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To Donna Morse, 

the woman who 

has encouraged me to write 

throughout my life. 

Love you, Mom.

“Make straight paths for your feet so that what is lame may not be put out of joint but rather be healed.” 

Hebrews 12:13 (esv)



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1
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Claire Baldwin watched the sheet tacked over the open window flutter softly in the dark of the unfamiliar room. The fresh air attempted to banish the stale smell of a house steeped in years of vacancy, to no avail. 

She listened to the rhythm of her husband’s breathing.

As always, Will slept with ease. 

Claire dropped her gaze to the window seat, imagining how pretty it would be with a fresh coat of paint and a soft cushion. She loved the bungalow’s vintage moldings, heart pine floors, and paned windows. The nooks and crannies reminded her of the quirky home they’d left in suburban Colorado. This was the only house for sale in town with three bedrooms and a basement—albeit unfinished—enough room for her grown children to visit all at once.  Thankfully, its weathered charm was exactly what Claire wanted.

She closed her eyes and took in a long, deep breath—beginning her nightly game of hide-and-seek with slumber.

Where are you, sleep? 

The game began innocently enough—her mind rehashing the events of the day and the laundry list of tasks to complete. Then, if sleep didn’t come soon enough, Claire ventured into deeper, darker thoughts. Tonight, they pounced quickly.

It was only a year ago that Will had roused her from a deep sleep, his strong, commanding voice stripped of strength. She could still feel the punch of realization that he bore bad news. 

Tears filled her eyes as memories assaulted her in the dark of the strange room. 

Her husband was the first police officer to arrive on the scene. He recognized the bumper sticker immediately: Proud Grandparents of a U.S. Army Soldier, untarnished—the only part of the car not crumpled like a discarded receipt. 

Her parents’ car.

They were hit head-on—killed instantly.

A drunk driver.

Claire rolled to her side—her pillow wet with tears. She sniffed quietly, trying not to wake Will again with her sorrow. 

She mourned the little things—her mom’s laugh and her dad’s optimism. She missed watching their banter with the kids, and conversation, the ability to pick up the phone and talk, or run across the street to share a cup of coffee. She missed that the most.

The void, vast and deep, boiled at the edges.

Then, as always, grief turned to anger. That one detail—the drunk driver was a deacon at their church, a pillar of righteousness. Claire squeezed her eyes shut—as much an attempt to stop the tears as to stifle her rage. 

The playlist of comments from people at church filled her mind:

“He said he wasn’t drunk. Are you saying he’s a liar?”

“He is devastated by what happened.”

“Thank God the charges were dropped. He’s suffered so much already!”

And the pièce de résistance, “Forgive him, Claire. God works all things for His good.”

Claire’s mind swirled with the admonitions of people she thought were friends. 

She reached blindly to the bedside table. No tissues. She hadn’t unpacked them yet. She wiped her tears with the sheet and sniffed again. 

“You okay?” Will’s drowsy voice echoed in the near-empty room.

“Yeah, I’m fine.” Claire had told that lie so many times that it flowed from her lips as if true.

“Love you.” Will rolled over, and it wasn’t long before his breathing took on the heaviness of sleep.

“I love you, too.” Claire whispered her declaration to Will, her parents, and her faraway kids.

***
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CLAIRE OPENED ONE EYE and focused on the mottled ceiling. Where am I? 

She rubbed the sleep from her eyes and remembered. Her arm touched the covers beside her. Where’s Will?

Her husband backed through the bedroom door, gripping two steaming mugs of coffee.   

“You’re awake.” He maneuvered around a stack of boxes, set the mugs on the bedside table, and drew her into his arms.

As she breathed in Will’s scent, comfort washed over her. The bedroom was unfamiliar, but Will was constant. Claire squeezed him tighter. “How many boxes did you have to open to find the coffee maker?”

Claire heard him smile. He always let air escape from his nose when he smiled. “Six.” 

Her mouth turned up in a grin despite the churning in her gut. She leaned back to look in his eyes. “When do you go to work?”

“Nine o’clock. You’ll be okay, right?”

“I have plenty to do—I’ll be fine.”

“That’s my girl.” Will handed her a mug. “Wish me luck. I’m going to search for the cereal and bowls.”

Claire threw her legs over the side of the bed. She stretched on her way to the window and pushed aside the breeze-blown sheet. A beam of sunlight peeked through the branches of an oak, and the grass sparkled with dew. 

Her mind wandered to a moment just a few days ago. She and Kate stood in the dorm parking lot. Claire hugged her far too long, breathing in the scent of her daughter’s hair, her cool ear against her cheek. Her baby didn’t pull away. 

“I love you, Mom. Thanks for everything.”  

Pain seared Claire’s heart as she loosened her embrace.

“I love you, too, sweetie.” One last kiss on the cheek, and Kate walked away, her ponytail bobbing to and fro just as it had when she left for kindergarten. 

