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Prologue

Tuesday, March 27

The Face at the Window
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“DOESN’T THIS REMIND you of the night before our wedding?” Caroline Riley asked her husband.

They were walking through a cemetery. 

“I don’t remember it being that bad,” Daniel said.

“Have you forgotten? It was only three months ago. You called me at eleven o’clock that night and said you had to see me. So we met for a walk.”

“I remember that.”

“And as we walked,” Caroline said, “it was getting close to midnight. And I said that if anyone saw us together after midnight, they’d let us have it because the groom’s not supposed to see the bride on their wedding day.”

“Until the wedding,” Daniel said.

“Of course,” Caroline said. “So you said—”

“I said we should walk someplace where no one would see us, like the cemetery.”

“You do remember.” She was pleased. She was always pleased when he remembered cute, memorable things about their relationship.

“But as I recall, we didn’t walk through the cemetery. You said you didn’t want to tempt fate, so you made me walk you home. Then I kissed you on your front porch until 11:59. That part I remember very well.”

“As do I,” she said. 

“But if we didn’t walk through the cemetery, how could this remind you of that?”

“It’s like the walk we almost had. It’s a ... a near memory.”

“A near memory,” he mused. “I like that. If those are valid, then I have a lot of near memories.”

“About what?” She clutched his hand and squeezed closer.

“About taking you to that expensive restaurant in Andover and not spilling garlic butter all over your dress ... About kissing you on the sofa that time and having my mom not walk in unannounced ... And of course avoiding that horrible incident with those seagulls on the beach last summer.”

She tittered. “You mean the ones that dropped their bombs in your hair?” 

“Those would be the ones.” They stepped around headstones and flower pots. It was getting more difficult to see under the darkening sky. “What about you?”

“My near memories?” She seemed happily reflective. Then, suddenly, her face fell. She couldn’t help it. She didn’t want to remember, but the waves of flashbacks crashing on the seashore of her mind carried dark foam from the deep. “Not getting raped,” she murmured. “Not losing my child. Not losing my cousin.”

He held her closer and whispered a long, soft shhhh. “Try not to think about those things. It’s not good. Besides, God has a greater plan than ours.”

“I know,” she said. “I’m sorry to have spoiled the moment.”

“Well, we are walking through the cemetery. Lovely as it is, it isn’t exactly the happiest place in town. How did we even end up here?”

“You said you knew a shortcut.”

“Right. It’s over there.” He guided her to a narrow lane through a brake of trees.

“Daniel! Over there! Behind that oak tree. I think I just saw something.”

“Probably a raccoon or possum.”

“No, no. It looked like ... it looked like a face!”

They stopped. Daniel squinted at the tree, but it was too dark. 

“Sorry, Caroline, I can’t see anything. But don’t let yourself get scared. I mean, who—”

Just then, they both saw the figure of a person scurrying behind trees back through the woods. Just as fast as it appeared, it was gone.

“I saw it that time,” he said. He looked down at Caroline and kissed the top of her red head. “Probably some kids playing hide and seek or something. Kids do that through here all the time.”

“Yeah,” she said warily. “Yeah, I suppose you’re right.”

“Come on, let’s get going.”

Hand in hand, they took the shortcut back home.

––––––––
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REV. JORDAN TOWNSEND, pastor of Carolina Harbor Presbyterian Church, sat at his desk in the quiet of his church study, working on his next sermon. The ideas were flowing easily tonight, and he hated to stop when inspiration struck—even if it meant staying up later than he should. Even if it meant not calling his fiancée, October Adams.

She’ll understand, he thought as he wrote down a scripture reference. She always does. That’s one reason I’m going to marry her. 

He looked at her photograph on his desk. Her kitten face and short brown hair glimmered in the Shadow Point sun. Jordan’s eyes lingered on the contours of her lips, the dimples in her smile, and the pinkness in her cheeks.

Just that quickly, he was off the sermon and on to October. Ever since he fell in love with her when she was a nun in the service of the Anglican Church, his love had only intensified. What few conflicts they surmounted only seemed to make their devotion more powerful, more real. Their wedding would be on Saturday, just four days away. He could hardly wait. Then he could be with her completely ... and forever.

His heart poured love on her like a waterfall. It didn’t matter to him about October’s past, about how her mother had forced her into teenage prostitution. October had endured the worst kind of childhood imaginable, but she had escaped. She had come to Shadow Point and attended Shadow Point College, where she met Dickey Davenport—the two were going to be married, but when Dickey found out about October’s history, he walked away from their engagement. That’s when she fled to the convent.

Eventually, she recovered from the heartbreak, mostly by falling in love with Jordan. It was a solid love. A true love. An unconditional love. Like the most modern of giant ocean freighters, their love seemed virtually unsinkable.

Even when Dickey returned to try to reconcile with her, October spurned him, latching even tighter to Jordan. The ordeal had strengthened their relationship, but it didn’t work out well for Dickey: he spiraled into depression and turned to drugs. In December, at the nadir of despair, he died in a single-car crash. 

By that time, it mattered little to October. She took it in stride. She had the man she really loved. And she was going to marry him. Soon.

The clock caught Jordan’s eye. 

