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Primary Cast of Characters

Ben Whitman: (Husband to Beth, appears loving but may be hiding a secret)

Billie Whitman: (Wife to Ben, struggling with a serious cancer diagnosis)

Mercy Caldwell: (Billie’s best friend and newly appointed garden club president)

Aly (Alyssa) Pierce: (New to Carolan Springs but holds her own secrets)

Jennifer Langley: (Flirty with men and focused on her looks; married to Brian)

Brian Langley: (Appears meek, but may not be as he seems)

James Hart: (Close friends with Ben; helps with building projects for the group)

Kim Leake: (Gardening group’s secretary/treasurer and the Whitmans’ neighbor)

... along with Carolan Springs residents: Anne, Kandi, Hope, Autumn, Spencer, Stewart, Sheriff Carson, and all the rest.

"I suppose sooner or later in the life of everyone comes a moment of trial. We all of us have our particular devil who rides us and torments us, and we must give battle in the end."

Daphne du Maurier
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The timid voice struggled against a choir of animated voices, all with lively conversations going at full blast. A woman around fifty with a crop of short ash-colored hair moved with a sense of urgency to the frail woman’s side. “Billie, please, sit down. Don’t exert yourself. I’ll take it from here.”

The sturdy woman escorted Billie to the nearby chair she’d vacated when she’d stood to address the gathering. The voices lessened as she helped Billie, who gingerly took her time sitting. Once in the chair, Billie adjusted the headscarf she wore by pulling it forward to hide the lack of hair. “Thank you, Mercy.” 

“Of course. Now, here, let’s keep you warm.” Mercy pulled a soft knitted coverlet from the back of the chair, which she tucked around Billie, who laid her frail hands in her lap. When this was all completed, Mercy stood erect. “Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for coming to our spring meeting. We’re privileged to have author and instructor Anne Freemont with us today to share some of her knowledge.” She clapped, and the group joined in with a polite response.

Anne smiled and did a slight wave to the group. “Hello, everyone. Thanks for the invite. I’ve been looking for a garden group, so happy to be included.”

Mercy turned to Billie, and tears gathered in the woman’s eyes as she struggled to retain her composure. Billie reached up and took Mercy’s hand, but everyone focused on Billie. Her voice whispered, and everyone across the room, as one, leaned forward to hear. “As you may know, my cancer has returned. It must just like me or something.”

The group laughed politely at her wan attempt at humor. 

“Anyway, I’m not giving up. I’ll beat it again.” She smiled. “Since I need to focus on my health for a bit, I’ve asked Mercy to take over as president for now, and she’s graciously accepted. You can’t ask for a better friend.” 

She squeezed Mercy’s hand before dropping her own back to her lap.

A disturbance caused everyone to turn toward the doorway. A tall man with a head full of thick, coppery hair entered the room. A sharp intake of breath caused Anne to look at the young woman sitting beside her. In contrast to the others in the room, she was much younger, with her jet-black hair stuffed up under a cap, which made her pale skin seem to glow. Anne puzzled over the young woman’s look but turned her attention back to the man who had disrupted the meeting. 

The man raked his hands through his copper hair and spoke. “Hello, everyone. I can’t stay. But I’ll be here when we start on the raised beds this weekend.” He strode over to a smaller man sporting a tattoo sleeve, a crop of sandy-brown hair, and a scruffy beard. “James. Good to see you, man.” 

They slapped each other on the back in the male version of friendship. The only other man in the room stood up. In contrast to the other two, he had a quieter demeanor. He wore a nametag which read Brian. Pushing his glasses back on his nose, Brian stood and held out his hand. “Ben.” 

The copper-haired newcomer shook hands with him. “Brian.”

Was it Anne’s imagination or were the two only polite for appearances’ sake? Their frosty demeanors gave off an awkward energy.

As Ben made to leave, a gorgeous woman who’d been sitting next to Brian made a pouty sound. “Ben, you didn’t say hello to me.”

Ben swiveled to the woman with waves of highlighted blonde hair cascading down her shoulders. Unlike others who were dressed in more casual attire for the event, she wore multi-colored tunic and white capris. Jewelry bands adorned her slim, tanned arms, and her long manicured nails were painted with flowers and matching colors. 

