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“ONLY WHEN DARK COMES down,

Night birds may call through the glen;

Only when dark has come,

Can day-dawn be welcomed again.”

Anette Wynne



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Major Characters


[image: ]




MICAH AUSTIN—PASTOR of the All Souls Church, Dawn’s fiancé, 25

Ellen Austin—Micah’s cousin, Owen’s former girlfriend, 21

Owen Parker—Publisher and editor-in-chief of the Shadow Point Courier, chairman of the town council, 30

Robin Austin—Student at Shadow Point College, Micah’s sister, 20

Dawn Appleton —Clerk at the Christian Thrift Shop, Micah’s fiancée, 23

October Adams—Anglican nun from Pomegranate Abbey, Jordan’s girlfriend, 22

Jordan Townsend—Pastor of the Presbyterian Church, October’s boyfriend, 27

Daniel Riley—Interim director of the Shadow Point Recreation Department, Caroline’s boyfriend, 22

Caroline Collins—Daniel’s girlfriend, 21

Shelly Rosebrook—Senior editor of the Shadow Point Courier, 25  

Kendall Meadows—Librarian at the Shadow Point Lending Library, former member of the Albemarle coven, 25

Noah Darkforest—Professor at Shadow Point College, 26 

Zachary Lowell—Pastor of the Anglican Church, 32

Camden and Christopher Appleton—Owners of the Appleton Bakery, Dawn’s adopted brothers, 25

Conrad Sullivan, Tim Sullivan, Rhett Westbrook—

Members of the Shadow Point Police Department



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Prologue

Thursday, April 27

The Friend
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REV. MICAH AUSTIN SAT at the old-fashioned Carlton House desk in the living room of his white-bricked home on Walden Drive. The grandfather clock in the hallway chimed ten o’clock. His sister and cousin were already asleep, so he shuffled papers quietly. He picked up the mahogany fountain pen his father gave him when he graduated high school. He pulled out a piece of paper embossed with a blue cursive A and began to write:


Dear Patrick,

How are things up there in Pembroke? It’s been a while since I’ve written you, and a lot has happened, but don’t worry; none of it involves mysterious voices, Aven Ashworth, or demonic possession.

You’re probably most interested in Ellen. She graduated from Shadow Point College this week, first in the school of music. In the fall, she’ll be teaching orchestra at St. Madeline’s. (That’s the private school the town is building on the site where Albemarle used to be.) Until then, she’s living with Robin and me and giving private lessons, so if you want to take up the cello, now’s the time. I know you told me you’ve gotten over her, but if you think I believe that, you’ve got a screw loose. The other night, she blurted out, “I wonder what Patrick is up to.” Just thought you’d want to know she hasn’t forgotten you. 

Caroline Collins and Daniel Riley also graduated and are still an item. Caroline got her degree in Library Science (what kind of lab experiments do they do in library science?), and she’ll be the librarian at St. Madeline’s. I heard Daniel’s looking into a job at the recreation department. Remember how you and he once bet who would go bald first? Unless you’ve suddenly developed alopecia, I think you’re going to win. He’s starting to get that “V” thing on his hairline. So you’ve got that in your back pocket.

As for my beloved sister Robin, she’s still in college and doing much better. She signed up for a summer course: political science (what kind of lab experiments do they do in political science?). She doesn’t seem at all interested in politics (proof she’s my sister), but maybe this course will spark something. I’ll be curious to see if she remotely understands our political system. Inasmuch as she still forgets to shave her legs, I have my doubts. 

At the close of summer, October Adams’ year-long commitment as a nun will be over, and she’ll be wearing regular clothes once again. (I know you still don’t believe Anglicans have nuns, but it’s true, even though there’s only a handful in the whole country.) She and the Rev. Jordan Townsend are still serious, but they’re being secretive about it until the clock runs out on her nunnification. I visited Jordan at his office the other day and saw him holding her hand under his desk. It was cute in a nunny sort of way.  

Then there’s Owen Parker. Ellen will have nothing to do with him (I’m sure that makes you cry), and that’s put a strain on our friendship. He was elected chairman of the town council, but he quit All Souls and is now a member of the Willow Hill Anglican Church. (By the way, since Brent Norcross returned to his hometown church, Willow Hill is looking for a pastor. If you run into one, send his resume.) Back to Owen: He’s never gotten over Ellen (I’m sure you can sympathize). One night, he had his roll-top desk open, and I could see a dozen pictures of her taped inside. I don’t know how that will end.

Finally, there’s Dawn and me. She is still my everything. I love her more and more with each hour that falls. Her leukemia (Blood Rinkles, I call it) continues to be in remission. She’s even started taking a new medicine to make sure it stays that way. She’s still working at the Christian Thrift Shop, but in the fall, she’s going to teach kindergarten at Calhoun Elementary. I can tell she’s excited because every night this week, she’s been making ladybugs out of construction paper. Before you ask, no, we haven’t set a date for the wedding, but you’ll be among the first to know when we do. You’re still going to be my best man, aren’t you? 

I guess I’m no fonder of being a pastor now than I was the day I started, but at least it’s an adventure. And just when you think things have settled down, they start back up again. That’s what scares me. You see, for the first time in a long time, things are peaceful here.