Almost midnight. Time to give up the sermon for tonight. Busy day tomorrow. 

He picked up a file folder and turned to put it into a cabinet behind his desk.

That’s when he saw it.

A face in the window. Along the edge. A woman’s face. She was peering into his office. 

He pretended not to see her and continued with his business.

He turned back around. The face scared him. His heart raced.

Maybe she’s gone now.

He turned once again to the window.

Her face was still there, as if she had no idea she could be seen. Her eyes darted left and right, up and down. She seemed to be surveilling his office. He did not recognize her, but something in her expression felt dark and dangerous.

He unlocked a special drawer of his cabinet and reached to the very back. There was a black pistol there. He pulled it out stealthily. Gripping it in his quivering hand, he went to the back door.

He whisked it open and ran out into the windy night.

She was gone.















I. Penumbra



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1

Thursday, March 29

The Serendipity
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SPRING, 1979. 

In his office at the Shadow Point All Souls Church, Micah Austin ate a barbecue sandwich. Across from his desk sat his fiancée, Dawn Appleton, eating a BLT. 

“Good?” he said.

She nodded.

If October came to Jordan with a history of her own, Dawn and Micah made their own history. Their relationship, still in its premarital prologue, had already survived a lifetime’s worth of crests and valleys.

It had survived Dawn’s blood cancer, its remission, its return, and another remission.

It had survived the possibility that Micah and Dawn were brother and sister. They weren’t—though they discovered that Dawn was a daughter of Micah’s archenemy, the Satanic high priest Aven Ashworth.

It had survived Micah’s conflict with Aven and the forces of the Albemarle coven.

It had survived the attempted seduction of Micah by the daughter of another nemesis, the leader of the Watchtower Guardians, Arianna Graham. 

It had survived their continuing struggle with a mutually magnetic carnal craving.

It had survived the attempted rape of Dawn by Rev. Zachary Lowell.

It had survived the death of Dawn’s adopted brother in the fall of the St. Madeline’s carillon tower.

It had even survived Dawn’s near-drowning at sea.

It not only survived—it thrived. It was as if everything meant to tear them apart had the opposite effect. They were more in love now than they were the day before.  

Their happiness made them wary. It seemed that whenever their lives were settling down, a new turmoil would arise. But if another crisis was on the horizon, there was little evidence of it today. They ate lunch together in blissful serenity.

“It’s official,” Micah said after taking a sip of sweet tea. “Mrs. Westbrook’s retiring. She gave me her letter today.”

“She’s not going to be the church secretary anymore?” Dawn said. “But she loved this job.”

“After Rhett’s death, she said she wanted to spend more time with her grandkids.”

“I can understand that.”

“So,” Micah said sheepishly, “there’s an opening. A church secretary, you know, can’t just be anybody.”

Dawn smiled. She knew what her twenty-five-year-old fiancé was really saying. He wanted her to take the position. 

It made sense. She had left her job as a kindergarten teacher at Calhoun Elementary to travel the seas with Camden after Christopher died. She could return to that job, but not until the fall. And even then, she wasn’t certain it was the right place for her. In the meantime, she was working as a substitute teacher, but she didn’t like getting to know students for a day and then leaving them behind. 

“Are you asking me to apply for the job, Reverend?” she said.

“Well, it’s not personal, you know,” Micah said. “It’s just that you possess many of the qualities I’m looking for in a good church secretary. You have wonderful manners. You are not easily irritated. You keep impeccable records. You are good on the phone. You have a great rapport with the people at church. Also, you’re beautiful to look at, you kiss like an angel, you smell like spring, and I absolutely love the way you hold a pencil.”

Dawn’s white teeth showed through a coy grin. “Is that so? I don’t remember you ever remarking on the way I hold a pencil.”

“Well, it’s not the kind of thing that comes up in ordinary conversation.”

She leaned forward and put her elbows on the desk. Her summer-blue eyes glistened in the yellow sunlight streaming through the window. “Would you mind elaborating, Rev. Austin?”

“Of course.” He lifted his hand to demonstrate. “I admire the way you use your middle three fingers as support. See, most people just use their thumb and middle finger with the index finger as a guide. I think your grip gives you more power and control.”

“And is this quality essential to being a church secretary?” 

“Oh, certainly. Oh, yes, very much so. Pencils are our writing instrument of choice around here. We eschew pens and crayons and finger paint and that sort of childish nonsense. No, a secretary for the All Souls Church must be able to admit that they make mistakes, and what’s a better symbol of that than a pencil with an eraser?”

“Have you noticed how I hold my eraser, too?”

The dark-haired, dark-eyed minister thought. “Well, in all honesty, Miss Appleton, I can’t say that I have.”

Her mellifluous voice held the tinge of a southern accent. “Do you know why?” He shook his head. “Because when I’m around you, I never make mistakes.”

They gazed flirtatiously into each other’s adoring faces.

“You know,” he said, “if I didn’t have barbecue sauce on my face, I’d come right over this desk and kiss you on the lips.”

“Is that also part of the job description?”

“No, but it will get you time and a half if you let me do it.”

“That could be an offer too good to refuse.”