Claire missed her kids and daily motherhood, but she yearned for so much more—peace of mind and relief from the hurt she nourished as a prized possession. 

Would she like it here in Walters Bluff? Was it a good idea to move? Yes. It had to be. When Will’s old friend asked him to apply for this position, Claire encouraged him to do so. She wanted to escape the weight of constant reminders, pity, and judgment. Will was ready for a slower pace. Yes, it was a good move at precisely the right time. 

But this was an enormous change. 

Tears filled her eyes. Through the blur, a goldfinch jumped from branch to branch. One more jump, and it flew away—much like her kids, her parents, her faith in the church ... and in the God she thought she knew. 

The ocean of grief has a wicked undertow, but this morning, Claire wrestled herself from its grip. She dried her tears. Today was the first day of a new life.
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Chapter 2
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Guy Witherspoon made one final rip with the table saw. He removed his earmuffs and examined the board’s edge—time for a new blade. His stomach growled as the door flew open.

“Breakfast is ready,” Bertie called.

“Perfect timing.” Guy followed her to the kitchen, and they sat together, eating their morning oatmeal. He read the newspaper while Bertie gazed out the window as she always did, watching birds at the feeder. 

Guy peered over the paper at his wife, her silver hair pulled into a low, soft knot, and the white eyelet apron spotted with evidence of years in the kitchen. Her mouth turned up in a smile.   

Bertie always smiled. It was one of the things he loved most about her. 

“Let’s walk downtown.” Guy folded the paper. “I need a new blade for my saw.” 

“How’s the cradle coming? I can’t wait to see Olivia rock her dolls in it. I’ve almost finished the quilt.” 

Guy loved how her eyes sparkled when she talked about the grandkids. 

“It’s coming along. And I’m carving the chess pieces for Matt. It’ll all be done in time for Christmas. Good thing I still have a couple of months.”

“You always get it done. I have faith in you.”

“God bless you, Bertie.” 

“Maybe we could pick something up from Goodies on the way home and meet the new neighbors.” Bertie’s voice sang with excitement as she cleared the table. 

“Good idea.” 

Guy slipped on his coat and whispered a little prayer, asking God to bring people to his path who might need a blessing. A few minutes later, he and Bertie strolled out the door, arm in arm. 

“God bless you!” Guy waved to Amos Kicklighter as he scuffled down his broken cement path to fetch the paper. 

Amos waved his hand as if to dismiss the blessing. His robe fell open, revealing red plaid boxers and a worn T-shirt. “Dag nabbit,” he mumbled, yanking it closed.

Guy squeezed Bertie’s hand as she stifled a giggle. 

A gentle wind rustled yellow and orange leaves on oak and maple trees. He glanced down at his wife. Her eyes watched the school bus on the corner of Sweet Pea and Main. A line of children climbed aboard—the cacophony of laughter and conversation wafting through the cool air. 

“I love autumn,” Bertie said. 

They waited for the bus to pass and turned to walk down Main Street.

“You know what, Bert? A thought just occurred to me. It’s fritter season.”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake, you’re right.” 

Guy’s hand was pulled forward as her pace quickened.

Chief Miller emerged from The Daily Brew with a steaming cup.

“Good morning, Chief. God bless you.” Guy held the door open as the police chief pushed through.

“Thank you, Guy.” He hugged Bertie. “I’m excited for retirement but sad to leave my friends. Gotta move closer to the grandkids.” He smiled. “You know, of all the things I'm going to miss about Walters Bluff, I’ll miss your blessings the most.” 

“We’ll miss you, too.” Guy squeezed Chief Miller’s free hand in both of his. “Word has it your replacement moved in next door to us.”

“Will Baldwin’s a good man. I worked with him years ago.” The chief sipped his coffee. “Walters Bluff is lucky to have him.”  

***
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ON THE WAY TO THE KITCHEN, Claire heard a knock at the door. She opened it to find a tall, slender man in a wool jacket holding a bakery box and a newspaper. A plump woman stood beside him—a smile forcing her blue eyes into happy little half-moons. 

“Welcome to the neighborhood. I’m Guy Witherspoon, and this is my better half, Bertie.” 

“I’m Claire Baldwin.” She stood in the doorway.

Will appeared from the bedroom, straightening his duty belt. “And I’m Will. Come on in.” He reached around Claire and shook Guy’s outstretched hand. 

They stepped back, making room in the entryway.

“God bless you both,” Guy said. “We live in the blue house next door.”

Bertie squeezed Claire’s arm. “We’re just so happy to have new neighbors.” 

“The new police chief should be up on all the important news.” He handed Will the thin Durham County Herald.

“Thank you.” Will examined the front page.

“Published every Tuesday and Friday.”

Bertie nudged her husband. “Give them the fritters.” She leaned toward Claire. “Goodies Bakery has the best apple fritters.” 