I hope teaching is going well. Remember that only five percent of what you teach those teenagers will be remembered, so concentrate on what will stand the test of time.

I’m praying for you.

Sincerely yours,

Micah 



Micah folded the letter, slid it into the addressed envelope, and placed it on the table by the door to go out with tomorrow’s mail. He opened the front door and inhaled the springtime air. He looked across the small suburban town and saw the yellow full moon between two pine trees.

A ladybug landed on his finger. He examined its red wings and black spots. He smiled. It made him think of Dawn.

It also made him think of Ellen. As Dawn made her construction paper ladybugs last night, Ellen remembered a story her mother told her when she was a little girl: “She said a ladybug is a sign of God’s grace. The black spots symbolize our sins, and the red wings are Jesus’ blood that cleanses them. She said whenever a ladybug lands on you, it means that the blackest of sin will soon affect your life, but God’s grace will make everything right in the end.”

Micah thought it strange that Ellen’s mother was the source of that story. It must have been told in one of her more lucid moments. She was usually under the evil influence of Aven Ashworth and his Satanic commune. The thought of Aven made Micah cross, and he flicked the ladybug away.

He peered at the moon for several moments, massaged his sore back, and yawned. Suddenly, he heard a cry coming from the back of the house.

“Micah!” Robin screamed. He raced to her bedroom. Ellen was already at her side. Robin sat huddled in a corner of her bed, her legs pulled up to her chest. 

“What’s wrong?” Ellen said.

“Someone’s there!” Robin cried, pointing to the window. Micah turned to look. The curtain was open. He could see the moonlit landscape clearly through the glass.

“Someone was looking into your window?” Ellen said. 

Robin nodded. “I saw his eyes!”

Micah ran outside. He searched the perimeter of the house and looked down the street. He switched on the porch light and checked for footprints beneath Robin’s window. Nothing was there.

He returned to his sister’s room. She seemed much calmer.

“I didn’t see anyone,” he said. 

“Do you think it could have been a nightmare?” Ellen said.

Robin furrowed her brow. “I don’t think so. It seemed so real. I saw his eyes staring at me. They were full of ...” Her voice trailed off.

“Evil?” Ellen asked.

Robin shook her head. “Fear,” she said. 

I. Though the Shadows Fall
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Chapter 1

Friday, April 28

The Surfside
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SPRING, 1978. 

A heat wave descended on Shadow Point, bringing only scattered respites until fall. In her diaries, Caroline Collins would refer to April through September as “The Ceaseless Summer of ‘78.” 

Micah and Dawn tried fending off the heat by going to the beach with Ellen, Robin, Daniel, and Caroline. By ten o’clock, they were relaxing at surfside, talking, daydreaming, and sunning themselves.

“Still hate the beach?” Micah said to Ellen. It was difficult to gauge her mood behind the dark lenses of her tortoiseshell sunglasses.

“Every grain of it,” she said, flicking sand from her sweaty forearm.

“You could have stayed home,” Micah said.

“I love my family more than I hate the beach,” Ellen said.

Robin peered over a Shadow Point College course guide. “Micah, do you think Political Science will be too hard for me?”

“I doubt it,” Micah replied. “You’re one of the smartest young women I know. But I never took it, so I don’t know how hard it is. Ask Daniel.”

Daniel, lying prone, sat up. “Depends on who you get. If it’s Dr. Darby, you’re in trouble. That guy makes you read every chapter in the textbook.” 

“How horrible,” Ellen said. “Next thing you know, they’ll be making you read the whole Constitution, amendments and all.”

“You should have seen the textbook,” Daniel said. “It was a hundred thousand pages. On the other hand, if you get Dr. Cox, I hear he’s pretty easy.”

“I think he retired,” Caroline said. Two white barrettes kept her curly red hair from blowing into her face. “He bought a fishing boat and went to the Florida Keys to catch marlins.”

“I think it’s just marlin,” Daniel said.

“Oh, so you’re a marine biologist now?” Caroline said playfully. Ellen stared at her.

“No, a marine pluralogist,” he said. “I’m an expert in fish plurals. Or is it fishes?”

“My schedule says I have Dr. Darkforest,” Robin said.

“That’s a menacing name,” Micah said. “Sounds like the kind of guy who turns women into ape creatures in his laboratory.”

“Not necessarily,” Dawn said. With her pink gingham bathing suit and brown hair bound in a ponytail, she could have passed for a high school senior. “He might just be the type who places them under hypnosis and makes them rob graves.”

“I like the way you think,” Micah said. She winked. Something in her gaze invited his eyes to survey her lithe body and tan skin, moist under the heat of the mid-morning sun. 

“He must have taken Dr. Cox’s place,” Caroline said. She stood, wiped sand from the back of her legs, and stretched. “You learn things so quickly, Robin. I’m sure you’ll do fine.” 

“I hope so,” Robin said. “I hope I understand what he teaches me.” She dug her toes into the glistening sand. “I hope he’s nice.”

––––––––
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BY ELEVEN O’CLOCK, Micah and Dawn sat by themselves in beach chairs under a teal umbrella, watching the Atlantic Ocean’s cresting waves. Dawn reached into her beach bag and pulled out the mail she received that morning. 