She lifted her cup of sweet tea, wrapped her red lips around the straw, and sucked. Micah shook his head, rousing himself from a love-induced trance. 

They resumed their lunches in a state of exhilaration. Micah asked her if she would seriously be interested in taking the job. “I really do need someone I can trust. Plus, I think it would be fun to work together.”

“I agree,” she said. “But then again, it might be hard to draw the line between personal and professional.”

“I know,” he admitted, “but I’m willing to chance it. The ball’s in your court. If you feel this is where God wants you, the job is yours.”

“I will consider it,” Dawn said, “but there is a slight complication.”

“Do tell,” Micah said.

“Mrs. Banner from the Christian Thrift Shop called me this morning. She said that Jane Hunter is quitting as clerk once she has her baby.”

“Let me guess,” Micah said. “She offered you your old job back.”

“She did.”

Micah finished chewing the last bite of his sandwich and leaned back in his chair. He put his hands behind his head. “The Christian Thrift Shop. That place brings back many fond memories. Do you remember how, before we started going out, I would go in there twice a day?”

“I remember it well. I always looked forward to it. You were so fun and so funny, the way you would make fun of some of the corny products in there. I guess I didn’t realize it—or at least didn’t want to admit it—but I was sooo in love with you. Remember that time we had a special on leather Bibles, and you asked me if I supported killing animals so we could have nice book covers? I laughed so hard.” She sighed. “Oh, I loved that job.”

“Are you going to take it?”

“I’ve been thinking about it.”

“It would be like old times.”

She tilted her head, and her shiny brown hair brushed against the right shoulder of her white blouse. “But Micah, that’s what I’m afraid of. Would it really be like old times? It could still be good, but it would be a lot different. We have a different relationship now. And that was so long ago.”

He nodded. “You’re right. It wouldn’t be exactly the same. I wouldn’t trust you alone in that storage closet anymore.”

She bit her lips and blushed. “Well, that aside, I wonder if I would be taking the job only because I want to capture some nostalgia that I feel for our past.”

“I see your point.” He wiped his mouth. “You’ve got some praying to do. Keep on teaching, be my secretary, or work at the Christian Thrift Shop.”

“Or do something else.”

He raised his eyebrows. “Like what?” 

“I don’t know. Maybe something more adventurous. Something where God uses me for something bold. I mean, look at me. Church secretary or sales clerk. Those aren’t exactly missionary-like jobs.”

“No,” Micah said, “but someone has to do them. And maybe God wants you.”

“Maybe,” Dawn said, “but for once I’d like to do something with some risk to it. At sea on the boat last year, I realized that I rarely take risks for God’s sake. And I want to. I want to be like you, Micah: you’re always putting yourself on the line to stand in the gap for others. I want to do that, too. Maybe that’s teaching. Maybe it’s something else. I need to keep praying, and I need you to keep praying for me.”

“Oh, I will. Don’t worry.” He was suddenly quiet.

“What are you thinking about?” 

“I’m thinking that whenever you mention ‘adventure,’ it always seems to get us in trouble.”

“But,” she said with a big grin on her face, “it always makes us stronger, doesn’t it?”

“Yes, it does.”

She scooped up her trash and threw it away. She went to his side of the desk to take his paper cup. He grasped her hand and gave it a tug. She fell onto his lap. Their lips met in a long kiss. 

She murmured into his ear, “If I worked here, do you think we would ever get much work done?”

“That depends on how you define work.”

She rested her head on his shoulder. “I’d better go and let you try to do some of it.”

“So soon?”

“We shall meet again. I’ll come over to your house tonight and let you watch me hold some pencils.”

He smiled as she walked away, closing the door gently behind her.

“I love everything about that woman,” he said.

––––––––
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THAT AFTERNOON, THE visitation for Mr. Gavin Millwood took place at the Anglican Church. While family and friends of the deceased elderly man filed into the fellowship hall after viewing the open coffin in the sanctuary, Jordan Townsend and October Adams watched from a corner of the room.

“There’s Mrs. Packard,” Jordan said. “Did you know she’s only got three fingers on her right hand?”

“Really?” October said. “I never noticed it.” 

“She covers it up.”

“What happened?”

“Her daddy ran over them with a tiller when she was seven.”

“Good heavens!”

“She always holds out her left hand, never her right. At church next Sunday, you offer her the right hand of fellowship and watch her flinch.”

“There’s Mr. Harding from the post office,” October said. “I forgot to tell you: I was in there mailing a letter last week, and he was sitting on a stool.”

“Wasn’t standing up?” Jordan said.

“Nope. He was sitting just as comfortably as anyone, like he was waiting for Fourth of July fireworks.”

“Hmm,” Jordan said. “I wonder what was wrong.”

“I did, too, so I asked him. He said he fell out of the bed and hurt his back. I’ll just bet he did.”

“What do you think really happened?”

“I think his wife probably kicked him out of bed. Have you seen the way he hangs all over her? He’s like a monkey in a banana tree. I saw them at Rodenberg’s one day in the canned fruit aisle, and he was nibbling on her ear. I thought, is this a grocery store or a Holiday Inn?”

