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In memory of my grandmother,
who was a force of nature, and knew things










PART I



Tragedy


Wrath is cruel, and anger is outrageous,


but who is able to stand before envy?


—PROVERBS 27:4


Give sorrow words: the grief that does not speak


Whispers the o’er-fraught heart and bids it break.


—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE










Chapter One



For Thea, the very best part of summer started the second week of June. The last day of school earned a big red heart, and meant she could start swimming and splashing around in the backyard pool, which she loved. She could ride her bike and play with her friends every day. Though they didn’t call it playing anymore. Now they hung out.


She was twelve, after all.


She liked cookouts, and long summer days, and she especially liked no homework.


But every year, just about a week after that big red heart day, she piled in the car with her mom; her dad; her little brother, Rem; and their dog, Cocoa. They started the long drive from Fredericksburg, Virginia, to Redbud Hollow, Kentucky.


Her mom grew up there but had gone off to Virginia to college, where she met John Fox on the very first day in the very first class.


And the rest, like they said—or like her dad said—was history.


They married the summer after their sophomore year, and ten months, two weeks, and three days after, she’d come along. Not quite two years later, Rem popped out.


Now her dad designed houses and her mom decorated them. Their company, Fox and Fox Homes, did just fine.


She knew stuff. Grown-ups didn’t think kids knew much of anything important, but she did. She knew her grandparents, her dad’s parents, were rich and snooty, and didn’t think much of her mom—the girl from eastern Kentucky.


But her dad’s parents lived out in San Diego, so they didn’t have to see them much. Which was more than fine with Thea. She didn’t have to hear Grandmother—that was the snooty name they had to call her—think her thoughts about how her mom laughed too loud or would never shake the Appalachian dust off her shoes.


She could hear those thoughts if she tried hard enough, and when she had to visit Grandmother, she couldn’t seem to help it.


She thought so loud.


Grandmother and Grandfather didn’t seem to care that John and Cora Fox were happy, and even successful. That they all lived in a pretty house in a nice neighborhood. That Thea and Rem (or as they insisted, Althea and Remington) did even better than okay in school.


But Grammie cared. They all talked on the phone every week on Sunday, and at Christmastime, Grammie drove up with her truck full of presents she’d made. Most of the time her uncles Waylon and Caleb came, too, so they had a big family party, and the house was all full of music and lights and the smells of baking.


That was her second favorite time of the year.


But the best time, even though they had to drive for seven whole hours, and sometimes more, came in June.


They always left bright and early, and passed the time with Road Trip Bingo. Rem usually fell asleep, and sometimes she did, too, but they always gave a hoot and holler when they crossed the line into Kentucky.


They stopped for barbecue and hush puppies—that was tradition. She’d be hungry when they did, but always wished they could just keep going, keep going and get there.


Keep going over roads that started to twist and climb, over bridges that spanned rushing rivers.


She loved watching the mountains happen, those rolls and peaks of deep green that were somehow sort of blue, too. The plateaus and ridges, the forests and streams.


And when she was in it, deep in those rolls and peaks where the road wound and wound, she knew her pretty house and really nice neighborhood in Virginia could never compare.


She wondered how her mother could leave it all, and whenever she asked, Mom always said: “I had to meet your daddy, didn’t I? Or else you wouldn’t be here asking me.”


She knew it was more. She knew her mother had wanted that pretty house and nice neighborhood. Knew, in her heart, her mother had wanted to shake that Appalachian dust off her shoes.


She didn’t say so, or else Mom would get that look in her eye. She didn’t want Thea to know things, like when Dad said: “Where the hell did I put my keys this time?”


And she knew he’d tossed them on the kitchen counter, then laid some of his paperwork over them, even though she’d been outside when he did it.


So she knew regardless of the fact that her mother loved Grammie, she wanted something more than the house in the hollow and wanted less than what she’d left behind.


She didn’t think about that now, as they skirted around the mountain town of Redbud Hollow with its climbing streets and shops like Appalachian Crafts, where Grammie sold her soaps and candles and such.


Because at last, at last, they were almost there. The sun still shined bright. Through the sunroof she watched a hawk circle. Deer walked through the woods here. Sometimes she saw deer in the neighborhood yards back home, but it wasn’t the same!


Her mom always drove the last leg of the trip, along the roads she’d once walked as a girl. And when they rounded the last curve, Thea saw the house.


