you’re awful! I don’t know why I put up with you.”


“Can’t accuse me of being heartless, though,” he says with a grin. “It may be broken, but at least we’ve seen proof that I have one.”


“I really don’t like you joking like this. Just as I got used to having you around, it looked like I was going to lose you.” I resist adding that I’m dead serious.


His expression is playful, impish. “Aw, Clare, how sweet. Would you miss me if I croaked?”


“Of course I would, fool. You scared the daylights out of me.”


“Ha. Didn’t scare you enough to get you to marry me, did it?”


“Marry you?” Wary, I put down my wineglass to stare at him.


“On my deathbed, I said I wanted us to get married, remember?”


“You said a lot of crazy things in the emergency room.”


“Like what?” He regards me suspiciously.


I laugh. It’s my turn to tease him. “You cracked the nurses up. Actually, it was the head nurse you proposed to, not me. Remember her, the one with the mustache and shoulders like a linebacker?”


He finishes off his wine and shakes his head. “Not true. I remember everything that happened, and I definitely remember asking you to marry me. I’ve gotten tired of our friendship, and the best way to end it is to get married. That way we’ll never have to be nice to each other again.”


“Lord Jesus, you are one crazy man.” I sigh, then get to my feet and stretch widely. “Enough of this. I’m going inside and change into something cooler, then we have to go. George Johnson is meeting us in”—I look at my watch—“about half an hour.”


Lex picks up the cushion I threw and places it behind his head, leaning back lazily. “We could have our wedding out here. I’ll do the flowers, and your priest can officiate. Prove to everybody once and for all that you do believe in marriage.”


When passing his chair, I stop and look down at him, my hands on my hips as he grins up at me, as mischievous as a little boy. “Is this the same man who swore that he’d never get married again? Even if Miss Universe got on her knees and begged?”


“Yeah, but that was before I realized how much you lust after my body.” He closes his eyes and turns his face to the sun. “I saw you looking at me when the nurses put me in that skimpy hospital gown.” He opens one eye to leer at me. “Got a glimpse of something that changed the way you feel about me, didn’t you?”


“Oh, please.” I laugh, scampering across the flagstones to the back porch. “You wish.”


“Hey, bring the binoculars when you come back, okay?”


I stop suddenly and raise my voice so he can hear me over the sound of the sprinklers. “Lex? Seriously now, you sure you feel up to going? You don’t have to, you know.”


In spite of our bantering, it’s hard to keep my voice light, but my anxiety is far from unwarranted. The weekend before last, when Lex didn’t show up for our first scheduled meeting with George Johnson, I went to his office at the marina and found him slumped over and clutching his chest, pale and gasping for breath. He was furious at me for calling 911, but the emergency crew said if I’d waited a few more minutes, he might not have survived. Getting him to the hospital so quickly allowed them to insert a stent before a full-fledged heart attack did irreparable damage. Since then I haven’t hesitated to remind him that I saved his sorry life.


“I’m dying to go. Naw, that was last time. Hurry up with those binoculars, would you?” He points a finger toward the herb garden. “One of those ruby-throated hummingbirds in the pineapple sage.”


I go into the house, shaking my head at Lex’s relentless foolishness. He’s such a crazy man that when we first met, I stayed confused, not sure how to take him. I later admitted to him that I had the absurd notion Yankee men were humorless, unlike the rowdy Southern boys I was raised with. His being a native of Maine only made it worse, because I pictured people from Maine as particularly austere and dour. Since relocating to Fairhope, Lex has become yet another of our many colorful characters, a distinction earned with his “Men of Maine” story. That story has become his trademark, so folks here refer to him as the Man of Maine. When he first moved to town, he told everyone about his great-great-grandfather, a survivor of one of the most famous battles of Gettysburg, where the legendary Men of Maine, a ragtag regiment of lumberjacks and fishermen, defeated the mighty 15th Alabama, a much more highly trained and skilled regiment. Although I recalled the battle from my American history class, I questioned Lex’s great-great-whatever being in it until he showed me the documentation. He goes around declaring that the Men of Maine could still beat the wimps of Alabama, over 140 years later. The first time I went with Lex to a local waterfront bar for a beer, he threw open the door and shouted, “Rednecks of Alabama, the Men of Maine have arrived!” I was petrified, imagining a brawl, until the patrons raised their beers in a salute, laughing. The locals love getting Lex to tell the Gettysburg story, cheering when they hear how the 15th Alabama, though defeated in the end, fought the 20th Maine until the last gray-clothed soldier was down.