“Well, there’s nothing wrong with a healthy physical relationship when you’re married, Babe.”

“Yes, but they’re eighty-six years old! Home’s one thing, but cool it when you’re in the canned fruit aisle.”

“Maybe that post office job causes a lot of pent-up energy,” Jordan said. “You know, all those tightly sealed envelopes.”

She laughed. “Maybe so.”

“Won’t you indulge me in the canned fruit aisle if we make it to eighty-six?”

“Let’s take it one day at a time. Right now, I’m just trying to make it to our honeymoon.”

He smiled wryly. “Don’t put that thought in my mind, October. We’re at a wake.”

“Sorry, Lover,” she whispered. 

“By the way, let me tell you what happened at church last night.” He described the face in the window.

“And you have no idea who it could be?” she said.

“None.”

“Do you think you should call the police?”

“Well, she didn’t really do anything criminal. It’s not like I was in a private home. And what would a middle-aged woman be up to, anyway?”

October rolled her eyes. “Around Shadow Point, you never know. Something weird’s always lurking behind the next tree. And you never know when it’s going to jump out and get you.”

Before Jordan could agree, Mrs. Suttle came over and complimented October on her black pumps. When she left them, October whispered to Jordan, “Did she smell like men’s cologne to you?”

“October!” he whispered in mock shock. “What are you insinuating? Mrs. Suttle’s a deacon’s daughter.”

“I’m not insinuating. I’m just stating a fact.” 

Jordan chuckled. He adjusted the cuffs on his dark suit coat and ran his fingers against his sandy blonde hair to make sure it was still in place. “Is everything ready for the rehearsal tomorrow?” 

“All set. I talked to the pianist today. The flowers will be ready. The photographer’s lined up. I think we’re ready to go.” Her brown eyes lit up. “Oh, Jordan, I’m so excited!”

“I hate to say it because I’m notorious for being unexcitable, but I’m getting excited, too.”

“I wish we didn’t have this funeral today. It doesn’t set the right mood for a wedding.”

“Mr. Millwood really should have been more accommodating with his death,” he said.

“I didn’t mean it like that. It’s just ... Well, the last funeral I went to was Dickey’s, and it brings back some tangled emotions for me.”

Jordan eyed her. “You’re not getting second thoughts, are you, Babe?”

“Are you kidding?” Her brown eyes blazed. “Not on your life, Lover. But I do sometimes feel like a ball of nerves. I can’t think straight. I can’t sleep. It’s just excitement, I guess.”

“You seem pretty calm now.”

“I think it’s this funeral. It’s sedating me. And it’s the reminders of Dickey. I can’t help remembering how he treated me when I told him about ...” October’s face tightened, and the next two words came through gritted teeth. “My mother.”

Jordan knew that any remembrance of October’s mother and her past sent her into a dark mood. He was sorry it had come up.

“Hey, Babe,” he said, putting his arm around her, “don’t think about her. Don’t think about the past. Think about the future we’re going to have together.”

“I know.” She looked down. She wiped a tear from her red face. “I wish ... I wish I was pure for you ...”

“October, listen,” he said in a tender whisper, “none of what happened was your fault. Besides that, as far as I’m concerned, you are pure for me. Look, virginity isn’t just a physical state. It’s a state of mind and heart—and it’s something that has to be given; it can’t be wrenched away from you.” She leaned into him to feel his reassurance. “What happened was your mother’s fault, and one day she’s going to pay for it.”

“You’re right.” October straightened and took a deep breath. She gazed at him as he looked at her tear-stained face and mist-filled eyes with tenderness. “Jordan,” she said with grinning confidence, “we’re getting married!” 

––––––––
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PATRICK LEAF’S HIGH school English students knew the object of his desire only by the name of “Her.” Each day, they peppered Patrick with questions about “Her.”

“Did you see Her at church last night?”

“Did you ask Her out?”

“Why don’t you buy Her some flowers?”

“How come Her isn’t as in love with you as you are with Her?”

This last question was especially intriguing to the girls in his class. They couldn’t find anything not to like about young Mr. Leaf.

But the reality was that “Her,” whose alias was known only to a select few, did not seem attracted to Patrick. Ellen Austin was one of his best friends, but that’s as far as it went. Micah always said that Patrick could have just about any unmarried woman in Shadow Point (as well as a few who were already wed). Sadly for Patrick, the one girl he couldn’t have was the only one he wanted.

“Then one day,” Patrick said, continuing a lesson on the American writer Sylvia Plath, “she went home, turned on the gas stove, put her head into it, and killed herself.”

“All that because of a man?” someone asked.

“Well, not exactly. Plath was haunted by quite a few demons, not just unfulfilled romance.”

“Hey, Mr. Leaf, that sounds like you,” a boy said.

The girls let out a collective moan of compassion for their lovelorn lecturer.

“Derek, that was mean!” Marianne said to her boyfriend. “He could do a lot better than you could on the open market.”

Marianne’s bullseye insult earned another class reaction. 

“All right, that’s enough,” Patrick said, wrestling back control.

“I was just kidding, Mr. Leaf,” Derek said.

“I know. It’s okay. But the truth is that almost all of us at some time experience unfulfilled relationships. It just so happens that I’ve been in the middle of one for about eight years.”