Guy extended the box to Claire. His infectious smile reminded her of her father. His brown eyes sparkled, and friendly wrinkles formed on either side of them. 

“Welcome to Walters Bluff,” Bertie gushed as if speaking on behalf of the whole town. “I’d like to invite you to our church, First Community—the big white church smack in the center of town.”

Her enthusiasm was attractive, but Claire bristled. No way. 

“Thanks for the invitation. I was going to ask about churches in the area,” Will said.

Claire’s head jerked to look at her husband. His comment spoke volumes. 

He was ready. 

I’m not. 

“Folks here are very welcoming, you’ll see.” Bertie patted her arm as if sensing her discomfort. “We’ll get out of your hair. Enjoy the fritters.” She took Guy’s hand as he opened the door. 

“If you need anything, you know where to find us.” They stepped into the crisp autumn sunshine. 

“What a glorious morning,” Bertie declared as they maneuvered down the porch steps. 

Claire watched them walk down the sidewalk. She closed the door. “They seem very nice.”

“We should go,” Will said. 

“Where?” Claire’s mind raced. No. Not happening. 

“You know what I’m talking about. First Community. We should go.” Will’s voice was firm.

Claire looked into her husband’s eyes. They were determined and weary. It had been nearly a year since they’d darkened the door of the church Claire had attended since she was a girl. The hurt was too great—too raw.

He took her hand in his. “We need to go back. It’s time.”

As Will’s jaw clenched, she knew he wasn’t budging.

***
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CLAIRE SPENT THE MORNING unpacking boxes and putting away dishes, pots, and pans. Four boxes blocked the hallway, each filled with items that didn’t fit into her new, cozy kitchen. She poured another cup of coffee and picked up the newspaper. 

The Dear Wanda column caught her eye. 

Dear Wanda, 

How do I ask a girl to the hayride at the Autumn Festival? What do I do if she says no?

Signed, Scared.

Dear Scared, 

Mr. Henderson asked me to go to the hayride fifty-four years ago, and I said yes. There are no guarantees, but how will you know if you don’t ask? Every girl likes to be invited, but if she says no, square your shoulders and tell her to have a lovely day. It won’t kill you to be rejected, and you’ll be proud of yourself for trying. The next time will be a tiny bit easier. Good luck, young man. 

Claire smiled. She’d moved to Podunk, Nowhere, far from the anguish and memories of home. 

She peered into the boxes of stuff she could no longer keep. In a way, it was a cleansing, a purging of junk they thought they needed. Like church. She’d washed herself clean of them, and Will wanted to drag her right back into the muck. Claire sighed as she grabbed another box, knelt on the living room floor, and ran a blade through a line of tape. The cardboard flaps popped open, and a handmade box met her gaze. 

Claire’s heart beat in her ears as she lifted it to the coffee table.

On her thirteenth birthday, her father presented her with the carved walnut box. The top featured her name carved amid a tangle of vines and flowers. 

She lifted the lid.

Inside, in his tidy print, he’d written, “Happy 13th birthday, Punkin. I love you. Dad.” 

A tear fell to the letter sitting atop the pile of keepsakes—her name and address printed neatly on the front. Claire examined it. The flap remained sealed, the envelope as crisp as the day it arrived. 

She tucked it back into the box, shut the lid, and fastened the latch.
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Chapter 3
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Claire closed her journal—angst about visiting the First Community Church filled two pages. She thought about ripping them from her notebook and throwing the pages in the trash, but she left them for now. How many times had she wadded up and tossed her thoughts in the trash? Too many to count. It was cathartic to release her feelings on paper, but she dared not let anyone read her rage-filled rants. 

She reluctantly chose a dress and straightened it around her waist. Claire sifted through her checklist. Did it make her look fat? Was it too tight, wrinkled, or short? Then, the real question revealed itself. What will this church be like? 

How did I let Will talk me into this?

Imagining the worst was easy with betrayal as fresh as the autumn air. 

Claire pulled on her coat and clutched Will’s hand as they descended the porch steps. Sunshine warmed her face and calmed her spirit. They strode down Sweet Pea Street and turned onto Main, arriving at the First Community Church of Walters Bluff, smack in the middle of town, just as Bertie had described. The reader board on the lawn announced: Our church is like fudge—sweet with a few nuts. Claire grinned, despite her pounding heart, as they walked through the small parking lot and up the steps to the tall, carved doors held open by weathered bricks. 

As they crossed the threshold, the aroma of old books, coffee, and pine cleaner mixed into a familiar scent—Grandma’s house and judgment, love, and angst. 

Church.

“Welcome to First Community.” An older woman with dyed blonde hair and a smear of coral lipstick hurried over to them. “You must be new in town. I’m Joan Appleton. My husband is the pastor here at First Community.” 

“You came!” Bertie spotted them across the foyer. “Joan, this is Will and Claire Baldwin. Will is the new police chief.”  