“Oh my goodness!” she exclaimed.

“What is it?” Micah said. “Jellyfish?”

“No! It’s my brothers, Christopher and Camden! They’re coming to live here!”

“Here, in Shadow Point?”

“Yes!”

“That’s great news,” Micah said. He squirted a glob of suntan lotion into his hand and held it to his nose. It smelled like bananas. He rubbed it into his sun-kissed shoulders. “When are they coming? And why?”

“According to their letter, they’re arriving on the fifteenth. They say they’re tired of Sweet Briar and being away from me, so they’re going to sell the bakery, move here, and try to start another bakery.”

“Swell,” Micah said. “I’ve always said that Shadow Point needs a bakery. We had one for about two weeks when I was six years old.”

“What happened to it?”

“A cream horn caught on fire, and the whole place was engulfed in flames. All they rescued from the ashes was a burnt bundt pan and a lemon cruller. The bakery was owned by Burt Jernigen, who opened up a fruit stand instead. That went peachy until the great grape famine of ‘72. Poor Burt was never the same after that.”

She smiled at him, her eyes taking stock of his dark hair, dark eyes, and the clean-drawn lines of his handsome face. “None of that’s true.”

“One part was: there was a bakery. And it’s about time we had another.”

“Hopefully we will.” Dawn breathed in the warm, salty air, and a smile broadened over her face. “I’m so happy, Micah. Now, everyone in this world that I love will be within walking distance.”

“I’m happy, too,” he said, taking her hand. “Now, the person I love more than anyone else will be happier than ever.” It filled his heart to see her so gleeful. Nothing gave him more joy. 

“Do you want to make me even happier?” she said in her mellifluous voice. It held the slightest tinge of a Southern accent.

“I’ll do anything for you.”

“Will you put some suntan lotion on my back?” 

He opened the bottle. His eyes soaked up Dawn’s sweet, simple allure as his skin might soak up the sun. Others thought of Dawn as pretty but not beautiful. Her hair was straight and shiny, and it rippled like a field of wheat when she moved, but its ordinary brownness fell to her shoulders in an ordinary way. Her nose was too large, her color too pale, and her body too thin, but her skin was soft and fresh, and her eyes were a radiant summer blue. People thought of her as the girl next door, but Micah believed the girl next door sometimes lived there for a reason. In his eyes, Dawn was celestial, exuding a beauty that originated from a secret source deep within. 

A gust of wind rushed past their faces. “I thought you’d never ask,” he said.

––––––––
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ROBIN AND ELLEN WALKED barefoot to the Magic Market at the corner of Beach and Middle for soft drinks and snacks. Ellen paused with her hand on the door. “Hey, isn’t that October and Jordan going into the Palms?” 

Turning toward the restaurant across the street, Robin said, “Yes, I think it is.”

“I haven’t talked to her in ages.” They walked gingerly across Beach Street and into the restaurant. Ellen eyed the roses and daisies on her one-piece bathing suit. “I think we’re underdressed.”

“We’re not staying,” Robin said, “so it should be okay.”

“Robin! Ellen!” October called from a table in the corner. It took only a second for the girls to spot October’s black and white nun attire. “Don’t you two already look like a picture of summer? The almanac says it’s going to be a hot one this year!”

“It already is,” Ellen said. “It must be close to ninety out there.”

“Sit down and have some ice-cold water to cool off,” October said. “I haven’t seen you two in forever.”

The four exchanged Shadow Point pleasantries: Ellen asked October if she was ready to leave the convent. October asked Robin if she was ready to start school again. Robin asked Jordan and October if they were going to get married anytime soon. October asked Robin to slow down. Jordan asked Robin and Ellen if they always walked around town half-naked.

“What do you think this is, New York City?” he said.

“These are very tasteful suits,” Robin said. 

“Oh, Jordan’s just kidding,” October said as he chuckled. “He likes to tease.”

“I like to tease?” he said. “Who makes fun of my ties every Sunday?”

“I don’t make fun of them,” October said. “I just point out in a humorous way how hideous they are.”

When the waiter asked Robin and Ellen for their order, they decided it was time to leave.

On the way back to the beach, Robin said, “They may not be talking about marriage, but I bet they’re thinking about it. I’ve only been awake a short time, but I can tell when two people are in love.”

“Me, too,” Ellen said, thinking about Daniel and Caroline. “But anything can happen. Look at Owen and me.”

“That was different,” Robin said. “Owen turned out to be untrustworthy. Jordan seems like a man of honor.”

“True. There are differences. But their mountain hasn’t come yet.”

“Mountain?”

“Every relationship has a mountain to climb. A crisis to overcome. Hot coals to walk over. Jordan and October haven’t faced theirs yet.”

“I suppose you’re right,” Robin said. “Her being a nun wasn’t a real obstacle because she wasn’t really a nun. Not for life, anyway. Do you think they’ll be able to survive when a crisis does come?”

“It depends on how strong their love is,” Ellen said. “The mountain will be the true test of that. It will push their love to its limit.”

“How do you know so much?” Robin said, impressed.

“I’ve lived in Shadow Point all my life,” Ellen said. “I’ve seen just about everything.”