“Did you talk to Her yesterday?” Marianne asked.

“This is a bit off the subject,” Patrick said, “but I did. We talked for several minutes.”

Patrick thought back to yesterday afternoon. He walked down the sidewalk past Grant’s Discount Store. Outside of Berkeley Drugs, he saw Ellen sitting on a bench, eating a candy bar and drinking a soda.

“Patrick!” Ellen had said. “Hi! Sit down. What brings you around here?”

His heart raced, and he willingly obeyed. He felt like a quivering mess sitting so close to the woman he secretly loved. “I stopped in at Grant’s to get some batteries. My sister gave me this little handheld electronic game, Blip, but I didn’t have any double A’s, so ... What are you doing here?”

“Eating a Summit.” She smiled. “Here. Have half.” She offered him one of the double chocolate bars.

“Thanks,” he said. “I see you’re drinking Mountain Dew.”

“Shadow Point’s drink of choice,” Ellen said. “Funny you should mention that. I was just thinking about drinks.”

“Really?” 

“That’s the reason I came here. I was feeling nostalgic. When we were little, Micah’s mom would sometimes bring us to Deer’s Laundromat down at the other end of the shopping plaza.”

“Didn’t she have a washer?” Patrick asked.

“Yes, but no dryer. If it rained, she’d have to dry the clothes there. Micah and I would come down and look around Grant’s and Berkeley Drugs. It was neat because usually we went to Edwards and the Pitt Street Pharmacy downtown, not uptown. Well, on one particular day, Micah and I walked to the end of the plaza. There used to be a drink machine right there.” She pointed.

“I remember that machine. It was red and white.”

“Right! We stopped to look at all the sodas we couldn’t have, and we noticed an ‘Out of Order’ sign on it. Being dumb little kids, we playfully hit the buttons and out popped a Patio!”

“A whole patio?” Patrick said. “Boy, that thing really was out of order.”

“No, silly, the drink Patio. It was a grape soda.”

“The ones that came in the rough bottles?”

“Nah, that’s NuGrape. Patio came in the bottles with the soft criss-crosses on it.”

“Oh, right. Mr. Bob used to always have them at the barber shop.”

“Yeah, that’s right. Well, we had this free Patio grape soda, and we were very excited, but we felt a little guilty since we hadn’t paid for it. So we took it into Berkeley Drugs and showed it to the manager. We told him that the machine outside his store was giving away free sodas.”

“What did he say?”

“He winked and said, ‘That’s serendipity.’ Then he walked away. We didn’t know what he meant, but since we got to keep the soda, we were happy. So Micah and I came out here and sat on this very bench and shared a bottle of Patio while his mom dried clothes at the laundromat. We told puns and watched the rain and wondered what serendipity was. It’s just a fond little childhood memory I have. Last night, as I waited to fall asleep, it came back into my mind for no reason at all. So today I knew I had to walk over here. To remember, you know?”

“And here you are with your Summit bar and your Mountain Dew. Why not a Patio?”

“They don’t sell them here anymore,” Ellen said. “‘Nothing gold can stay.’”

Patrick nodded. “Did you ever find out what serendipity was?” 

She took a swig of the sweet citrus soft drink. “Sure did. We asked Micah’s mom, and she told us it was unexpected delight. It became one of our favorite words.” Her face turned more serious. “I wonder ... You’re an English teacher, Patrick, so you know a lot of words.”

“A few, I guess.”

“What’s the opposite of serendipity?”

“Why on earth would you want to know that?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “As I sat here, I tried to think of all the serendipity that’s ever happened to me and thank God for it. It seems that lately, though ... Well, I’m not trying to be deliberately negative or anything, but it just seems like my life is getting mired in the opposite of serendipity.” She quickly bundled up her candy wrapper and put it into her purse. “Oh, I’m just being foolish.”

“No,” Patrick said, “just short-sighted.”

“What do you mean?” 

“Well, remember Micah’s sermon from Romans last week: All things happen for the greater good to those who love God.”

“Yeah?” Ellen said.

“That means that even if something appears to be negative, it really is good for you. Think about it. It means that in God, there can be no opposite of serendipity. Everything that happens to you is a version of serendipity. That makes even serendipity itself—”

“A kind of serendipity.” Ellen slowly smiled. “Thanks, Patrick. That’s a sweet thought. You really cheered me up.” A draft down the breezeway lightly blew her long, cinnamon hair. Her skin looked like cool porcelain. “You always do.”

“Anytime,” he said, and his heart fluttered.

Back in his classroom, Patrick Leaf was shaken from yesterday’s memory by a student’s voice.

“Did you ask Her out?” the girl said.

“No,” he said. “I’ve told you guys a thousand times. She told me she’s not ready to go out with me or anyone for a while. I had my chance back in December and ...” He recalled that ill-fated night. “It didn’t work out.”

“That was my fault.” Marianne dropped her head. She had commandeered Patrick to help her rescue a friend from a bad party on the night of his first date with Ellen. Though Ellen understood why she was “stood up,” and even commended Patrick for doing the right thing, things never got back on track after that. “I’m sorry, Mr. Leaf.”