He took her offered hand, bent down, and air-kissed it. “Jennifer, good to see you. Looking good as always.”

“Hey, you’re showing us up, old man.” James punched Ben on the arm.

Anne cut a glance toward Brian. His fists clenched, and his neck and lower jaw reddened. There was definitely some animosity between the men. 

A harsh woman’s voice cut through their teasing. “You may want to address your wife.”

“Ah, Mercy. Glad you always keep us doing what’s right.” Ben blew Mercy a kiss before stooping over to brush his lips against Billie’s scarf-covered head. “See you later, babe.” 

She took the hand he’d set on her shoulder and smiled up at him. But Anne could see the poor woman struggling with pain. 

He addressed the group. “You all have fun, but don’t make too much work for us guys.” He cocked his head in a ‘come-here’ gesture, and James followed Ben from the room.

“Where were we?” Mercy said. “Oh, yes. I told Billie I would accept but only until she gets her strength back up. Before we hear from Anne, I’d like to introduce a new member to our group.” She picked up a piece of paper. “Als—sorry.”

The young woman sat up. “It’s pronounced A-lis-a, but everyone calls me Aly.” She clasped her hands together before addressing the group. “Hello, everyone. I moved here some months ago and I heard about this group so wanted to check it out. I live in an apartment right now, but I figure I’ll get some good information for when I have a place with a yard.”

“Welcome. We’re glad you’re here, Alyssa,” a woman with a short blonde bob responded. “I’m Kim Leake. We’re always happy to have younger people join us. The group has more individuals come out when we do events but not so many for these types of meetings, which are for more specialized areas. We rarely have a speaker, so this is a treat.”

“Please, call me Aly.” She shifted in her seat from the attention but had a sweet smile on her face. Hellos echoed around the room, but Anne was quick to notice a hint of irritation on Mercy’s face. Maybe Mercy didn’t like new people coming to the group, or maybe it was simply that Aly was the youngest person attending. Or it could be the Morticia Addams vibe the young woman gave off because of her straight ebony hair against pale skin.

Mercy nodded before addressing the group. “We need to be respectful of the time Anne has given us, so let’s return our focus to today’s meeting. Since Kim has introduced herself, I think it’s time for the minutes and treasurer report. Kim.” 

Mercy sat in a chair pulled in from the kitchen as Kim stood, notes in hand.

“We did great on the plant sale and the on-site consults. We purchased the wood and other items we need to build the raised beds for Jennifer’s new greenhouse, so we can start on it in the next few weeks. I’ve already spoken to Brian about how much we owe on it. So that leaves us at fifteen hundred dollars in savings and five thousand eight hundred ninety-five in the checking.” 

Kim read the minutes from their last meeting and after acceptance of each report, Mercy introduced Anne, who moved in front of a set of bookcases to give her talk.

Anne smiled at them. “Again, thanks for having me, and thank you, Billie, for inviting me. I know you had planned to have this at your primary first of year meeting, but I certainly know how crazy things can be. I’ve brought some papers to make notes and—” 

Anne dug in her backpack as a knock on the door sounded. Mercy walked over and opened the door. A young woman with bright cherry hair done up in a topknot with an aquamarine butterfly pin rushed in. “You forgot these on the printer. I thought you’d want them, so I, like, came over as quick as a mouse.”

“Thanks, sweetie,” Anne replied. “Everyone, this is Kandi.” 

Murmurs of hello went around the room.

Kandi spied Aly. “Hey ya. We meet again.” She nodded to Anne. “We, like, met at the grocery store the other day.” She plopped down in the seat Anne had vacated next to Aly, and the pair began chatting.

Mercy cleared her throat and interrupted them. “We’re starting our meeting now.”

Kandi pulled a face. “Sorry. Is it, like, okay if I stay?”

Mercy nodded, then turned to Anne and said, “Please continue.”

“Thank you for inviting me.” Anne smiled at Billie before addressing the group. “As you know, we have a very difficult time with a short growing season, and as we lead busy lives, we need to incorporate gardening that serves our needs. This is where a food forest comes in. Through creating a perennial gardening system that supplies food, you can work in a more automatic and efficient manner without as much input on your behalf. We can all employ this, and it’s important as it allows you to multiply your time spent elsewhere.”