––––––––
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“THE WATER IS PERFECT today.” Caroline pulled herself onto the sand bar while Daniel treaded water in front of her. “So, are you excited?”

“About what?” he said.

“About the lowering of interest rates.” She splashed water on him with a kick. “About your new job, dingbat.”

“Oh, yeah. I guess so. It’s not exactly what I want to do for the rest of my life.”

“What do you want to do for the rest of your life?” 

“Be with you,” he said.

“And how are you going to feed me?”

“Like a bird. I’ll go out and eat things and then come home and regurgitate.” 

She sighed. She could never resist his appealing smile and sense of humor. “Lovely. But I think that’s what we’ve been eating in the college cafeteria for the last four years.”

“Then you’d probably get tired of it. I guess I’d better get a real job.” 

“What would you like to do?”

“Maybe be the CEO of some company. Maybe pump gas. We’ll see.”

“How do you know you won’t like running the town recreation department?”

“Well, a few things about that,” he said as he did a backstroke. She saw his tight stomach covered in a light coat of dark hair poking through the water’s surface. “First, I’m just an interim. The job’s only until they find a replacement, which may be as early as December. Second, Owen made it clear when he offered me the job that the permanent position would be filled by someone with experience. In other words, someone other than me.”

“But if you impressed them, and they offered you the job, would you take it?”

“Don’t know. Won’t know ‘til I try it.” He playfully pinched her toe. “Now stop worrying and race me.”

Caroline dove into the water, and they swam back to the shore. She was worried about Daniel and his job. This was a brand-new phase of life, and she fretted over all the negative ways it might change him.

––––––––
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THAT NIGHT, KENDALL Meadows and her son Shimri joined Micah, Dawn, Ellen, and Robin for dinner at the Ocean Breeze restaurant. They munched on hush puppies and whipped honey butter while waiting for their entrees. 

“That little boy is growing up before our very eyes,” Ellen said. She watched as Shimri fit a piece of food into his mouth. “How old is he now?”

Kendall admired him with her turquoise eyes. “He’s nearly two-and-a-half, but he eats like a teenager.”

“Ellen always had a big appetite when she was a child,” Micah said. “Only it was for dirt, paste, and other inedible items.”

“So what’s changed?” Ellen said. “Will someone pass me the toothpicks? They’re delicious.”

“Have you gotten any new books at the library this week?” Robin asked.

“We just got a wonderful children’s book, The Snowman,” Kendall said, “and the latest from L’Engle called A Swiftly Tilting Planet. But, of course, the book everyone wants is Love Haunts Arcadia. F. Madison Wickover knows how to keep people wanting more.”

“You sound like you love working there,” Dawn said. 

“Oh, it’s a joy.” Kendall’s voice cracked as she said, “I have the life I’ve always dreamed of.”

“I’m so happy for you,” Dawn said. “When I think back to the things that you went through, I’m simply in awe.”

Kendall glanced around the table. “I guess we’ve all had our portion.”

“But look at us now,” Ellen said, hoisting her glass of sweet tea. “We’re hitting the town like bona fide cosmopolitans.”

Ellen’s smile dissolved when she saw Owen Parker sit down at a table with Shelly Rosebrook, senior editor of the Shadow Point Courier. For an instant, Ellen’s memory transported her to Norm’s Pizzeria on Shadow Point Island nearly two years ago. When Owen sat near her then, their first real conversation occurred. Now she wanted to go to him, kiss him, tell him how much she loved him, and ask him to take her back. But in as quick an instant, she suppressed it all. He lied to me, she thought. I distrust him. It can never be.

He had lied to her. Their relationship was at its peak when they took an ill-fated trip to Charlotte. Owen met an ex-lover who tried to rekindle their intimacy. That didn’t burn away the trust between Ellen and Owen, but his cover-up did. How he lied and manipulated Ellen to get her to hold him blameless marked the end of their relationship. 

“Do you want to sit somewhere else?” Micah said to her.

“No, we were here first,” she said. “He should move.”

“It’s a small town, Ellie,” Micah said. “You’ll never avoid him completely.”

I don’t want to avoid him, she thought. “I know. It just makes it hard to forget about him when he’s around every corner.” She smiled at Micah. “I’ll be okay.”

The group continued talking, but Ellen’s mood had darkened.

Across the restaurant, Shelly Rosebrook noticed the same change in Owen Parker.

“Let’s go somewhere else,” she told him, but he wasn’t listening. He hadn’t taken his eyes off Ellen since they sat down. “We can’t have a conversation with her in the same room. Owen, can you even hear me?” His pupils didn’t move. “You have a booger on your cheek.” It still didn’t get his attention, but kicking him in the shin did.

“Ow! What did you do that for?”

“To bounce you out of your daze. When was the last time you saw her?”

“A week ago at the park,” he said.

“When was the last time you spoke to her?”

He couldn’t pull his gaze away from Ellen’s luminous, nostalgic beauty. Her long, cinnamon hair and complementary eyes of translucent amber transfixed him. Everyone thought Ellen was beautiful on the outside—she turned heads wherever she walked. But Owen saw the beauty inside as well.

“Not since she broke up with me about six months ago,” he said.

“Maybe it’s time you tried again.”

“What’s the use?” Owen ripped apart some bread. “She hates me now. She thinks I’m a liar.”