Painted blue as the sky, with shutters—real ones—and the posts of the long front porch green as the hills, it sat back from the skinny, snaking road. Azaleas and mountain laurel flowed along the front. Dozens of colorful bottles hung from the branches of a redbud tree.


Thea had never seen it blooming, except in pictures, because school, but she could imagine it.


In the back there would be gardens—flowers and vegetables and herbs—and the chicken coop where Grammie’s ladies clucked and pecked. The goat named Molly had a pen, the cow called Aster had two small fields where Grammie moved her from one to the other every few months.


There was a little barn and a garden shed. A stream meandered through and slid right into the woods.


And the hills rose up, all around.


Duck and Goose, Grammie’s two coonhounds, raced around the house toward the car.


In the car, Cocoa rose up to wag and whine.


The minute Thea opened the door, Cocoa leaped over and out. The three dogs began to sniff butts to reacquaint themselves.


The door of the house opened, and Lucy Lannigan stepped out on the wide front porch.


Her hair, the true black she’d passed to her daughter and granddaughter, had a thick white streak, like a wave, from the center down to the tip on the right side. She’d passed on the lapis-blue eyes as well with their long lids.


Her height, five-ten with a willow-stem frame, had missed Cora, but from the length of Thea’s and Rem’s legs, it wouldn’t miss her grandchildren.


In her faded jeans and simple white shirt, she threw open her arms.


“How many can I hug at once? Let’s find out.”


Like Cocoa, Thea and Rem jumped out, and they ran into the open arms of the woman who smelled like bread fresh from the oven.


Lucy said, “Mmm-mmm-mmm!” as she hugged and squeezed, then managed to gather in Cora and John. “Now my heart’s full to brimming. I’ve got all the love in the world and more right here on my front porch. I hope you’re hungry, ’cause I’ve fried up enough chicken for an army after a hard battle.”


“I’m starving,” Rem told her, and brought on her rolling laugh.


“I can always count on you for that. There’s fresh lemonade for some, and some damn good apple wine for others. Your rooms are all ready if you want to stow your bags away.”


“Let’s do that.” John kissed both Lucy’s cheeks. “Then I could sure go for that apple wine.”


The house always smelled so good. To Thea it smelled of the mountains and good cooking, of herbs and flowers.


She’d only been to Grammie’s house in the summer, so she’d never seen a fire crackling away in the living room with its big old blue couch and armchairs covered in what her grandmother called cabbage roses.


And there were flowers from the garden, and wildflowers from the hills, the candles Gram made herself, and always the latest school pictures of her and Rem in frames.


Her dad helped carry the bags up while her mom went into the kitchen with Grammie. Because, her dad always said, they liked a little mom-and-daughter time.


Thea didn’t mind because she’d have two whole weeks.


She loved her room here with its view of the mountains. Though it was smaller than her room at home, she didn’t mind that either.


She liked the old iron bed, painted white as snow, and the quilt covered with violets her grandmother’s grandmother had made. White daisies stood happy in a little glass pitcher on the dresser. Though the room had a tiny closet, it also had what Grammie called a chifforobe.


Thea liked it better than any closet.


And she liked knowing her mother had slept in that room as a girl.


Rem had the room right across—Uncle Waylon’s childhood bedroom—and then her parents would take Uncle Caleb’s old room for the night. One more bedroom Gram had set up for sewing and things, then she had the biggest room with the four-poster bed that had come down to her.


A bed she’d been born in.


Thea couldn’t quite imagine that one.


Because she wanted to feel like she was really here, she unpacked even when she heard Rem run back downstairs.


After she put her clothes away, the room became hers.


Downstairs, she took her time. The living room, then the parlor with its old TV and its much, much older big radio. The easy chair and divan, the books on shelves, the basket of yarn, the cuckoo clock on the wall.


Then the room with the upright piano, the banjo, the guitar, the mandolin, the dulcimer.


Grammie could pick up any of those if she had the mood and play. She knew Waylon could do the same, not only because Grammie said so, but he always brought a banjo or guitar to play at Christmastime.


Plus, he made his living playing them in Nashville, where he lived. Caleb could play, too, but he’d gone to college to study theater and acting and stuff, so he did that.


Her mom played sometimes, but Gram said Cora’s instrument was her voice. And Thea knew that for truth, as her mom—especially when she was happy—sang like an angel.