After changing into a loose T-shirt and cropped pants, I pick up the binoculars and start toward the back porch. On the kitchen counter, I see the photograph I’d put by the door so I wouldn’t forget to take it to Zoe Catherine, and I pick it up and carry it outside to show Lex. The first time he came to my house, he picked up photos of my family members and studied them, asking who was who. When he came across an old picture of my brother and me together, arm in arm, he asked if the man in the photograph was my former husband. I’m not sure which of us was more surprised when I said in a choked-up voice, “No. I still can’t bear to have pictures of Mack around.” To cover my embarrassment, I moved quickly to show him the most recent pictures of Haley’s children, Abbie in a pink tutu at her dance recital, baby Zach taking his first steps.


Outside, Lex is standing for a closer look at the hummingbird, and he takes the binoculars out of my hand. “You and Zoe Catherine are going to become big buddies,” I say as he adjusts the viewer, squinting. “The Bird Lady and the Man of Maine.”


During his recovery from the heart attack, Lex took up not only gardening but also bird-watching. Restless and unable to go back to work, he reluctantly followed my suggestion to use my backyard gardens as part of his healing process, rather than spending his days holed up in his small quarters above the marina. It was there that he began to notice the many varieties of birds drawn to my feeders and birdbaths, and started jotting down observations about their habits. One night last week, he stopped by after attending a meeting of the Audubon Society. The program was about shorebirds, he told me, eyes bright with excitement. A guy from the Weeks Bay Reserve showed slides.


“Did you know that the male oystercatcher bows his head to the female oystercatcher as part of the mating ritual? Lots of birds do mating dances to attract females,” he said, then added, “maybe I ought to try it.” Lex couldn’t believe how much I knew about birds until I explained it was due to Zoe Catherine. For years she has rescued injured birds that aren’t able to return to their habitat and kept them in the shelter she founded at the Landing.


“All species of cranes do mating dances,” I told him. “Some of them pick up a feather or twig while dancing and throw it in the air to impress a prospective mate.”


“Hey, they’ve got a covered-dish supper next week,” Lex said. “Want to go? The Audubon Society is furnishing the main dish—roasted ivory-billed woodpecker in cream sauce—and we’re bringing the rest.”


I couldn’t make it because I was too far behind with my paperwork, I replied, realizing too late that I’d hit a sore subject with Lex. I’d gotten behind by helping him during his recovery, and it had caused somewhat of a strain between us. Like most men, he’d been a difficult patient, cranky and embarrassed and ungraciously insisting that he didn’t need or want my help.


Lowering the binoculars now, Lex asks, “Time to go?”


I look down at my watch. “Yep. Can’t wait for you to be out there at sunset. It’s a sight you’ll never forget.”


“I’ve seen plenty of sunsets,” he says as he puts the caps back on the lenses.


“Not like this, you haven’t,” I reply with a knowing smile. “I can promise you that. Oh, wait—let me show you this picture first. Remember the time you came to the house and I said I’d packed up all the photos of my former husband? Well, looks like I was wrong. Last night I moved a stack of books and found one.”


I hold up the photograph as Lex pats both pockets of his jeans until he locates his reading glasses. He frowns in concentration, studying the picture, then peers at me over the top of the rims. “Hmm. When was this taken?”


I shrug. “I’m not sure of the exact date, but it’s Christmas several years ago. And I’m pretty sure we’re at the yacht club. One of Fairhope’s many holiday parties, is all I can tell. You’ll see—you’ll be invited to a dozen this year, now that you’re eligible. Lots of single women need dinner partners.”