“You are a liar,” Shelly reminded him. 

“Am I paying you to criticize me?” 

“You’re not paying me at all right now. I’m off the clock. Tonight, we’re just friends, and I’m trying to help you. The Bible says that arrows from a friend are better than kisses from an enemy.”  

“I’d like it better if you kissed me.” His green eyes momentarily flirted with her. His stylishly cut, light brown hair flitted over his forehead in an arrogantly carefree curve. He was tall, lean, handsome, and fully aware of it. But Shelly was too smart to fall into any such trap.

“No, you wouldn’t,” she said. “And neither would I. Besides, your lips are reserved for one person only, and her absence has made your life a wreck.”

“It shouldn’t be this way.” He took off his suit coat and rested it on the back of his chair. He sat expressionless. His voice sank to a monotone. “Where did it go wrong? Shelly, for one brief glorious moment, I had everything I ever wanted: I was good, I lived in a town I loved, I had my own newspaper, I found peace in God, and I was with the girl I always dreamed about. Then, when she left, she took the joy in all those other things with her.”

“Only because you allowed her to. It doesn’t have to be that way. You’re the same man. This is the same town. You love your job. You’re even chairman of the town council. You’re one of the most important people in this community. And as for God, He will never forsake you. The joy is still out there, waiting on you. You can get it back, Owen.”

He tried to open his napkin, but it got tangled, and he tossed it down in frustration. “I don’t care if I ever get it back. Nothing matters to me anymore. Nothing except her.” The bouncy instrumental that had been playing over the speakers faded out. A slow, moody ballad replaced it.

“Not even your relationship with God?” Shelly sounded hurt.

“That matters. I still believe. It’s just ... the fire’s gone. I need Ellen’s guidance. She helped me walk the right walk.”

“You don’t even attend her church anymore. And you’ve all but abandoned Micah. He used to be your best friend.”

“It’s for the best,” he said. “It would make her uncomfortable if ... But what does it matter? I could do all the right things to get her back, but it still wouldn’t work. I’ve tried to lay low all this time, and all I’ve done is help her to forget about me.”

“I don’t believe it’s really over,” she said. “There’s still hope.”

“Oh, don’t think for a minute that I’ve given up. If I ever do, I’ll leave town. As long as I’m here, I will strive to win her back. But melting into the shadows isn’t working. Doing good deeds hasn’t even worked. I got her the job at St. Madeline’s. If it weren’t for my influence, there wouldn’t even be a music program there. I did it for her.”

“Does she know that?”

“It wouldn’t make any difference if she did.” Owen picked up his napkin again. “It’s time to take a different course. If I’m going to get her back, it will have to be on my terms. And it will have to be soon. You never know when someone might jump in and take my place in her heart forever.”

Deputy Tim Sullivan of the Shadow Point Police Department appeared at the head of their table. “Good evening, Miss Rosebrook, Mr. Parker.” He was the son of Shadow Point’s longtime sheriff, but standing before them in his full police uniform, he looked every bit his own man.

“As much as we’ve been through together, Tim,” Shelly said, “I think you can call me by my first name.” She brushed her long blonde hair behind her ears.

“I’ll remember that from now on. I’m sorry to interrupt your dinner, but I thought you’d want to know there’s been a shooting in Andover. The sniper’s holed himself up in an office building. Pop and I just heard. We’re going to help with crowd control. I’m sure it’s nothing your stand-by reporter can’t handle, but I saw you sitting here and thought I’d let you know.”

“Thank you, Deputy,” Owen said. “I’ll get Miss Rosebrook right on that.”

“Yes, thanks, Tim.” She turned to Owen. “Will you get along without me?” 

“Of course,” he said. “Bring back a good story. Try to interview the gun if you can.”

“Ha ha,” she said sarcastically.

“Uh, Shelly?” Tim said. “Pop and I are taking separate cars. You’re free to ride with me if you want to. It might be safer.”

“That’s very kind of you.” Shelly and Tim walked out of the restaurant. When Shelly turned back to look at Owen, he gave her a sly smile.

––––––––
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THE FLAXEN-HAIRED KENDALL Meadows held Shimri close as she walked to the end of the bridge. The Old Bridge, a mere six feet over the water, separated Carolina Harbor and the Intracoastal Waterway. It was more a remnant now than a bridge—cars couldn’t drive on it, and it didn’t even traverse the water—but it provided an exquisite view.

Kendall’s black skirt rippled in the breeze. She looked across the thin strait that separated the Shadow Point mainland from Shadow Point Island. In her mind, the barrier reminded her of the barrier in her own life. Just as the strip of water prevented anyone from walking to the island, the slender knowledge she held in her guilty conscience prevented her from experiencing true happiness. She often warned herself that she would never tell, that the secret would belong to her forever. But recently, the sting of God’s rebuke had startled her heart into almost giving it away. She knew it was the right thing to do for her child's sake. 

“But only if it means keeping Shimri just as we are.”
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Chapter 2

Monday, May 15

The Twins
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“IT’S SO EXCITING,” Ellen said. “I’ve never met your brothers before. They’re twins, right? How old are they?”

Dawn and Ellen worked anxiously in the kitchen, preparing a grand luncheon for the brothers’ arrival.