But in the whole house, the kitchen was her favorite.


It was massive—one of her current favorite words. Big enough for the kitchen table Gram’s grandpappy had built out of solid oak. It had a six-burner stove Gram bought when she’d made some changes, but she wouldn’t part with the table.


She called it the heart of her kitchen, and her kitchen the heart of her home. She had lots of cupboards and long, long counters, a whole wall of shelves holding pots and cookbooks of family recipes and glass jars of rice and oats and pasta and grits, beans, colorful jars of pickled beets and chowchow and peppers and apple butter and more.


Open to it, the craft kitchen with its big stove had sturdy work counters and shelves holding bottles and jars and tools. Grammie grew herbs in pots in the sunny windows and had more hanging to dry.


There she made her candles, her soaps, her lotions and medicinals for her business.


In what had been a pantry, Grammie kept a supply of what she’d made, in case she wanted to give a gift, or somebody came down from the hills to barter.


Always curious, Thea opened the door and breathed it all in as she looked at the shelves.


To her, it smelled like a garden planted in heaven.


Roses and lavender, rosemary and sage, heliotrope and pine, lemon and orange and fresh mown grass.


Grammie called her business Mountain Magic, and that’s how Thea thought of it.


She saw the apple stack cake still wrapped on the counter, so she’d keep room for dessert after fried chicken.


Outside, Rem already ran around with the dogs, while her parents and Grammie sat on the back porch with their apple wine.


Through the open windows she could hear the dogs barking, the chickens clucking, her grandmother’s laugh.


She made a picture of it in her head, one she could take out sometime when she felt lonely or sad about something.


“There’s that girl,” Lucy said when Thea came out. “Get yourself some lemonade before Rem sucks that pitcher dry. Being a boy of ten’s thirsty work.”


“Needs to run off being cooped up in the car.” Smiling, Cora reached over, brushed a hand down Thea’s arm. “All settled in?”


“Uh-huh. Can I go see the animals?”


“Sure you can.”


“A little later, you and Rem can give them their evening meal. Go on.” Lucy gave her a little pat on the butt. “Stretch those long legs. We’ll call when it’s time for supper.


“Growing like weeds,” Lucy murmured when Thea raced off. “Both of them. I’m so grateful you give them over to me for this time every summer.”


“They love you.” John reached for the jug, topped off their wine. “They love it here. And, I can’t lie, two weeks alone with my bride?” He winked at Cora. “That’s a gift.”


“And they’ll come home with half a million stories.” Cora leaned back in her rocking chair, relaxed as the travel fatigue, and the faint headache that came with it, drained away. “The fox the dogs chased away from the chicken coop, the fish they caught or almost caught, milking the cow, milking the goat, the old man leaning on his walking stick who came by for some ointment for his arthritis.”


“And,” John added, “they’ll bring home soap you helped them make, and ask why we never have buckwheat cakes for breakfast.”


“I love them to pieces and back again. One of these days, Waylon and Caleb are going to settle down and give me more grandbabies—since the two of you seem to be finished there.”


“We hit the grand prize with two.” John toasted her.


“Well, from where I sit you surely did. I’m hoping my boys and their ladies-to-come will be as generous as you, and give me the time to watch those babies grow. Means the world to me.”


“We’re never going to talk you into moving to Virginia, are we, Mama?”


Lucy just smiled out at the mountains.


“I’m an Appalachian woman, darling. I’d wither away if you planted me somewhere else. Now, I’m going to go make some buttermilk biscuits. No, you sit right there,” she ordered. “You’ve had a long drive, and I haven’t. Tonight I get to spoil my grown-up babies, too.”


“You spoil us all, Lucy, and we’re grateful you do, you will.”


When Lucy went inside, John reached over to squeeze Cora’s hand. “Go on in and talk to her about our compromise. See what she thinks while the kids are occupied.”


With a nod, Cora rose and went inside.


She sat at the island while Lucy grated butter she’d frozen into a bowl of flour.


“You got your something-to-talk-about face on.”


“I do, and we think it’s a good thing. I hope you will.”


“I’ve got my I’m-listening ears on, baby mine.”


“I miss you, Mama.”


Lucy’s hands stilled a moment, and her heart swam into her eyes. “Oh, my darling girl.”