In the snapshot, Zoe Catherine and I, our heads thrown back in laughter, hold flutes of champagne in our hands, and we’re dressed in seasonal finery, bejeweled and sparkling. I wonder what happened to that beaded green jacket, the one I wore to every Christmas party for years. Must have finally worn it out. I remember those unusual earrings of Zoe’s: folk art, long dangling Santas of hand-carved wood, very Zoe. Bright-eyed, she looks festive with her shoulders draped in a claret-colored shawl, her startling white hair pinned up and glowing in the light of the holiday candles. Zoe Catherine hardly ever attends Fairhope parties; it’s her presence that makes me recall the occasion. Hosted by Dory, the party had doubled as a fund-raiser for Zoe’s bird sanctuary.


Haley stands next to us, but it’s not an especially good picture of her. Her eyes are half closed, the camera having caught her at the wrong moment, as cameras have a way of doing. In spite of that, she still looks like the princess in a fairy tale, with her pale blond hair falling over her shoulders, pinned back from her face with sprigs of holly. It’s obviously before the kids were born but after she and Austin married, even though he’s not with us. As young as Haley looks now, at age thirty, she looks shockingly young in the photo, almost like a child. I wonder why Austin isn’t in the picture, then realize he’s most likely the one taking it. Every family get-together, Austin has a new camera, it seems. He’s one of those men enamored with gadgets, always tinkering with the latest one.


Lex glances at me curiously as he points to the photo. “That’s got to be Mack.” I nod as my throat tightens. In the picture, Mack, too, is smiling, a glass of champagne in hand, slouching slightly. He’s standing next to us, the women of his life, but also apart, a couple of steps away. Always apart. Funny, when I found the photo, I didn’t notice how it captured so many things about Mack. For one thing, it’s beautiful, as he was. Not many pictures ever caught that dreamy, faraway look of his, a look that set him apart from any man I’ve ever known, before or since. It’s a fairly dark photo, taken at night in a room lit by candles, and each of us is illuminated by the yellow flash of the camera in a strange sort of way. It makes us look ghostly, unreal, frozen in the moment. It’s as though I’m looking at people who lived years ago, people I don’t know, long dead. It’s a ridiculous and fanciful notion; except for Mack, we are all here, the same as we were when the picture was taken. God, Mack looks so young!


“Jeez, Mack looks younger than I expected,” Lex says, echoing my thoughts. “How old was he?”


“In the photo? Or when he died?” Without waiting for an answer, I blurt out, “He died a few days before his forty-sixth birthday.” With trembling hands, I take the photo from Lex. “Funny, Mack once said he hoped he’d die young. He said he wasn’t sure he could face old age.”


“No kidding.” I can tell that shocks Lex, a fairly unshockable man. He’s a few years older than Mack would have been, having had his fifty-fifth birthday this year. He’s told me often that he likes being in his fifties, that he hated the insecurities of youth and the uncertainties of middle-aged angst.


Feeling Lex’s curious eyes on me, I say “What?” somewhat testily.


“Couldn’t face old age? Sounds kind of wimpy, you ask me.”


I don’t know why I feel a need to defend Mack, but I say that of course it’s more complicated than it sounds. Mack was a complex man, I tell him, with a host of issues.


“Issues.” Lex snorts. “God, I hate that word. It’s so self-indulgent.” Putting his glasses back on, he reaches for the photo again, lifting it high for another look. “I’ve heard folks say that Mack Ballenger was a good-looking fellow, but I can’t judge other men. Tell me the truth, now—don’t worry about hurting my feelings—he couldn’t hold a candle to yours truly, could he?”


“Not even in the same league,” I say dryly.


“Naw, it’s obvious what you women would like about him.” He squints, pulling the photo closer. “In addition to those Robert Redford looks, he has that other thing women go for.”


“I cannot wait to hear this.”


“He has sort of … you know … a faggy look about him.”


I can’t help myself. I laugh in spite of the lump that’s forming in my throat. “No one ever said that about Mack.”


Lex frowns and scratches his head. “Okay, not faggy, exactly. More—Aw, hell, what’s the word?”


“Sensitive? You’re trying to say ‘sensitive,’ aren’t you, a word that’s not even in your vocabulary?”


“Yeah, that’s it! Sensitive. Mack looks like the kind of guy women go for because he’d always be telling them how pretty they are and stuff. Right?”


“Actually, you’re onto something. Mack could be quite a charmer.”