“They’re twenty-three,” Dawn said.

“Are they identical?”

“In almost every way. They look the same and think the same. They even dress the same.”

“Are they believers?” Ellen said. She had cut her finger on the cheese grater and was washing it under the faucet.

“Yes, they were saved at Vacation Bible School in the fifth grade.”

“Did they go to school?”

“You sure are curious,” Dawn smiled.

“I just like to know the facts about everyone,” Ellen said. “It’s an Austin trait. Well, an Ellen Austin trait, anyway.”

“They went to tech school for a while but stopped to take over the bakery when my parents died.”

“They sound like fine young men,” Ellen said. “Do they have girlfriends?” Dawn gaped at Ellen. “I’m asking for Robin.”

“Well, there’s one for each of you because they don’t have girlfriends.”

“It would never work,” Ellen said. “We’d never be able to decide who got who. Besides, with you and I being half-sisters, in a weird sort of way, it’s like being related to them, too. It would be creepily incestuous.”

“Oddly, I think they’d think the same thing.” 

They heard the screen door open. Someone shouted, “What kind of a welcome is this?”

Dawn ran to the living room to see Christopher and Camden crossing the threshold with their hands full of bags. They wore boot-cut jeans and western-style shirts that clung to their slim figures. Christopher’s was blue, Camden’s brown.

“You’re alive!” Christopher shouted.

“Of course I am, you goose.” Dawn threw her arms around him. “I couldn’t leave this vale of tears without seeing my brothers again!”

In reality, her familial relationship with them was only legal. Last fall, Dawn discovered she was the daughter of Aven Ashworth and Priscilla Austin. Soon after she was born, she was adopted by the Appletons. The fact that Christopher and Camden were not her blood brothers did not matter to Dawn. She loved them just as if they were.

They all sat down to a lunch of stuffed celery and Watergate salad. It took a while for Ellen to convince herself that she wasn’t seeing double. Just like Dawn said, Christopher and Camden were identical in nearly every way. They sported uniform styles for their caramel blonde hair. They were equally attractive, good-humored, and masculine. 

“So, what exactly brings you guys down here?” Ellen asked. “Dawn says you really like the bakery business.”

“And we really like Dawn,” Christopher said. “Sweet Briar is too far away. Dawn’s the only close relative we have living. The discovery of the adoption doesn’t change that. We want to be near her, especially after all the close calls she’s had.”

“Plus,” Camden went on, “with our parents gone, Sweet Briar and the farm had too many hard memories for us. We wanted a change. And what better place to go than Shadow Point, the greatest place in the universe?”

“At least that’s how Dawn describes it,” Christopher said.

“She’s not exaggerating,” Ellen said.

“Tell us all about Micah,” Camden said to Ellen. “All Dawn talks about is how wonderful he is. We think she’s too biased. You’re his cousin; give us the real scoop.”

“I’m biased, too, I’m afraid,” Ellen said. “Micah and I have been best friends since the day I was born. He’s been everything to me. I have two sisters in a mental institution, a mother who committed murder and suicide, and a father who was psychotic. If it weren’t for Micah, I probably would have followed in their footsteps. Dawn is going to marry the best person in the world.”

“She sounds convincing,” Christopher said to his brother.

“I’d buy a used car from her,” Camden said.

“Then I guess he really is as swell as Dawn says,” Christopher said. “Good. We can check that off our to-do list.”

“And what else is on that list?” Dawn said.

“Very little,” Camden said. “We’re free men. We’re going to float where the wind takes us. The only things on our agenda are baking lots of stuff and hanging out with our big sister.”

“And erasing any trace of our dark, sordid pasts,” Christopher added.

Ellen listened carefully. Christopher sounded facetious, but something in his tone made her wonder. 

––––––––
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IT WAS ROBIN’S FIRST day of summer classes at Shadow Point College. She walked across the hardwood floor and sat silently at a desk at the back of the classroom. She gazed out of the high windows to her left where the sunshine streamed through. She listened to her classmates talk.

“What do you think the new guy’s going to be like?” one boy said. 

“Probably like every other professor at Shadow Point College,” a girl in a green dress responded. “Old and boring.”

“That’s not fair,” another boy said. “All my instructors are really interesting.”

“That’s because you’re not a political science major,” the girl said. “In our department, they’re all carbon copies of Barry Goldwater.”

“I can think of worse dudes to copy,” a tall boy said.

“I heard he’s pretty young,” a girl with long blonde hair said. “Maybe he won’t be so tough.”

“Or,” the tall boy said, “he’ll be extra tough because he wants to show the rest of the faculty that he’s one of the boys.”

“I heard he got fired from his last job because he hit a student,” someone said.

“I heard it was because he hit on a student,” another girl said. 

“I’ll bet he’ll be creepy,” a boy in a plaid shirt said. “Young male teachers are always creepy.”

“Only one way to find out,” the girl in the green dress said, “and I guess we’re the guinea pigs.”

The door opened, and the professor entered. The classroom fell silent. Bodies sat up in desks, notebooks were pulled out, and pens clicked into ready position. Soon, all eyes were examining the man behind the lectern.