“I know your home’s here, and you know I made mine in Virginia. But it’s not so big a distance, not really. I miss my brothers, too. Never thought that’d happen,” she added, and made Lucy laugh.


“They surely did dog their big sister. But they loved you, just like those two outside love each other. Brothers and sisters, they gotta squabble. It’s a job of work.”


“Well, we did our job of work, that’s for certain. Caleb’s moving to New York City.”


“He told me.” After tossing the butter and flour, Lucy set it in the refrigerator to chill a few minutes. “Just like he told me there was this newfangled invention called an airplane, and he could use it to come back to the homeplace and see me. And how I could do the same to go up there so he could take me to see a Broadway show.”


“It’s a chance for him to do what he loves, and what he wants, but we won’t see as much of him as we did when he lived in DC. And Waylon’s mostly in Nashville or traveling.”


“My minstrel man.”


“Mama, you know John’s family...” She trailed off, glanced out toward the back porch. “They don’t think much of us. Me anyway. And they’ve got no interest in the kids.”


“That’s their very great loss.” Lucy’s mouth tightened before she said something she shouldn’t. “I feel sorry for them and their closed-off hearts.”


Or she tried to.


“That man out there—the one running around with his children after driving all this way? If I could’ve imagined just the right husband for my girl, just the right daddy for my grandbabies, I couldn’t have imagined better than John Fox. He’s as dear a son to me as the ones I birthed.”


“I know it. More, John knows it. And you’re more a mama to him than his own.”


“Another blessing for me. Another reason to feel sorry for the one who can’t see the gifts laid in front of her.”


Cora rose to make sure John was out of earshot. “You know what they did for Thea’s twelfth birthday? Sent her a card with twelve dollars inside. One for each year. It came a week late on top of that. It’s not the money, Mama,” she said quickly. “We don’t care they’ve got piles of it. We’re all doing fine. It was...The card said ‘Happy Birthday, Althea. Your Grandparents.’ That’s all it said.”


Lucy picked up her wine, took a small sip. “Did you have Thea write them a thank-you?”


“I didn’t have to. She sat down and wrote one: ‘Dear Grandparents, Thank you very much for the birthday wishes and the twelve dollars. I hope you both are well. Your granddaughter, Thea.’”


Lucy gave a nod of approval. “You’re raising her right.”


“As I was. It burned me inside, Mama, and it hurt John. He tries to not let it hurt, but it does. I don’t want our family to ever grow apart and careless like that.”


“We never could, darling.”


“But people get busy. You’re busy, Mama, with your home, your business. Caleb and Waylon are busy, and like you said, they’ll likely start families of their own and get busier yet. John and I, we’re busy raising the kids, with our business. And, Mama, twice a year, it’s not enough.”


She wandered as she spoke while Lucy watched and thought: my clever, restless girl.


“You made an apple stack cake,” Cora murmured.


“Of course I did. It’s John’s favorite.”


“I don’t know why things like an apple stack cake and flowers on the table mean more to me now than they did when I was a girl in this house, or why this house is more special to me now than it was when I was living in it.”


“You were looking ahead, and away, Cora.”


“And you let me. One day, Thea’s going to look away, so I understand what I didn’t, how much it costs to let a child live their own.”


“It costs,” Lucy agreed as she got the bowl and the buttermilk out of the refrigerator. “But it pays off so in pride of what you see that child become. And I’m so proud, Cora, of the life you’ve made, of the person you are. So proud.”


“I didn’t appreciate you enough when I was a child.”


“Oh, stop that.”


“I didn’t,” Cora insisted as she watched, as she had countless times before, her mother make a well in the flour and grated butter before pouring the buttermilk into it.


It made her smile, so she asked what she’d asked countless times before. “Why do you stir it with that wooden spoon fifteen times? Exactly.”


Their eyes met as Lucy smiled back, and answered as she had countless times before. “Because fourteen’s not enough, and sixteen’s too many.”


“I didn’t appreciate, Mama, how hard it was for you, especially after Daddy died. How hard you worked to keep it all going, to keep a roof over our heads, food in our bellies, to push your business on so you could. I didn’t appreciate it enough because you made it look—”


Cora shook her head as she wandered the big kitchen again.


“Not easy, not really easy—but natural. Like loving us was natural, and keeping the music playing, making sure we got our homework done, brushed our damn teeth, all of it, just natural, just life. Saving, like you and Daddy started, so we could go to college, just part of the whole.”