“Thank you for coming. After the service, I’ll introduce you to Karl—Pastor Karl.” Joan winked and shuffled away. 

Bertie led them to the sanctuary—a grand room with large windows. Panes of stained glass cast squares of colorful light over the congregation. Wide-planked wooden floors squeaked as Bertie ushered them to a pew in the center of the sanctuary. 

A tiny woman scooted into the row behind them and tapped Claire on the shoulder. “I’m Millie Mitchum. We’re just so happy to have you with us this morning.” Her friendly brown eyes sparkled in the light of the grand room.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m Claire.” She smiled at the woman. 

A tall man led the singing, one hand holding a hymnal, the other swinging back and forth as if the congregation were a choir. The pianist leaned backward and forward as she played, dramatically lifting her hands from the keys. A woman nearby sang off-key—confidently, loudly—her voice holding notes too long, then rushing to catch up. 

Claire didn’t sing. Instead, she listened to the words of a hymn her father had loved so much. 

He leadeth me, O blessèd thought.

O words with heav’nly comfort fraught! 

Whate’er I do, where’er I be

Still ’tis God’s hand that leadeth me.

He leadeth me? Did God lead me to this small town—to this pew today? She swallowed hard. Did he lead my parents to their deaths a year ago? Claire surveyed the congregation. Souls standing erect, clutching hymnbooks, voices raised in song. Church used to be a comfortable place—home even. Who are these people? They smile and sing, closing their eyes in reverence, but deep down, what are they really like? Claire’s eyes landed on the hymnal—the piano’s trills an accompaniment to her thoughts. 

Lord I would clasp thy hand in mine,

Nor ever murmur, nor repine;

Content whatever lot I see

Still ’tis my God that leadeth me.

Content whatever lot I see? Hardly. How will I ever find contentment again? The words repeated in Claire’s mind as music played.

So much angst churned in her heart as the piano faded and the tall man opened a folder.

“I see we have visitors this morning.” He nodded in their direction. “Let’s show them a hearty First Community welcome, shall we?” 

“Welcome.” Several congregants raised their voices. 

“Glad you’re here.” Others exclaimed.

Claire felt her face flush. Am I embarrassed or relieved? Both.

As he continued with announcements, Millie tapped Claire’s shoulder again. “The Ladies Auxiliary meeting is a great way to get acquainted,” she whispered.

“Good to know.” 

Another announcement and another tap. “The Livingstons are missionaries to India. That’s why we’re having a curry church supper. Doesn’t matter what you bring. Just slap some curry in it.” 

The announcements droned on. She felt another tap.

“The Grace Writers is so much fun. If you like to write, it’s the only place to be on a Tuesday morning.”

“Interesting. Thank you, Millie.” She mulled the idea of attending a writing group as the pastor began his sermon. Claire began journaling after her parents died. At first, she wrote her favorite memories of them, then sorrowful essays filled with questions and words of anger—at the deacon, at the church that protected him, and ultimately at God. 

Claire’s interest was piqued. What do they write about? Can I write something worth reading? She ruminated on her questions and the possibility of writing—for fun. Her mind wandered until the service ended. She and Will meandered to the foyer, pausing for greetings from parishioners.

Joan introduced them to Pastor Karl. As Will and the pastor talked, Joan grabbed a woman’s arm as she hustled by. “Josephine, this is Claire Baldwin.” 

The older woman appeared irritated by the diversion. Her lips formed a thin, straight line.

Claire smiled and held out her hand. “Nice to meet you.”

Josephine made a fuss of moving her large Bible from one arm to the other. She quickly gave Claire’s hand a limp shake and then made another fuss of moving the Bible back to its original position. She looked Claire over and whispered to Joan, “Are we done here?” 

“Yes, I just wanted you two to meet,” Joan said.  

“Fine, did you see Wyatt Bingham whiz through here like a shot? I need to find his mother. Have you seen her?” Josephine’s gaze scanned the people passing by.

“No, but don’t worry. Wyatt isn’t hurting anyone.”

“He’s not hurting anyone until someone gets hurt.” Josephine scurried away, eyes darting.

Joan sighed. “Church ladies.”

How refreshing.

After a few more introductions, Claire’s face ached from smiling.

Will held her hand as they strode between the tall church doors and down Main Street toward the diner. “That was friendly,” he said.

“Yes, they all seem very nice, but ...”

“Give them a chance.”

“Ugh. I just ...”

“It’s hard for me, too, but I miss having a church family. I know, deep down, you do, too. Try to let your guard down a little.” His hand squeezed hers.

The morning reminded her how much she had loved belonging to a church for all those decades, before everything changed. How can I simply move on? A wave of grief threatened—pain over the loss of her parents, her church, and the belief that God’s people were inherently good.

***
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A BELL JINGLED AS CLAIRE and Will pushed open the diner’s door. They scooted through the crowded tables to the counter and found two empty stools. A pretty waitress dropped a menu in front of them as she flew past on her way to the kitchen. Claire wound her arm through Will’s, and they examined it. 