He definitely did not look like most of the other faculty. He wore a tieless blue oxford shirt and a casual brown corduroy blazer that could have come off the rack at Edwards department store. He had a Brylcreemed head of dark hair. Behind his horn-rimmed glasses were a pair of vivid green eyes. He barely looked old enough to be a professor.

He didn’t stay behind the lectern for long. He pushed it away and sat atop the teacher’s desk. He moved with a disarming informality, and before he said a word, he already held his students’ esteem. 

“Good morning,” he said with a light voice. “My name is Dr. Noah Darkforest. I’m going to be your instructor for Political Science 101 this summer. Before we begin, let me tell you a little about myself to dispel some of the rumors I’ve heard since arriving here a couple of weeks ago.

“Let’s start with the personal stuff. I’m twenty-six years old and unmarried. I received my Ph.D. from Harvard, but tell your parents not to worry: the radicals didn’t taint me. I used to teach high school. I live in faculty housing with my best friend Dolly, so you’ll probably be seeing us around a lot.” The students started to murmur. “She’s a dog,” he said, and everyone except Robin chuckled. “I named her after my favorite first lady.”

He slid off the desk and ambled to the blackboard. “I like bicycle riding, donuts, chess, and Goethe. I like to read and solve puzzles. I’ll pass out the syllabus at the end of class. Any questions?” He looked around the room. “Good, now I want to learn about you.”

He started down the aisles, asking each student his name, major, and hobbies. Robin tried to listen, but something outside the second-story window caught her eye. A cardinal landed on a dogwood tree’s high branch and seemed to be looking around the campus. Robin imagined what the bird might be thinking. Was he impressed? Did he understand what people were? Did he even have a mind, or was his brain merely a system of nerve impulses directing him from food to sleep to survival and back again? She reasoned that he had to have a mind, not just a brain. Why choose that particular branch on that particular tree? There had to be a motive, and while she could never know what it was, the cardinal certainly did. Therefore, the cardinal must have a mind.

“Miss?” Dr. Darkforest called to Robin. “Excuse me. You in the back?” 

The class turned around to look at her. Robin was still rapt by the cardinal on the branch. A boy in the front row twirled his finger next to his temple.

Dr. Darkforest scolded him. “I don’t want to see that again.” This got everyone’s attention, including Robin’s. “Your heartless gesture has told me much more about yourself than it has about her.”

“I’m very sorry, sir,” the student said.

Dr. Darkforest looked up. “Now, miss, would you mind telling us your name?”

“My name?” Robin said. The students restrained their giggles.

“Yes, please.”

“Robin.”

“And your last name?” the professor asked.

“Austin,” she said. “Robin Austin is my full name. I’m sorry, sir.”

“No, no, that’s quite all right. What’s your major, Miss Austin?”

“I don’t have one yet, sir.”

“Well, maybe you’ll find Political Science to your suit.”

“Maybe so, sir.” Robin felt her face flush with blood as she realized that everyone was looking at her.

“Do you have any hobbies?”

She swallowed. “Prayer. And reading. And I like to draw sometimes.” Robin’s manner resulted in another suppressed titter from the audience. She wrapped her arms around herself and held her head down.

“Thank you, Miss Austin,” Dr. Darkforest said. “Those are very noble hobbies.” Robin gave a barely perceptible nod, and Dr. Darkforest moved on to the girl at the front of the next row.

––––––––
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HE PARKED IN FRONT of the Pitt Street Pharmacy, got out, and looked around.

“The town hasn’t changed much since I left,” the young man said to himself. It was a bright, sunny day, the kind he always remembered. “I hope everything is still the same.”

He walked into the drug store and sat down at the lunch counter.

“I’ll have a grilled cheese sandwich and a Cheerwine,” he said to the girl behind the counter. He spun around on his stool and surveyed the store. He was the only customer. 

“I’ve been out of town a couple of years.” His light, feathered hair seemed to flutter as he turned back to the girl. “I wonder if you know some of my old friends.”

“I go to Shadow Point College,” she said. “Do they go there?”

“No, they would have recently graduated. Do you know Daniel Riley?”

“I’ve heard of him. He’s dating Caroline Collins, right?”

“Right,” he said. “How about Ellen Austin?”

“I’ve heard of her, too, but I don’t know her personally.”

“October Adams?”

“That’s a funny name. Where have I heard it? Oh, yeah, I’ve been to her church before. She’s a nun, right?”

“Right,” the man said, “but I think her term’s about to expire.”

“Did you go to SPC?” 

“For a little while.”

“What brings you back into town?” She served him the sandwich on a little white paper plate. It was cut into two perfect triangles. Melted cheese oozed over the sides. She placed a pickle spear on the plate.

“I came back to see some of my old pals,” he said. “But there’s more to it than that. You see, last year I made the biggest mistake of my life. And now I’m hoping it’s not too late to make up for it.”

“It’s never too late to say ‘I’m sorry,’” the girl said.

“It’s never too late to say it,” the young man said, “but it may be too late for it to matter.”

––––––––
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THE SHADOW POINT RECREATION Department was located on the first floor of Town Hall on Pitt Street. It was Daniel Riley’s first day as interim director. An office and secretary were at his disposal, but it was hardly enough. He was having fun, but the job was demanding.