“Your daddy didn’t want his boys in the mines. He went down so they never would. He wanted—we wanted—our children to get a good education and have choices.”


Lucy dusted the counter with flour, turned the dough on it, dusted the top, then rubbed more on her old wooden rolling pin.


“Your choices, the lives you’re making with them, honor your daddy, and his sacrifices.”


“And yours, because you clearly made sacrifices, too. I see that, now. So twice a year isn’t enough, not for family.”


Lucy rolled the dough into a rectangle, then folded the short ends together and rolled once more. With a glance at her daughter, she did the same again.


“You’ve got a plan in there somewhere.”


“We do, John and I. We’d like to come down more. The Easter break at school, and Thanksgiving.”


Once again, Lucy’s hands stilled. “Cora, I’d be thrilled. And oh so grateful.”


“But that’s not all. We know it’s harder for you to travel. You have to have someone tend the animals, but if you could pick just one time to come up, even for a few days, or with Caleb in New York, maybe we could all go up there for a few days, or to Nashville to Waylon. And the kids, they love it here and those two weeks you give them means the world because that’s the start of the summer. We like to take them for a week at the beach before school starts again.”


“They love that week. I get lots of pictures and stories.”


After the last fold and roll, Lucy dipped her round cutter in flour and made her dough rounds.


“We want you to come. We want everybody to come if they can. So we’ve rented a great big house on the beach in North Carolina. A week in August. We’re going to fly you there in that newfangled airplane.”


“Fly? But—”


“Please don’t say no. Waylon says he’ll talk Granny into it, and you know he can talk a man dying of thirst to hand over his last drop of water. We hardly ever see her since she married Stretch and moved down to Atlanta. We’d have a real Riley-Lannigan-Fox family reunion. And if Uncle Buck, Aunt Mae, and the cousins want to come, well, we’ll just get a second house to hold us all.”


Lucy had never been on a plane in her life—though she’d seen that coming in her future with a son living in New York City.


And she saw, very clearly, how much this meant to her girl. The girl who’d always looked forward and away had looked back some. And looked toward family.


“Well, I guess I’d better get these biscuits in the oven, get this meal on the table so I can think about buying myself a bathing suit.”


“Mama!” With a hoot of delight, Cora threw her arms around Lucy. “Oh, the kids are going to go crazy when we tell them. I want them to have what I had growing up, and damn it, I want John to have what he didn’t.”


“Then let’s get the table set. We’ll call them in to wash up, and lower the boom.”


They feasted on fried chicken and potato salad, snap beans and buttermilk biscuits. And Cora had it right, the kids went crazy.


It filled Lucy’s heart to have them filling her home and saturating it with the happiness they generated.


Her restless girl had found her center, and reached a point in her life where she wanted to open it to the people and places of her origin.


She’d had a part of that, Lucy thought, and now an invitation to take a bigger part.


In later years, she’d look back on this simple family meal at summer’s beginning and remember the sound of children’s voices, so high and bright. She’d remember the laughter in her daughter’s eyes, and the utter contentment in the eyes of the man who was a son to her.


She’d think of the breeze fluttering through the open windows, and the screen door where the dogs lay just outside hoping for scraps.


She’d remember how the evening sun had slanted its light over the mountains and how blue the sky held above them.


She’d remember all of it, and hold on tight.










Chapter Two



In the morning, Lucy mixed up batter for buckwheat pancakes, another favorite of her son-in-law’s. She already had bacon and sausage keeping warm in the oven, and coffee done when John came in.


“Thought I heard some stirring up there.”


He raked a hand through his curling mop of brown hair. “I haven’t managed to shave, and you’ve already fed the chickens, gathered eggs, milked the cow and the goat, fed the dogs.”


“Why’s a man need to shave on a quick little holiday?”


“I’ll bet you haven’t had a holiday, little, quick, or otherwise, since Christmas.” He shook his head as he went for coffee. “You work too hard, Lucy.”


“I love what I do.”


She’d twined her hair into a braid today, and he ran a hand down it in one of his easy gestures of affection. “It shows. You know, I look at you and I can see how Cora’s only going to get more beautiful. Reminds me how lucky I am we happened to sit next to each other in that lecture hall the first day of college.”