“Who’re you?” 

Claire leaned forward, looking to the other side of her husband to see who possessed the gravelly voice. She saw a bomber jacket covered with pins—in it, a man with deep lines around piercing blue-gray eyes. He had an unkempt beard, and his hair, graying at the temples, was pulled into a thin ponytail at the base of his head. The stale stench of alcohol stung Claire’s nose. 

A drunk. She took a deep breath.

Will offered his hand. “I’m Will, and this is Claire. And you are...?” 

“Harley Bushkin the third,” he growled. “New in town?” 

“Yes, the new police chief.”

“Good to meet ya. I own the bar on Main.”

Of course.

“What’ll ya have?” The waitress reappeared, pen poised on her ticket book. “The mac and cheese is dry, but the pie’s good—blackberry today.”

“Jeannie’ll never steer ya wrong,” Harley added.

“Pie sounds good. I’ll have mine à la mode.” Claire set aside the menu and looked around the diner. Maybe they could move to an empty table away from this guy.

“I’ll have a hot fudge sundae, heavy on the hot fudge—and an extra cherry.” Will winked at Claire.

“Be right back.” Jeannie ripped the ticket from the book and disappeared through a swinging door.

Harley hunched over a cup of coffee topped with a curl of steam. A wad of empty sugar packets littered the counter next to him. “Skip lunch and go straight for dessert. I like the way you folks think.”

“Stressed is desserts spelled upside-down.” A rotund waitress topped off Harley’s coffee as she ran a towel across the counter in front of Will and Claire.

“Backward.” Harley chuckled. “Dottie’s a walking cliché if she can get ’em right.”

“Backward, upside-down, what difference does it make?” Dottie snorted as she headed to another table to top off the coffee.

Harley smiled and took a swig from the steaming cup. 

“You’re a biker, I presume,” Will said. “Your name and the pins give it away.”

“Nope. I’m a Cadillac guy—love the old Caddies. I don’t own a bike.” Harley chuckled. “Folks give me the pins when they stop to wet their whistles.”

Why is Will talking to this guy? Claire noticed Jeannie removing empty plates from a table by the door as a family gathered their things to go.

“How long have you owned the bar?” Will asked.

“Twenty-four years, but my great-great-granddaddy opened it over a hundred years ago.” 

Claire shifted in her seat. I wonder if he overserves deacons who get drunk and kill people. 

She glanced at the table again. The family lingered. Come on, leave already.

Harley sat up a little straighter. “I’m proud of the place, although I thought I’d go into law enforcement as a kid.” He sighed. “The bar’s our legacy. Couldn’t let the family down.”

“Sounds like you made a success of it,” Will said. 

Claire took another look around the diner, silently pleading for someone to vacate a table.

“Sure enough.” Harley rolled off the stool. “Nice to meet you folks. Cops always have good stories to tell, and I love to hear ’em. You know where to find me.”

“Oh, I’ve got stories.” Will chuckled, stood, and shook the gruff man’s hand. “Pleasure to meet you.”

“Pleasure’s mine. Later, Jeannie.” Harley nodded to Claire and waved to Dottie as she carried a plate to another patron.

As he ambled his way to the door, Harley greeted each person he passed.

“He’s a teddy bear. You’d never know it lookin’ at ’im,” Jeannie said. 

Claire bit her lip. A drunk is a drunk.
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Chapter 4
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Claire lifted a stack of books and arranged them on a shelf. Hmmm. Where are the rest?  

“How’s it going in here?” Will leaned against the door as he buttoned his uniform shirt.

“Are there any more boxes of books in the garage?” Claire asked.

“I don’t think so. I brought everything into the house.” Will tucked his shirt into his pants. “I’m missing stuff, too. I’ll bet we left some of our things with the antiques in storage.”

“Great. We’ll never find them.” Claire sighed.

Will scratched his chin. “You know, we need to clear out that storage unit eventually ... you could still go forward with your plans to open a shop.

“How?”

“There’s that vacant storefront downtown.” Will’s blue eyes fixed on hers.

He’s serious.

“My mom and I were going to open the antique shop.” Claire’s eyes filled. “How could I do it alone?”

“You could. I know you could.” He moved toward her. “You’ve been stuck in limbo. I want to see that light in your eyes again.” His strong arms pulled her into a hug.

Claire leaned into his embrace.

“It’s been a hard year. I believe your mom and your dad would want you to proceed with your plans. You have everything you need to do it.”

“Except my mom.” 

“I know it seems impossible, but I’ll always support whatever you do and help however I can.” He kissed her head. “I think moving ahead with your plans would be cathartic somehow.”

“I love you.” Claire brushed a tear from her cheek.  

Will squeezed her tight and released her. “Love you too.” He lifted his service belt around his waist, lined up the Velcro, and pressed it in place. “I have to go.” 