“Who knew signing up kids for swimming lessons would be so much work?” he said. 

Caroline sat across from his desk wearing a Pink Panther t-shirt and an admiring smile. “I know you’re up to it,” she said. Her curly auburn hair accentuated the emerald eyes beneath her round, silver glasses. “You’re up to whatever you choose to tackle, my love.”

“I appreciate the encouragement. It helps.” He sported attractive black hair fashioned in peaks and valleys like the waves of the ocean. He had dark, angular features and a tight physique. His hazel eyes glowed with empathy.

“I hope you’ll let me treat you to lunch on your first day.”

“I’m grateful for the offer, but I can’t. I have to get over to the fields and chalk the lines. T-ball games start at three o’clock. I’m sorry, Care.”

“That’s okay,” she said. 

But it wasn’t okay. She often thought of Daniel’s past relationship with Ellen. One factor that led to their breakup was time: he poured himself into his work, which took him away from her. Caroline feared her relationship with Daniel dying from the same affliction.  

“Actually,” Caroline said, “it’s not okay. I know you want to keep this job and do your best, but you are entitled to a lunch break, and I insist you take it with me.”

“I want to, but I’m afraid there won’t be time.”

“I’m afraid there won’t be time for me,” she said. “Please, Daniel? It’s only lunch. Thirty minutes. You can tell me all about what’s gone on. Maybe I can even help you line the chalk!”

“Chalk the lines,” he corrected. He shook his head. “When you pout, you can get whatever you want from me. We’re going to have to change that.” They stared at each other for a long moment. “Not today, though. Let’s go.” She smiled as they rose. “But if those poor little kids have to play T-ball on fields that aren’t lined with chalk, I’m going to send their tears to you.”

––––––––
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“MMMM,” OCTOBER HUMMED as her lips pressed firmly against Jordan Townsend’s. When he answered the knock on his study door at the Carolina Harbor Presbyterian Church, she surprised him with this physical display of passion.

“The secretary’s around here somewhere,” he murmured. His arms roped around her petite body. “We could get caught.”

“And would that be so bad, pastor?” She stared into his deep brown eyes and absorbed his brawny handsomeness. It seemed to take every muscle working together to forge the hardy smile on his chiseled face. With his short, light brown hair and tall, sturdy physique, he looked like the proverbial captain of the football team.

“It might. She might get jealous. Presbyterians are notorious for jealousy.”

“That’s too bad. Anglicans are notorious for scratching the eyes out of anyone who tries to interfere in their relationships.” She snaked her fingers through his hair.

“Nevertheless,” he said between kisses, “let’s converse now, kiss later.”

“I’ve got a better idea.” She held up a brown paper bag. “Let’s eat now, converse later, and kiss for the rest of our lives.”

“The way to a man’s heart is through his stomach,” Jordan said with a grin. He took the bag to his desk. October sat down on the big sofa across from him.

“Ham and Swiss, all the way, hot, side order of fries and a Mountain Dew,” she said.

“Terrific,” he said, digging in. “I’m starving.”

“How well do I know you? When you call me up and ask me to pick up lunch for you, I don’t even have to ask what you want.”

“That’s not the only reason I keep you close by.”

“What’s another?” she said. 

“Because I love you.”

She blushed. “I have to get back soon. It’s chaos at the church.”

“What’s going on?”

“Today, they vote to call a new minister to fill Brent’s position.”

“It’s about time.”

“The supply of Anglican ministers in this region is evidently low. Anyway, I’ll be thankful Deacon Marshall isn’t running things anymore. He makes me do all the tough work.”

“You can handle it,” Jordan said.

“Yes, but my service ends in just a few weeks. It’s going to take time to transition a new minister, and who do you think has to do that? Once school starts and I’m teaching Bible classes at St. Madeline’s, I won’t have time to help. So I hope things are finalized today.”

“Any idea who it will be?”

“The name Zachary Lowell keeps coming up. At least that’s what Owen tells me.”

“I forgot that Owen Parker is head of the search committee. He sure jumped right in after leaving All Souls.”

“Yes, and he’s awful,” October said. “He’s moody and condescending. I know Ellen hurt him, but he shouldn’t take it out on others, especially me.”

“I never understood that relationship anyway. Ellen knew what she was getting into when she started to date him.”

“She thought he had changed. People change sometimes.”

It was his turn to absorb her fresh, natural allure. October’s big brown eyes held a look of constant wonder. Her short brown hair was cut in sharp right angles around her kitten-like face, but only her bangs showed from beneath her head covering. “I know,” he said, “and I’m very thankful for it.”

She went over and sat on his lap. “Can I have a fry?” 

“You don’t like how I usually just throw them into your mouth from across the room like a seal?” 

“I hate it.” Her lips floated closer to his.

“So do I.” He popped a french fry into her mouth. 

She wrapped her arms around his neck and buried her face in his shoulder. “I love you, too,” she whispered.

––––––––
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OWEN SAT AT THE HEAD of the conference table at the Willow Hill Anglican Church. Around him were the four other members of the pulpit search committee.

“As you can see from the resume,” Owen said, “the gentleman has everything we could want in a minister. We have heard from him personally. We know his faith and his philosophy. He is young and energetic, and that’s just what we need around here.” 
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