“Someone just the other day told me that Mack was a star pitcher at Bama and had started a pro career when he threw his shoulder out.”


“He had trouble with that shoulder until the day he …” I stop to clear my throat. “Right up until he died. The funny thing is, baseball wasn’t his passion, really. Most men would’ve been devastated by an injury that ended a promising sports career. But as long as it didn’t keep Mack from fishing or hunting, it didn’t seem to bother him that much.”


I catch myself, realizing what I just said, and I look at Lex helplessly. I’ve told him all about it, so he knows what I’m thinking. It was almost five years ago, the day Mack drove his truck to a remote cove near the bay and got out with his rifle in hand to go hunting in the nearby swamp, as he did so many times during our marriage. Something went terribly wrong that day, though none of us will ever know exactly what it was. Although an expert hunter, Mack tripped over a tangle of vines and the gun went off, killing him instantly. Or so the coroner assured me later, when I almost went crazy imagining him lying there as his life ebbed away those long hours before Son and Rye found him.


“Well!” I say briskly. “Enough happy memories for one day.”


Lex raises an eyebrow when I put the photograph in the pocket of my pants. “You taking that with you?”


“I’d planned on giving it to Zoe Catherine.” At his obvious surprise, I have a moment of uncertainty. In trying to put my life back together after Mack’s accident, I’d boxed up every memento and locked all of them away, but not before asking the other family members what they wanted. At the time, no one could bear to look at any of them, especially not Haley, our only child, and both she and Zoe were satisfied to leave them in my attic. But for some reason, when I found the photo last night, I’d decided to take it to Zoe Catherine when we went to the Landing today. I look at Lex. “You don’t think I should, do you?”


At first he shrugs dismissively, then he rubs his chin. “I don’t know her well enough to say. But it seems like …” He stops himself, shrugging again, and his green eyes darken. “Even if she wasn’t on good terms with him, I’d think a picture of happier times would upset her.”


“Yeah, you’re right. Maybe I need to think about it.” I’m quiet for a long minute, then say, “Let’s get going, okay?”


When we go through the house on the way out to Lex’s Jeep, I stop by the foyer table to pick up my purse and the carrot cake, then open a drawer and drop the photograph in. What was I thinking, I wonder as I step out on the porch, where sweet-smelling jasmine hangs like clusters of grapes from the latticework of the arched entryway. A carefree, smiling picture of Mack, taken long before the day that changed all of our lives forever, disturbs me so much I can hardly stand to look at it. Why would his mother want those painful memories revived just as she’s beginning to heal from her terrible grief?


As I’d told Rye when I ran into him downtown, Lex’s Jeep is perfect for getting to Zoe Catherine’s place, which is located on the banks of a meandering, marshy creek several miles south of Fairhope, near Weeks Bay. We bump along the washed-out road so roughly that I grab the door handle and hang on. Lex glances my way to ask, “Didn’t forget my notebook, did I?” I release my death grip on the door and pick up the clipboard and attached pencil, holding it aloft for him to see. “Good,” he says, maneuvering the steering wheel to avoid the worst of the potholes. “Write this down. Number one, get the damned road paved. You’ll lose half your customers before they can get out here. Though I warn you, paving it’s liable to cost you a pretty penny.”


“Not really. I’ve talked to the county about doing it with crushed oyster shells. I’m using native material as much as possible.” The briny smell of Weeks Bay blows in the open window, and I inhale it, closing my eyes in sheer pleasure.


“Oyster shells. Hey, that’s good.” Lex grins his approval. He has the same appreciation of the wild beauty of this coastal area as I do. “Does Swamp Woman know I’m coming with you?” Although he knows Zoe Catherine’s name among the locals is the Bird Lady, he won’t call her that because he says it’s an insult to birds the world over.


“She’s been anxiously awaiting your recovery so I could bring you out,” I assure him. “She couldn’t be more pleased that you’ll be helping me.”