Claire followed him to the door and kissed him goodbye.

Her mind swirled with thoughts of the boxes and furniture stacked in the enormous storage unit. The plan was to open a shop, and they were about to sign a lease when .... How could she deal with it all now? Her head ached at the thought.

Can I open an antique shop? She plopped on the sofa. I wish I could call Mom. Claire played out the conversation in her mind. She’d tell me to go for it. 

I wish I could talk to her about going to that church. What would her mom think of Josephine? She chuckled. Her mind moved to Harley—an alcoholic, no doubt. 

Claire swallowed hard, but white-hot anger snuck in. Bitterness is a warm fire for the cold anguish of grief. Brooding on the wrong done to her and her parents was somehow satisfying. Dad always said giving and forgiveness determines the quality of our lives and receiving it, our destination in death. But it doesn’t matter. No one’s apologized. And God doesn’t seem to care.

She drew in a deep breath. Her mother would tell her to stay busy—bake something. She meandered to the kitchen and opened the old metal recipe box. Her mother’s handwriting comforted her as she picked through the cards. She found the brownie recipe, looked it over, and tucked it back. She didn’t need it. She’d been making the same brownies for decades. The secret was a splash of vanilla. 

As they baked, a fudgy aroma filled the house. Claire emptied a few more boxes of linens and craft supplies, adding another box to the giveaway pile. The doorbell rang just as the timer chimed. She quickly pulled the brownies from the oven, set them on the stove, and hustled to the door. 

She’d barely cracked it open when a foil casserole dish was thrust through with a chorus of voices singing, “Welcome to Walters Bluff!” 

Two smiling women stood on the porch.

A short, chubby lady stepped forward. Her dark skin was highlighted by beautiful silver-streaked ebony hair smoothed into a tidy, tight bun. “I’m Ella Mae Walker.” She placed her hand on her generous bosom and leaned forward with concern. “We planned to be here sooner.”

“My fault.” A tall woman with impossibly red hair raised her hand. “It was just a little fire, thank the Lord. The only casualty was my favorite potholder.”

“This happens all the time,” Ella Mae whispered.

“Oh, my.” Claire didn’t know what else to say.

“I’m Rita Reyburn.” The tall woman spoke. “We represent the Ladies Auxiliary at the First Community Church. It’s wonderful that your husband accepted the call to be our new police chief.” 

“Where’s the kitchen?” Ella Mae’s eyes scanned the house.   

“This way.” Claire led them through the living and dining rooms. “Pardon the mess. I’m still unpacking.”  

“What’s that smell?” Ella Mae lifted her nose.

“Oh, I just took brownies out of the oven.” 

“A heavenly aroma.” Rita closed her eyes and inhaled a long, drawn-out sniff while setting a grocery bag on the counter. 

“They might need a touch of vanilla.” Ella Mae set a casserole on the counter and removed a canvas bag from her arm. She winked at Claire. “I know brownies.”

“Hush, Ella Mae.” Rita smiled apologetically. “Let’s see here. We brought apple cider from Adelaide Orchard, homemade pickles, jam, and a couple of casseroles, so you won’t have to worry about cooking dinner while you settle in.” She patted the bottom of a grocery bag.

“I baked you a loaf of my award-winning lemon pound cake.” Ella Mae beamed. 

“Thank you.” Claire tucked a curl behind her ear. 

“You’re more than welcome,” Rita said. “We love spoiling folks. I was just saying, I think it’s been a year since someone new moved to town. Didn’t I say that, Ella Mae?”

“Yes, you sure did.”

Claire looked at Ella Mae. “Wait, did you say my brownies need vanilla?” 

“Oh, I have a nose for baked goods. Just my opinion.” She placed a paper lace doily on the counter before setting her pound cake, wrapped in cellophane, atop it.

“Ella Mae bakes the best brownies,” Rita said, looking around the kitchen. “I’ve always wondered what this house was like inside.”

“I make the best baked goods, period.” Ella Mae chuckled. “That sounds conceited, but it’s what everyone says, so ... not my words.”

Claire chuckled.

Ella Mae glanced over, unsmiling. 

“Well, I’m sure looking forward to trying that cake,” she said. “I’ll bet it’s amazing.”  

“It is. I can attest.” Rita had her hand on Ella Mae’s shoulder as if attempting to direct the woman to bite her tongue. 

Claire watched as they opened the refrigerator and deposited the casseroles inside. Rita put a note on the fridge, attaching it with a First Community Church magnet. “If you have questions or need help finding services in town, call the number on the magnet,” she offered.

Claire straightened her shirt. “Thank you for your hospitality. I’m sorry Will isn’t here. He’s working today.”

“And we’re thankful for his dedication,” Rita said. “Do you have children?” 

“Three. All grown. Our youngest just started college.”