“Now, Marianne, you know that wasn’t your fault. It wasn’t anyone’s fault. It’s just the way it is.”

There was a knock at the door.

“Maybe that’s Her,” someone said. The class laughed, but their mirth faded into the background the moment Patrick opened the door. It really was Her. She was standing alongside her cousin, Robin Austin.

“Hey!” he said, a bit too cheerily. The class leaned forward and listened in curious silence. “What are y’all doing here?”

“Our spring break at St. Madeline’s started today,” Ellen said, “so Robin and I met up at the park for lunch. Then we were thinking about going to that new movie tonight. Do you want to come with us?”

“It sounds exciting,” Robin said. “It’s the story of a French playwright who falls in love with a shark.”

“Wow, that does sound exciting,” Patrick said. “Unfortunately, I was planning to grade some papers tonight.”

“It can wait!” someone in the class shouted. 

Ellen and Robin laughed. “Well, we know what their vote is,” Ellen said.

“What time?” Patrick said.

“Meet us at Micah’s at six o’clock,” Ellen said. “Robin and I will cook you dinner.”

Patrick broke a wide grin. “That sounds terrific. Oh, but no seafood, please. If I’m going to watch a movie about a shark, I don’t want to be burping fish meat all night.”

“We’ll see what we can do,” Ellen said. “Sorry to interrupt your class. See you tonight.”

“Thanks for stopping by,” he said.

Ellen flashed a memorable farewell smile directly into his bottomless blue eyes. “It’s our pleasure,” she said. 

As the women turned to walk down the hall, he could hear Robin say, “Was he serious about not cooking seafood?”

When he closed the door, Patrick was greeted with another collective response from his students: a chorus of “Oohs.”

“Now, it’s not what you think,” Patrick said. “Those girls are related to my best friend, and I’ve been friends with them forever. We do a lot of things together. It’s just friendship.”

“Those are the girls you usually sit with at church,” a girl said. “I’d bet anything that one of them is Her.”

Wagers were immediately offered as to which one it was.

“I think it was the pretty one with the brown hair.”

“They were both pretty.”

“It was the one who was real white. That’s why she didn’t say much.”

“No, it was the one who gave him that watermelon-eating smile at the end.”

Patrick thought it fun to hear their speculations, but he needed to get back to Sylvia Plath. “Settle down. Fun’s over.”

“Will you just tell us one thing?” Marianne said.

“What?” Patrick said.

“Was one of those two girls Her?”

He hesitated. Oh, what could it hurt? “Yes,” he said.

“And you’re going out with her tonight!” someone said.

“Not alone,” Patrick pointed out.

“Mr. Leaf, how do you do it?” Derek asked. “I’d go crazy if I had to be around the person I loved all the time without ever having a real kind of relationship with her.”

“You have to have faith, Derek,” Patrick said. “I believe that God has already appointed the right person for me. And, somehow, someway, I believe that it just might be Her.”

“What if it doesn’t work out?” Marianne said.

“Well, in that case, one of these days, when I’ve finally had enough ... I’ll go home, turn on the gas stove, and put my head into it.”

There were several gasps until they realized he was joking. He pretty much always was.

––––––––
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SHELLY ROSEBROOK, SENIOR editor of the Shadow Point Courier, entered Owen Parker’s office to find his head and torso hanging outside the third-story rear window. 

Owen was the owner of the newspaper and chairman of the Shadow Point town council. Since a near-death experience in December, he was also a changed man. Once an individual of brooding anxiety, the thirty-two-year-old was suddenly a free spirit, a post-somnambulant Scrooge, a veritable Christian with all of his worries cast upon God. 

While Shelly knew this, it didn’t prepare her for the vision of his rear-end stuck in the window that overlooked Carolina Harbor. 

“Owen?” She wondered what in the world he was doing, but lacked the gumption to ask.

“Huh?” He pulled his body inside and stood before her, tall and lean. His stylishly cut light brown hair flitted over his forehead. In his hand was a fishing pole. The line went out of the window.

“Owen, are you ... fishing?” 

“Yes, I am,” he said, depositing the fishing pole into an apparatus beside his desk. “Ever since I’ve come to Shadow Point, I’ve marveled at those people who go out to the Old Bridge and just fish until their hearts’ contentment—or at least until their coolers are filled. Unfortunately, there’s too much work to be done here at the paper, so I decided to do both. I mean, what good is it to have an office that overlooks the harbor if you can’t fish in it, right?” He gazed at her with his trademark grin.

“Uh ... right,” she said.

“Oh, and Shelly, look!” He could barely contain his excitement. “Someone gave me this ... thing.” He pointed to the apparatus that held the fishing pole. “It keeps my pole in place so I can work. When I get a bite, the pole will bend, I’ll see it, and then I can pick up the pole and reel in dinner.”

Shelly looked on in amazement. “So that pole goes all the way out to the harbor?”

“No, silly. The pole ends right here. The line connected to the pole goes out to the harbor. And it’s not easy to get it out there, let me tell you. That’s why I had to reach out of the window.”

“I see,” she said. “And are they biting?”