“And I say luck had nothing to do with it. If I’ve ever seen two people meant to be, it’s you and Cora. Now sit down there and tell me what’s on your mind. I can see it without looking.”


“I wanted to tell you how much it means you’re willing to travel, and to have us come down when I know you’re going to do just what you’re doing now, and more. Making big, amazing meals. She’s been pining the last couple of months.”


Sitting, he sighed a little. “It was that stupid birthday card, the ten and two ones inside that snapped it. It didn’t bother Thea, but she doesn’t expect anything from them. I don’t expect anything from them, but Cora? She kept hoping they’d warm up.”


“Some don’t have the warm in them.”


“Ain’t that the truth.” His words carried simple resignation. “Still, they’re warm enough to their other grandchildren, and generous, reasonably attentive. They expected me to marry...”


“As befits your station, or theirs.”


He shrugged. “It doesn’t matter how much we love each other, what a wonderful mother she is, what a solid partner in business she is. She tried so hard, Lucy, and none of it mattered to them. I married too young and to someone they disapprove of, so I’ll always be a disappointment. It doesn’t matter to me.”


“It mattered to her.”


“Too much, if you ask me. My sister’s daughter is Rem’s age. For her birthday, they bought her a horse.”


“A horse. An actual horse?”


“That’s right. She’s been taking equestrian lessons for about a year now. So they bought her a horse. They forgot Rem’s tenth altogether, but for some reason that didn’t snap it. It was that card, the ten and two ones that did it. The imbalance of it, the fact that she finally realized our kids would never matter to them.”


“All it makes me wonder, John”—she turned away to heat up her big cast-iron skillet—“is how they managed to help make someone like you.”


“And I wonder sometimes if I’d be who I am if Cora Lannigan hadn’t sat down beside me and smiled.”


“Meant to be,” Lucy reminded him.


“Meant to be.” He toasted her with his coffee, and drank. “She stopped letting what they thought or felt matter, which is a relief to me. And she started pining for you, her brothers, for what she knew she had with all of you and tried too hard to make with them. Family time, closer ties.”


“She needed to make her own before she really wanted what was always there. I’d say we’re giving each other a gift. Now, I hear more stirring up there. You call them down, and I’ll get these pancakes going.”


He came around the counter first to hug her. “I love you, Lucy.”


“John.” She pressed a kiss to his cheek. “You’re one of the bright lights in my life.”


They had breakfast at the kitchen table as they had dinner the night before. The kids helped with the dishes, as that would be a daily chore during their stay, as would making their beds in the morning, helping with the laundry, and tending the animals.


They would help, as their mother and uncles had before them, weed the gardens, mow the grass, keep the house clean, and learn to cook some simple dishes.


Lucy pressed a container with a generous slice of apple stack cake on John.


“You take a taste of Kentucky with you.”


“You know I will. Okay, Foxy Loxies, bring it in, and pretend you’ll miss us.”


“I’ll miss you, Dad.” Giggling, Thea snuggled in. “A little bit.”


He laughed, hauled her up for a kiss, then did the same with Rem.


“I don’t have to tell you to mind Grammie.” Cora squeezed them hard enough to make them squeal. “I know you will. Y’all have fun now.”


“Call when you get home,” Lucy said, “so we know you got there safe.”


When she hugged them, she felt a clutch in her belly. When it fisted over her heart, she hugged harder. “I’ll miss you both, more than a little. Drive careful now, and look after each other.”


She made herself let go. “I’ve got these two hooligans in hand, don’t you worry.”


With waves and blown kisses, they got in the car. Cora looked back as they drove away, then turned, looked forward.


“You and me, babe.” John flicked a glance in the rearview, then smiled at her. “What should we do when we get home to a quiet, empty house?”


“I think we should open a bottle of wine and have really loud sex.”


The smile turned into a grin. “Great minds.”


With a kid on either side, and three dogs panting, Lucy watched the car until it drove out of sight.


She willed the pressure on her heart to release, then looked down at the kids. And quoted from a favorite book of hers, and theirs.


“Let the wild rumpus start!”


With a cheer, Thea executed a very solid cartwheel. Rem settled on making monkey noises.


Since she’d write in her journal that night, Thea paid attention to everything they did during the day.


They weeded the garden first because the mountain air held cooler than it would after noontime. If they forgot some of the names of the plants, Lucy helped them remember using rhymes.


“I had a friend named Hazel.”


So that was basil.