“Well, what a perfect time to move. A brand-new start with an empty nest.” Rita seemed so sure. 

“Yes.” Claire agreed but wondered if it were true. The loss of her parents, her kids grown, and moving from the only place she’d ever lived—it was more than she’d anticipated. As she tried to quell the emotions overwhelming her, Rita waved Ella Mae toward the front door. 

“And we’re off! My phone number’s on the slip of paper on your fridge. Have Will call if he needs help with the heavy lifting. My Hank loves to work.” 

Claire watched their eyes scan the house as they headed out the front door.

“One more thing before we go.” Rita reached into her pocket and handed Claire an envelope. “An invitation to the Grace Writers—Tuesday mornings at nine. I do hope you’ll join us.”

“Millie invited me too. What does everyone write? Fiction or Nonfiction?”

“Whatever you want. Our prompt is to write a poem, but I know for a fact that Josephine isn’t going to write one, and I don’t think I am either. It’s a suggestion.”

“Thank you—for everything. I’ll think about it.”

The two ladies shuffled out the door into the breezy autumn afternoon.

Claire shut it behind them.

What were their names again? Oh yes, Ella Mae and Rita. Her face broke into a smile. “My brownies need vanilla?” The smile disappeared. “Who does she think she is? We just met.” Claire wandered to the lemon pound cake, removing the wrapping. She sliced a corner from the end. “We’ll see who needs vanilla.” The morsel of cake melted in her mouth. Perfectly tart, buttery, and delicious. “Maybe my brownies do need more vanilla.”  

She opened Rita’s invitation. 

You’re invited to The Grace Writers. 

Tuesday mornings at 9 a.m. in the Fellowship Room, First Community Church. The Grace Writers was formed to inspire women of faith to write their stories. Whether you journal, blog, or dream of writing the Great American Novel, you can join us for inspiration and encouragement (and Ella Mae’s treats).

Hope to see you there!

Rita Reyburn, Fearless Leader   

Claire smiled. This might be a fun group if Rita and Ella Mae were any indication. Maybe she’d go once and test it out. 

She returned to the ever-beckoning boxes, recalling a shoebox of old photos. People she didn’t know. Maybe she could write some of their stories—make up a fun family history for herself. The thought of writing renewed her vigor to unpack and create an inspiring space in one of the spare bedrooms. As she sorted the contents of so many boxes, her mind wandered to Sunday morning at church. Despite her angst, there was also a familiarity, like church felt when she was a child, before the harsh reality had tainted her. People always disappoint.

She flattened another empty box and added it to the growing pile of cardboard. The next carton was marked Mom and Dad’s stuff. Claire drew in a breath as if it would protect her from yet another swell of emotion. She pulled at the tape and opened the flaps. A bulging shoebox sat on top of a pile of framed photos. 

There it is.

Claire looked inside to find a mess of black-and-white snapshots. A smile formed as she sifted through the photos: families enjoying a picnic, a birthday party, beach days, and a funeral. Individuals standing on porches, in front of houses, cars, and fields—the stuff of American life from days gone by. 

Enchanted by the pictures, she didn’t immediately jump up when the doorbell rang. After the second ring, she raced to answer. She found Bertie standing on the porch. “Come in.”

“I just popped by to tell you it was so good to see you at church. I hope you’ll see fit to come back. We’re just a bunch of sinners who love Jesus.” Bertie smiled. 

“Yes, well .....”

“I know you’ve been through big changes moving to this little piece of heaven, but I hope you feel welcome.”

“We do. Thank you.

“Well, we’re happy you’re here. And I’m excited to see what you do with the house.”

“It’ll be fun to spruce up the place. The wallpaper’s coming down as soon as I’m done unpacking.”

“Well, I’m keeping you from it,” Bertie said. “You know where to find me if you need a break.” 

“I do.” Claire smiled.

Bertie turned to leave. “Oh, and I almost forgot, our husbands were discussing woodworking. Will wants to learn a few things, and Guy loves to teach. He wondered if this Saturday morning would work. And if so, you come too, and we’ll visit.” 

“That’ll work just fine.”  

Bertie walked out the door. “I’ll let Guy know.”  

Claire returned to the living room. If she didn’t set aside the photos, she’d spend the whole evening gazing at them. She picked at a curled seam of faded wallpaper. It peeled off easily. 

She called each of her kids as she worked, opening boxes, finding homes for the contents, and peeling paper from the walls. Their voices filled the room as she moved about—laughter offering a bit of comfort in this strange, new place. 

It wasn’t long before she had unpacked most of the boxes and stripped away much of the wallpaper. She finished just as Will appeared through the door. He removed his hat and smoothed his graying hair.   

Claire kissed his cheek, then ran to the kitchen to slice the lemon pound cake. “Ella Mae and Rita from the church stopped by. Come and taste this cake.” Claire offered Will a bite as he hung up his jacket.

Will grunted with delight. “This is so ...” 