“Don’t know. Just started. Now, what can I do for you? As you can see, I’m terribly busy.”

“Well, I ...” She wanted to keep a professional air, but she just couldn’t. “You know, boss, I just have to say that you’ve really changed in the past few months. You’re not at all the man you were last year.”

“Is it a positive change?” he asked.

“Although it’s weird and ridiculous sometimes—like now—I would say, on the whole, yes, it’s a very positive change.”

“Excellent. I mean, after all, as Christians, we should never stop trying to change.”

“I agree,” she said. “And I would also—”

“Wait!” He put up his hand to cut her off. “You’re here!”

She wasn’t sure how to respond. “I am.”

“You’ve been gone,” he said, as if it were just dawning on him.

“That’s true.”

“Vacation?” 

“Sort of. I went to Ireland, remember? You gave me the trip for Christmas. I just got back on Monday.”

“Right, right, right. Of course. Did you have a great time?”

“I did. I really did. It was invigorating.”

“Wonderful,” he said. “I’m so glad you enjoyed it. It’s good to get away from things now and again.”

“Yes, it is. I can’t thank you enough, Owen. It was such a generous—”

He held up his hand again. “Don’t mention it. Now, what can I do for you?”

She stepped closer to his uncluttered desk. “Two things. First, how do you want to cover the strange noises coming from the Albemarle forest?”

He twisted his face. “Strange noises are coming from the Albemarle forest?”

“According to town gossip,” she said. “Mostly it’s a lot of talk from some of the kids who live nearby and play in those woods—you know, that dense swathe between St. Madeline’s and Serendipity Street out past the pecan grove.”

“What kind of noises?”

She held a finger to her chin and raised her eyes toward the ceiling. “Let’s see, I’ve heard them variously described as long hums, short blasts, mechanical grinding, airy notes, musical patterns—”

“Fine, fine,” he said, waving his hands. “Check it out. If you don’t find anything, have Harry run it in the gossip section.”

“Okay.” She looked at him with a more serious expression. “There’s also the matter of the second issue. I’m working on a story. The anniversary of the Albemarle affair is coming up, and I need your advice.”

“Of course. I’m glad you’re working on that. People need to be reminded of what almost happened to this town. If Albemarle hadn’t fallen ...” He reached up to adjust his red foulard necktie. “Well, I think this would be a very different place.”

“Owen, I want to interview Kendall Meadows. She knows the whole story from the inside out, and—”

“No,” he said flatly. “Out of the question. I forbid it.”

“Just like that?” Shelly said.

“Just like that. The poor girl’s been through enough—things no one really knows about. She doesn’t need to be pestered with all of this digging up of old graves.”

“But you just said that people needed to be reminded—”

“Some people,” Owen said. “Not Kendall. Believe me, Shelly, she lives with Albemarle and Aven Ashworth every day of her life.” Shelly mumbled something under her breath. “What did you say?”

Her nostrils flared. “I said that you’ve grown awfully protective of her. She’s not a little girl, you know. She’s a grown woman, and she was involved in a big deal that was partly her own responsibility. She has an obligation to the community to explain it, and you have an obligation to let her.”

“Shelly, my dear,” Owen said in a voice that would have been condescending a few months ago but now sounded sincere, “the newspaper business isn’t the newspaper business. It’s the people business. And if we journalists aren’t careful to treat our subjects like we would wish to be treated, then it becomes little more than formalized gossip. As the owner of this paper, I want to make sure that doesn’t happen. And that’s why I believe it is in Kendall’s best interest that you leave her alone and find someone else to interview about Albemarle.”

Shelly crossed her arms. “That’s fine, Owen, but are you sure you’re not playing favorites?”

Owen smiled at her. “Shelly, Kendall and I are nothing but friends. Okay?”

Shelly nodded. “If you say so, I guess I have to accept it.”

“But while we’re on the subject, what about you? How is your personal life lately?”

She sighed. “I just went on a cruise with a scrapbook of Rhett Westbrook. Does that tell you anything?” 

Rhett was a former Shadow Point deputy. He and Shelly dated before he was killed in the collapse of the carillon tower at St. Madeline’s Academy. Though they were only together a short while, Shelly was certain they possessed a very special love, and she could not stop feeling that they had been meant for much more. 

“I’d rather hear it directly,” Owen said.

“I’m coping with it, and I’m getting better,” she said. “But I’m not ready to move on. And even if I were, there isn’t anyone in my life to move on with.”

Owen looked at her. With her alabaster skin, sky-blue eyes, and blonde hair, she was a remarkably comely woman. More importantly, she was smart and eloquent. He knew she would one day make a wonderful partner for someone. 

“What about Tim Sullivan?” Owen said. “Didn’t you date him about a year ago? He’s a nice fellow.”

She could see that Owen was trying to help and meant no harm, but she didn’t want to talk about her love life with him anymore.

“He was quite nice,” she said, “but we weren’t right for each other.”

“Was that because he’s black and you’re white?”

“No, I think it just wasn’t meant to be. Simple as that.”

Owen nodded. “Shelly,” he said with compassion, “just stay the course. Stick with what you know about God. He’s going to take care of you. He’s got special plans for you. You know that, right?”