Although I, too, am pleased by Lex’s input into the process of turning the property Zoe is giving me into a retreat center, I’m a little nervous about throwing two strong personalities like Zoe Catherine and Lex together. Both of them are so strong-willed and opinionated that they’re bound to clash. Zoe has always said exactly what was on her mind, regardless of the consequences. The first time she met Lex, a week or so before his heart attack, I invited the two of them to dinner, since she’d pestered me to death about meeting this man I’d become such close friends with. Before dinner, however, Lex’s beeper went off and he had to leave. The dockmaster at the marina had called with a bit of an emergency, something about a leaking fuel line on one of the boats. As Zoe Catherine watched Lex walk out the gate, I knew what she was going to say before she opened her mouth, and she didn’t let me down.


“So that’s your Yankee boyfriend, Clare,” she said, leaning so far out of her patio chair that she almost toppled over. “Good-looking fellow, isn’t he? And I can tell he’s good in the sack, too. Guess you have to be on top, though. You’re so little, he’d squash you flat as a pancake otherwise. Myself, I’d rather be on top anyhow.”


Before I could open my mouth, aghast, she continued nonchalantly, wagging a finger my way. “Glad to hear him say he was a linebacker in his college days at the naval academy. Stick with the defense, I always say. Best lover I ever had was a lineman at FSU. Been way over fifty years ago, but I won’t ever forget his blitz. And honey, could he cover a zone.”


“I’ve told you, Zoe Catherine, that Lex and I aren’t lovers. We’re just good friends,” I protested. “Not that it’s any of your business.”


She hooted at that. “Oh, bull. No such thing as being friends with a man. They’re only good for one thing, and it ain’t being your girlfriend.” She straightened up in her chair and eyed me suspiciously. “Don’t tell me he’s queer.”


“You’re too smart for us. Truth is, he only hangs around because he wants to redecorate my house.”


She shook her head, her dark eyes thoughtful. “Naw, he couldn’t be a fairy. Nobody from Maine is queer.”


I stared at her in astonishment. “That is one of the most outrageous things I’ve ever heard from you, which is saying a lot.”


“It’s true! There are no fairies in Maine. You can look at them and tell. All the men up there look like moose. Or mooses, meese, whatever you call ’em.”


“You’ve never been to Maine, Zoe Catherine Gail-lard!”


She tossed her head and snorted. “Shows what you know, Miss Priss. Papa Mack and me, we went to Niagara Falls for our honeymoon. Then we drove up and down the East Coast and visited Kennebunk, Boston, Cape Cod—all sorts of Yankee places. So don’t tell me I don’t know what I’m talking about.”


Recalling that conversation now, I catch myself sneaking speculative looks at Lex as he drives, observing not for the first time the unexpected grace of his large body, the span of his wide shoulders. He’s fit and well muscled for a man of his age, and he takes pride in not working out in a gym but staying in shape with hard work, the way he’s always done it, he brags, having come from a long line of lobster fishermen. Though rough and callused, his hands on the steering wheel appear not only competent but also gentle, and I suspect he’d be a thoughtful lover. Blushing, I look down at the notebook I’m clutching, aggravated at myself for allowing my mind to wander in such a direction when I’ve been so determined not to think of Lex that way. Damn Zoe Catherine—it’s her fault.


“You’ve gotten awfully quiet,” he says, startling me out of my musing. I turn to him guiltily, hoping my expression won’t reveal my salacious thoughts. He pulls the Jeep under a low-hanging live oak next to the creek and turns off the ignition.


“Well, well,” he says as he looks around in wonder. “So this is the famous Landing.”




Chapter Three


Although the Landing is now a bird sanctuary and nature preserve, at one time it was a popular fishing camp, built by Albert Gaillard, Zoe Catherine’s father, a man even more eccentric than his daughter. Zoe earned her nickname because of her passion for and work with birds; Albert was famed throughout the Gulf Coast for his skills as a fisherman. The Gaillard family came to this area in 1817 as French exiles, no longer welcome in their country after the fall of Napoleon, whom they’d supported. Our government gave the exiles land grants, and though many failed to prosper and eventually returned to France, the Gaillards stayed. Blacksmiths in their native country, they expanded the smithy to manufacture much needed tools, making a fortune in the process. A few generations later, Albert Gaillard preferred fishing to managing the family business, and he allowed the business to fold, losing the family fortune. According to Zoe Catherine, her father had gotten himself trapped in a miserable marriage with the daughter of another French family from Mobile, and he was branded a ne’er-do-well and failure by all the relatives except her. In a pattern ironically repeated years later by his daughter and only heir, Albert gave up wealth, privilege, and prestige to spend the better part of his life at the fish camp. He named the place the Landing because of the way a bend in Folly Creek, a tributary of Weeks Bay, formed a secluded inlet and a natural boat landing, where he’d built a dock and boathouse for his many fishing vessels.