Over the course of an hour Anne shared about the creation of a food forest with upper story trees, mid-story fruit trees and bushes, perennial edible and medicinal herbs and plants, vines, and fungi. Anne noted she would meet with Billie to plan such a space for her yard, and anyone was free to join them to map out the plants for the food forest.

“That’s a wonderful offer, Anne. Everyone, let’s thank Anne for her generous offer.” 

They applauded politely. 

“Now, let’s enjoy some wonderful snacks provided by Kim.” 

People chatted among themselves, discussing their favorite type of fruiting bushes and trees while making their way to a table laden with food and drink.

Jennifer asked, “Where’s Ben? I want to say goodbye.” She shrugged off Brian’s hand on her arm.

“I’ll let him know you left.” Mercy dismissed the woman but spoke to Jennifer’s husband. “Brian, it’s always good to see you.”

Jennifer flounced away, with Brian following behind, stopping only to say goodbye to Billie.

Mercy hissed to herself. “That woman has a nerve showing her face here.” 

She picked up cups to take to the kitchen, and Anne wondered what had just transpired. There was obviously some bad blood between the pair.

After saying goodbye to everyone and signing a few of her older books, Anne met up with Kandi and Aly in the front yard. 

“Aly, nice to meet you, and welcome to Carolan Springs. What brought you here?”

A cloud passed over Aly’s face before she smiled at Anne. “I came here last year. It sounded like a nice place, and I love the mountains—hiking, skiing. There’s just so much to do. So I found an opening at the local bookstore—”

“Oh, you’re working with Sorcha and Molly?”

“Yes, well, sort of. Mainly Molly. Sorcha had to go, like, visit her mother for a bit. I hope she’ll keep me on when she gets back, or I may have to look for another job.”

“Something’s, like, always turning up. This place has a good tourism trade so lots of businesses that often need help,” Kandi responded.

“That’s, like, terrific.”

“Oh, no. Not another one.” Anne rolled her eyes at the use of like interspersed throughout the conversation and shook her head.

“What?” Aly queried.

Kandi giggled. “It’s the likes.”

Aly looked between the pair. “Huh?”

“I have to get on to Kandi for saying like all the time in her sentences. It’s a placeholder like um. You do it a bit too.”

Kandi bounced up and down. “So we’re a-like.” She stuck her tongue out at Anne, who groaned at the play on words. The duo burst into giggles. 

Anne realized she’d been played. “Oh funny. I get it now.”

“Couldn’t help it. Plus, you know I’ve gotten better with not saying so many likes.” Kandi’s high ponytail bobbed on her head with ribboned braids, creating a cute addition to her cherry-colored hair.

Anne nodded. “Yes, you have. Which is good as I was about to strangle you.” She mimicked coming after Kandi with her hands outstretched in a menacing manner. 

“Hey, Aly, want to come over for dinner tonight?” Kandi cocked her head to the side, as was her habit, and waited.

Aly replied, “That would be nice. What should I bring?”

“Nothing. I love cooking. Anything you can’t eat?”

Aly responded, “Not a big fan of onions. But other than that, I’m good.”

“Great. See you around six?” Kandi texted her address to Aly before giving her a hug. Aly waved as she walked away from the pair.

“Nice young lady. She reminds me of someone.”

“Who?” Kandi looked up from her phone.

“Not sure. Is that her natural hair color?”

Kandi shook her head. “Nope. I think it was purple the first time I met her. She said it’s red like my natural color.”

“Ah, that explains the pale skin then.”

“Yep, you know us redheads. Pale or sunburned. No in-between.” She tucked a lock of hair that had escaped its pins behind her ear. “Ready to go?”

“I think I’ll walk back. It’s such a nice day.”

“Okay.” Kandi brushed Anne’s cheek with a kiss. “Love you more.”

“Love you most.”

Anne waved as the young woman steered the large cherry-colored truck away from the curb. Never had she thought that she would have a child, yet here she was with a family that only God could have brought together. She smiled at how blessed she was. That thought made her turn back to Billie’s house. That poor woman. 