“I do.” She smiled. “You know, it wasn’t so long ago that I was telling you that.”

“How do you think I learned it?” Owen said. 

She stood up straight in an attempt to turn the conversation in a more professional direction. “I suppose I’ll dig up some other witnesses for the Albemarle story. Maybe you’re right about Kendall. She has been through a lot. And speaking of Kendall, the secretary gave me these phone messages for you.” She held a small stack of notes.

“Who are they from?”

“Let’s see. Kendall. Woo hoo. Just friends, eh?”

He smirked. “Just friends. Put that on my desk.”

“The mayor.” 

“That’s trash. I already spoke to him.” She threw it away.

“The governor.”

“Trash,” he said.

“The governor?”

“He’s a tedious bore,” Owen said.

“Micah Austin.”

“Desk.”

“Republican Party headquarters.”

“Trash.”

“Democratic Party headquarters.” 

“Double trash.”

“And someone I don’t know. Jeanette Summers.”

“Jeanette Summers?” he repeated. 

“The phone number is from the Concord House Inn.”

“Interesting,” he said. “Sounds mysterious. Let me have that one. I’ll go over and see who it is.”

“Why don’t you just call back?” 

He stared at her bemusedly. “That’s no fun.”

The fishing pole next to his desk abruptly bent forward into a dramatic arc.

“You got a bite!” Shelly yelped. The pole jumped out of the apparatus and was dragged toward the window. Owen leaped over his desk and threw his whole body onto the floor. He flailed for the fleeing pole, finally grabbing and pulling it for dear life.

“It’s a beast!” he cried. He pulled the pole back and reeled frantically. Within moments, he hauled a twelve-inch-long flounder through his office window. “Ha ha!” he said, holding it up next to him. “What do you think about that, Shelly?”

“If only it were that easy to catch men,” she murmured.

“Do me a favor, will you? On your way out, have my secretary call someone to come clean this sucker so I can fry it up for dinner tonight.”

“Does Kendall like fish?” she asked.

Owen raised his eyebrows. “We’ll see.”

––––––––

[image: ]


MARGARET ELLER MANEUVERED through the double doors of the school library. At a table near the back, she saw Caroline Riley, the school librarian, and Ellen Austin, the orchestra teacher. 

Last fall, the tragedy at St. Madeline’s took the lives of Christopher Appleton, Rhett Westbrook, and Fenn McKnight. It might easily have taken the life of senior co-ed Margaret Eller. She was in a clandestine relationship with Christopher and was with him in the carillon tower when it collapsed. Through the mercy of God, Margaret escaped with her life and more: she became a Christian immediately after the disaster. 

Her escape, however, came at a price. Her legs, crushed in the debris, lost their capabilities. Only after intensive physical therapy was she able to walk with the use of crutches. Time would tell if the beautiful senior at St. Madeline’s Academy would ever be able to walk normally again, but for now, with a renewed heart, a second life, and hope, Margaret was satisfied.

Since then, Ellen Austin had taken Margaret under her wing. She hoped to show Margaret what a Christian life could be. Ellen sought to help her move past the loveless indifference of her parents and into the deep, boundless love of Christ. Teacher and student developed a strong bond. Margaret had come to look up to Ellen like a big sister.

“I’m sorry to interrupt,” Margaret said as she approached the table. 

“No bother,” Ellen said. “We were just planning some activities for after this luxurious two-week spring break.”

“Yeah, who says being a teacher is a bad job?” Caroline said. She and Ellen smacked hands in a playful high-five.

“Do you have a minute?” Margaret said. “I need some advice.”

“Of course,” Ellen said. 

“Have a seat,” Caroline said. “I’d forgotten you were staying on campus during the break. What’s going on? You’ve been doing so well lately. I can’t imagine you need academic help.”

“No, ma’am.” Margaret wore a troubled look on her fresh, slender face. “It isn’t me, really. It’s some of my dorm mates. The ones who are staying over break, too. It’s hard to put into words what I feel ...” Her voice was low and serious but retained the musical quality that accentuated her prettiness.

Ellen could sense Margaret’s confusion. “Just spill it out, girl. We’ll interpret it.” Her warm smile helped lessen Margaret’s anxiety.

“I feel like something strange is going on. Or, at least, is about to go on. Some of the girls have asked me to join a secret club they’re starting.”

“Have they said what kind of club?” Caroline asked.

“No, they just said it’s super secret, and we shouldn’t tell anyone. That didn’t seem right to me. I mean, it kind of goes against my ‘old nature,’ as Miss Adams would say, to tattle on friends, but I felt like I should tell someone.”

Caroline’s eyes behind her wire-rimmed glasses narrowed in a smile. “Thank you, Margaret. You did the right thing. But these kinds of secret clubs have been around a long time. I was in one when I was in high school. It was called ‘The Midnight Society’ because we met at midnight in the park. I was terrified the first time I went. I didn’t know what they were going to do. It turned out that they just talked about boys all night. I’m sure these girls, being away from home, are probably looking to ‘fit in’ somewhere and have an identity of their own. That’s likely what they’re up to. I wouldn’t worry about it if I were you.”
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