In addition to building a small breezy cabin near the boathouse—Zoe’s residence for several years now—Albert Gaillard also constructed a rambling building of rough-hewn cypress planks and river stones that served as the main part of the fish camp. Albert’s lifelong friend and business partner in running the fish camp was an old Cherokee called Jubilee Joe, who was legendary in the Fairhope area for his ability to predict Jubilees, a fishing phenomenon occurring in only two places in the world, one of them being Mobile Bay’s Eastern Shore. During the unusual conditions that cause a Jubilee, which might occur once or twice during a summer or once or twice a lifetime, hundreds of blue crab, shrimp, and all sorts of fish suddenly appear along the shoreline, as though waiting to be scooped up.


Zoe’s current boyfriend, a wild man with the improbable name of Cooter Poulette, is not only a descendant of Jubilee Joe’s, he also boasts the ability to predict Jubilees. Zoe says his gift has appeared only since she took up residence at the Landing. The way she tells it, on Jubilee nights when Cooter is bedded down with her, old Joe appears to him in a dream shortly after midnight, and Cooter promptly wakes her up with the news. They place a few strategic phone calls before leaving the Landing and hightailing it to Mobile Bay (evidently Cooter has some sort of mysterious radar that sends him to the right spot). Then the two of them send out the cry of Jubilee!, a call that spreads up and down the coastal area, from Point Clear to Daphne. The anticipated herald brings people out in droves, toting buckets, coolers, nets, and lanterns, to gather the gifts from the sea, which magically appear in the shallow waters in such numbers that all you have to do to fill a bucket is reach down and scoop them up.


With such a colorful history, it is impossible not to be affected by the Landing, and I watch Lex in amusement as he stands outside the Jeep with his hands on his hips, looking around. Even though it’s time for our appointment, no sign yet of the builder, George Johnson.


After I climb out of the Jeep, my slamming of the door is the only sound disturbing the late-afternoon stillness. Even Zoe’s peacocks are nowhere to be seen, although normally their raucous cries provide the background music for the peaceful setting. With a rush of excitement, it hits me anew why we’re here, and I throw my arms above my head and shout, “I’m getting my own retreat site!” My cry shatters the stillness, and a snowy egret at the creek’s edge lifts his wings and rises high, landing in the branches of a dead tree to glare at me.


Lex raises an eyebrow. “You scared the shit out of that poor bird.”


“Just saying hello,” I mutter as I walk around the Jeep. It’s difficult to keep my excitement under control, though, and I resist the urge to throw up my arms again and dance a jig. The setting of the Landing is one of heart-stopping beauty, made up of moss-draped oaks, towering palm trees, acres of yellow and green marsh, and a lazy, brackish creek with sandy banks fringed in cattails. Beyond the creek lies the dark and mysterious swamp. We’ve parked near the dock, where Zoe keeps an assortment of canoes and sloops and rowboats rocking on the gentle waters of Folly Creek. Albert’s old boathouse holds a jumble of fishing equipment, and I figure that’s where Zoe is, on the creek fishing for her supper. I know she’s here: Her truck is parked by one of the many outbuildings clustered around the boathouse. Cooter Poulette’s pickup isn’t there, so she’s alone. Thank God. I adore Cooter, but he and Zoe together can be a tad overwhelming, to put it mildly.


Shading my eyes from the glare of the yellow sun, which will soon sink into the treetops on the other side of the creek, I walk down to the sandy bank. To my left is a bend that disappears into the foliage overhanging the creek, and even though I lean as far as possible without falling in, I can’t tell if a boat is there or not. A silver mullet jumps into the air, startling me, then turns a couple of backflips before plopping back into the water with a splash. I once remarked to Zoe that no one knows why mullet jump like they do, and she said that’s not true: They jump for the pure joy of doing so.
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