She wondered what form of cancer she was dealing with. If anyone knew, it would be Hope. Anne needed some more herbal tea anyway, so a stop at the Herbal Shoppe would be good. She might also pop in at the bookstore now that she knew Sorcha was out of town. Not that she didn’t like Sorcha, but there had once been rivalry between the Scottish Sophia Loren and herself over the affections of Sheriff Carson. Anne looked down at the diamond sparkler on her finger, and a tightness gathered in her chest.

Of course she loved Carson, but a painful divorce had left her wary of men and marriage. Even after thinking she’d healed it, doubt would sometimes pop its ugly head up once again. Carson had also grown more insistent about setting the date for them to get married, while she had continued to drag her feet. Thankfully, she had a bit of respite. He’d gone with some other guys for a few weeks of fishing down near Durango. 

She admired the flowers and gardens along the street as she walked to the main avenue. A bell tinkled over the door as she entered the herb shop. The heady smell of lavender enveloped her, and she felt her shoulders relax with tension she hadn’t realized she’d been carrying.

“Hello. May I help you?” A young woman with her hair in a thick, plaited braid came in from the back. “Oh, hi, Anne.”

“Autumn. Hi. Good to see you. When did you get back?” 

She walked over to the counter where boxes were stacked for inventory and scrunched her face. “Um, let’s see. About a month.”

“Wow, that long. I guess it skipped Hope’s mind.”

“She’s been really busy working on tincture preparations. How’s your gang?”

“Doing well. Carson is off fishing, and Spencer is doing odd jobs for people. Right now, it’s putting in drip irrigation for lots of gardeners’ greenhouses. How’s Karl?”

“Great. He’s off hiking the Appalachian Trail. So what can I help you with?”

“I need some more Nighty-Night tea and some nettle tea. Also, some ashwagandha tincture.”

“Got it.” Autumn went to a shelf and pulled down a bottle. “Anything else?”

“Is Hope around?”

“She is, but she’s with a patient. Between this shop and lots of new people moving into town seeking a doctor, she’s been really busy.”

“That explains why I haven’t seen her over at the Brandywine Inn lately.” She paid for her items. “I’ll call her later, but you can tell her I stopped by. Kandi is cooking dinner tonight. I’m sure she’d love it if you joined us. There’s a new girl your age—Aly—who’ll be there.”

“Sounds fun.” The bell on the door rang as a group of ladies came in. “What time?”

“Six? And not to worry. Kandi’s been doing a lot of whole-food, plant-based meals.”

Autumn moved from around the counter, and Anne spied her burgeoning belly. 

“Autumn, you’re expecting!”

She beamed. “Yes, hence the reason I didn’t go on the hiking trip.”

Anne reached over and hugged her. “Congratulations.”

“Thanks. Now I’ll waddle over and help these ladies. See you at six?”

“Great.” Anne watched as the young woman, heavy with child, toddled over to the shoppers. A touch of envy poked its head at the sight of flourishing motherhood but was quickly replaced with gratitude for her current circumstances.

She stepped outside, enjoying the warmth of the sun on her skin. One thing about spring was it always brought the excitement of new life. Anne spent some time browsing the bookstore before making her way home with the addition of a couple of new books. She rounded a corner and sat on a bench next to a bank of lilac bushes. They were coming into flower and Anne enjoyed the time bathing in the delightful scent. Footsteps crunched behind her, but a small utility building blocked her view. 

A woman’s voice drifted to her. “How much longer? You’ve got to tell her. Do something.”

“Or what?” It was a man’s deep, harsh whisper. He said something else Anne couldn’t understand.

The woman’s voice rose hysterically. “Or else.”

“Quiet!” 

Anne’s brow furrowed as she listened. The woman’s voice sounded familiar, but she couldn’t place it. Harsh hushed voices continued. At this point, if she moved, they’d know she was there. She remained still. Finally, the pair moved farther away.

Anne stood up and dusted off her pants. She rounded the corner and saw Jennifer jogging across the street. Who had she been speaking with? Anne made her way toward the trailhead that would lead her to her house. 

A woman crouched next to the path, a camera in her hand. The woman rose and turned toward Anne. It was Kim. “Oh, you startled me! I was taking a picture of this flower for the yearly calendar our club puts out.” She smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. She looked around. “You’ve been here long?”

Anne responded, “Just getting in a bit of shopping before heading home. You?”