“Divine. It just melts in your mouth.” Claire nibbled a bite, savoring the delicacy. 

“I think First Community could be our new church home.” The words sounded so easy, tumbling off her husband’s tongue. “Solid preaching, friendly people, what more could we ask for?”

Claire’s face grew hot, and her heart pounded. “Just like that?”

“What are our choices? The Catholic church, a Lutheran church, and a Foursquare church meeting in a house. I think First Community is a good fit.”

Claire looked at her husband. His eyes seemed to plead with her to give it another chance. The people she’d met so far were kind. But it was a significant risk to let them in.

“What if they’re ....”  She searched for the word. Fake. Phony. Judgmental. 

“Disappointing? They will be. So what?”

“So what?” Claire looked at the handsome man, licking sticky lemon cake from his fingers. Do you have a clue what I’m feeling?

“We can stay stuck in our old church, which is what we would be doing if we gave up, right?” He didn’t wait for her to answer. “Or we can move forward and ....”

“Risk being hurt again.” 

“Yes. It’s a risk, Claire.” He pulled her into his embrace. “I’m willing to take that risk, but I want you to be with me, and I’ll be with you. Just as we’ve supported each other through everything.” 

He wants this—needs it. I wish I wanted to go, but I just don’t. She looked into her husband’s eyes. How could she say no when he wanted what was supposed to be good? “Okay. I’ll take the risk with you.”

Lord, I can’t take any more disappointment.

It was her first prayer in a long time.
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Chapter 5
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The morning sun filtered through the oak tree in the backyard, drawing Claire’s eye to a battered window box overflowing with moss. She stepped outside for a closer look. 

On her way, she plucked weeds. Spent lavender, dahlias, hydrangeas, and other plants sopped up sunlight. Claire’s heart leaped at the variety of flora in the overgrown yard. Spring would be like Christmas as the garden bloomed to life, unveiling hidden gifts. Were there tulip bulbs in those flower beds? Time would tell, and she could hardly wait. 

She meandered to the window box. 

Tucked between a dandelion and a clump of brown leaves, she spied an abandoned nest of twigs, grass, feathers, and strands of multicolored thread—a work of art. Claire gently lifted it from the box and brought the nest inside, setting it on the windowsill by her desk. She opened her notebook as a poem flowed from her heart onto the page. 

Where did that come from? Her eyes moved to the envelope Rita had given her. The writing group. And now I have a poem to share. 

Her heart pounded. 

She would attend the Grace Writers meeting despite the worry that she was inviting trouble.

***
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CLAIRE KISSED WILL as he stopped to thumb through a stack of mail. “You’re home early.”

“Law enforcement in a small town is non-stop one day and a whole lot of nothing the next,” he declared. He disappeared into the bedroom to change his clothes.

“Hey, I baked an apple cake for the neighbor in the yellow house. We still haven’t met him.” 

Will reappeared. “Sounds good. Want to go now?”

“Sure, let’s pop over.”

They walked hand in hand to a drooping picket fence circling a lawn dotted with yellow dandelions and white spheres of puff. They entered the yard through the opening left by a broken gate and maneuvered up the fractured cement walkway to the front door. Will rang the doorbell. It didn’t work, so he knocked. 

A disheveled man peeked through a curtain drawn tight in the window beside the door. 

“Did you see that?” Claire whispered.

The deadbolt clicked, and the door cracked open.

“Whaddya want?” The man’s eyebrows, like two caterpillars, furrowed against the bridge of his bulbous nose.

“I’m Will Baldwin, and this is my wife, Claire. We moved in next door.”

“We brought you an apple cake.” Claire lifted the plate.

“Oh. Just wait right there a sec.” The door shut. Claire heard footsteps and then silence. A couple of minutes ticked by before the door opened again. “Had to put on my britches. Didn’t ’spect no visitors.”

“We just wanted to say hello and introduce ourselves.”

“Amos Kicklighter, here.” He sniffed the cake. “Smells all right. These apples from the tree out back there?”

“Yes. I think they’re Jonagold. They’re delicious.” Claire tried to sound cheerful.

“Yeah, ’bout that tree. Some of them branches are over th’ fence line there, and the apples made a mess in m’yard. I was wond’rin if you’d trim ’em back so’s I don’t have t’ clean up a mess next year.”

“Sure thing, Amos. I’ll get on that this weekend. You’re welcome to pick them if you’d like.” Will smiled. 

Claire noticed her husband stood a bit taller.

“Nah, I’d just a’ soon eat apples in a cake than raw.”

“I like the way you think,” Will said. “Enjoy the cake—it’s nice to meet you.” 

Amos shut the door without another word. 

*** 
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CLAIRE GRABBED A NOTEBOOK, pen, and the poem she’d written, gathered her courage, and strode out the door, taking in the beauty of the red and gold leaves. Her phone vibrated in her jacket pocket—a text from her son.
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