“No. I remembered this is a great time to get pictures here so thought I’d take a shot at it.”

“Well, good to see you again. Need to get going. Bye.”

“Bye.” Kim waved.

Who had been arguing with the man—Jennifer or Kim? Who was the man? She had seen no one, and the voice was masked enough that it was hard to distinguish. More importantly, the words—you’ve got to do something or else—repeated in her mind.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Kandi looked up from her mixing bowl as Anne entered the kitchen. “Perfect timing. Can you cut up items for the salad? It’s warm outside, so I figured we’d just do large buddha bowl type salads.”

“Sounds good.” Anne stepped over to the sink, where she squirted soap on her hands. “Are you familiar with the members of the garden club?”

“Sort of. Why?” She rubbed her cheek against a raised shoulder. “Why is it that as soon as your hands are busy, your nose or face itches?”

Anne chuckled. “Yep. Not a clue.” She picked up a knife and sliced into a juicy, ripe red tomato on the cutting board. “So tell me about them. I stopped by Hope’s before I came home and on the way back, heard either Kim or Jennifer—not sure which—arguing with a man.”

Kandi wiped her bangs off her forehead with her arm. “Who was it? Do you know?”

“Nope. But she said, ‘you better do something or else’ to him.”

“Yikes. So you don’t know if it was Jennifer or Kim?”

“No. I saw both of them right after. I think it was probably Jennifer as I saw her jogging back across the street, but it could have been Kim, too. She acted weird and said she was photographing a flower for the group’s calendar.”

“What’s weird about that?” Kandi grabbed an iron skillet from a pot rack and poured polenta batter in the pan.

“It just seemed weird. For instance, she’s in the garden club, so she would know what flower it is. Yet, she didn’t say I’m photographing this columbine or whatever. It was more like it had just come to mind to use as her reason for being there.”

Kandi responded, “Do you think she was following Jennifer and whoever she was meeting?” She set the pan on the stove and picked up a container holding tofu in marinade.

“Is Stewart going to eat that?” Anne motioned to the tofu with a carrot she held.

“Like, no way.” She laughed. “I’ve already made some grilled chicken, but I could see him sneaking off for a burger if he can get away with it.” She wiped her hands on a cloth before beginning the process of slicing the tofu into cubes and dropping them back into the marinade. “It’s really sad about Billie, isn’t it?”

“What’s going on with her?”

“Lung cancer. You know, I did, like, some reading on the emotional and physical connection and its supposedly related to grief. She thought she’d beat it, but it came back.”

“And Ben’s her husband? He doesn’t seem very attentive to her.” Anne finished peeling the carrots and popped a slice in her mouth. “Here, these are ready to shred.”

Kandi took the carrots from Anne. “He’s okay. I think he’s a typical guy because it affects him more than he acts.” She wiped her hands on a cloth and moved on to putting the carrots through the hopper of the food processor. “Can you slice up some red onion? It’s over there.”

Anne shucked the onion out of its skin and sliced it into rings. She arranged the onions on a platter next to edamame. “I think some people just don’t know what to say or do in some circumstances like that, so they do nothing. Wait, Jennifer was pretty flirty with Ben. You don’t think—”

“She’s flirty with pretty much every man. Wait, I take that back. Except her own husband.”

“Um, Brian, right?”

Kandi nodded, her earrings bobbing in motion with her head. 

“Yep. He’s pretty quiet but a nice guy. I don’t think he really wants to be there, but he’s a font of plant knowledge. Other than Mercy, he’s the one we turn to when we have issues in the garden.”

“So, you’re a member of that group? I didn’t think you were.”


“The main group. I’m not a member of their SIG.” 

“What’s that again?” 



“Special interest group.” 


“Oh, right. Mercy seems very attentive to Billie. Are they friends outside of the group?”



“Oh yes, like, they’ve been best friends since who knows when. Billie really depends on Mercy. Funny thing is that Mercy can’t stand Ben. I don’t know what’s going on there, but she often says things that let you know he’s not one of her favorite people.”

“Maybe she doesn’t like the way he treats Billie?”

“Could be.” Kandi pulled some olives from a jar with a slotted spoon and placed them on the second platter. She pointed with the spoon. “There’s some yellow and red bell peppers in the fridge. Could you slice those up next?”
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