“I try to imagine what will be.”


And that was astilbe.


It made it all fun, and they all wore floppy hats.


Then they made butter, better than anything in the store, from the cream from Aster’s milk. And Thea got to pour off the buttermilk to save it.


They both got to wash it in cold, cold water, then knead it—Rem said Oooey-gooey a lot.


And Grammie took some of it and added honey for what she called a sweet spread.


For lunch they had leftover chicken, and biscuits with the sweet spread they made themselves.


They took a walk in the woods and the hills with the dogs. Lucy carried spray she made to chase bears away if they needed to. But they didn’t.


They stopped at a house that was really a kind of cabin even Thea knew had seen better days. A scrawny gray cat raced up a tree and hissed at the dogs from a branch but they didn’t pay him any mind.


A boy younger than Rem sat on the saggy front porch playing with a little car. He was what she’d heard Grammie call a towhead because his hair was so blond it was nearly white.


“Hi there, Sammy. Is your mama home?”


“Yes’m, Miss Lucy.” He yelled out, “Ma! Miss Lucy’s come around.”


A woman came to the door with a baby on her hip and a toddler clinging to her pants leg. The toddler had red, scaly rings on both arms.


“Afternoon, Miss Lucy.” She shoved at her hair—a darker blond than the boy’s. “These are your grandbabies? Lordy, the girl looks just like you.”


“My pride and joy. Thea, Rem, say afternoon to Miss Katie.”


“Afternoon,” they said in unison while Thea tried not to stare at those weird red circles.


“I heard Sharona there had a problem.”


“Picked up the ringworm. I’ve been trying to keep it clean. Got it on her scalp, too.”


“I brought you some special soap. You want to use this.” Lucy took a wrapped bar from her pack. “You wash her arms, her scalp with this, and dry it good. It’s the moisture helps it spread, so dry it good with a clean cloth. Then take this.”


She produced a small bottle. “And mix it with just a little water. You want to make a paste of it, and spread it on until it dries. It’s turmeric,” she added, “and won’t do her any harm. It should help.”


“I sure will. I thank you, Miss Lucy. I don’t have—”


“You don’t worry about payment. Next time Billy makes up a batch of his special, you send me some. And if what I brought you doesn’t fix this pretty girl up, you send word to me.”


“I’ll do that. I’ll do all that. I’ve got some catnip tea brewing in the sun out the back if y’all want to come in, have a cup.”


“Oh, that sounds good, but we’ve got other calls to make. You go on, wash that sweet baby up. Let me know how she does.”


“Bless you, Miss Lucy.”


When they’d walked on, Lucy said, “Katie lost her daddy to the black lung some years back, and her mama this past winter to pneumonia. It’s hard when you don’t have people to lean on.”


“What’s the special?” Thea wanted to know.


“Oh, that’s moonshine, honeypot. Billy does make some fine moonshine. He works hard, Billy does. Drinks a little too much of his own special, from time to time, but he works hard. He’s a good husband and a good daddy.”


They made more calls, a bar of soap here, a candle there. She took payment when the item had been requested, or a barter if payment wasn’t ready.


By the time they got back, the dogs were ready for a snooze. Thea sat with her brother and Lucy on the back porch with cold lemonade and some sugar cookies.


“Do you know everybody in the mountains, Grammie?”


“Most hereabouts I do. Some want to keep to themselves, so I leave them be unless they come down for something or other. If somebody needs help, like Katie or old Carl with his bursitis, I help as I can. If I were to need help, help would come.


“I’ve got half a cord of wood over there for when the cold comes. And somebody’ll bring more when I need it. That’s how it works, and should.”


Every day brought its own adventure. The chores remained the chores, but they were fun. Only at Grammie’s could Thea milk a cow or watch Rem milk a goat. They fed the chickens and gathered eggs. Lucy taught them how to make redeye gravy to go with ham and eggs and grits.


Every night they could stay up past even their no-school bedtime and sit outside. Lucy knew all about the constellations, and Rem got really good at pointing them out by name.


One night they even saw a shooting star, and Rem decided he’d be an astronaut. And every night they took turns reading out loud from the book they chose at the start of the two weeks.


Any book they wanted, and Lucy never said: No, not that book.


Stories, she told them, held the world together. The best part was acting them out, using different voices. Thea had to admit Rem had a talent for it, the way his voice would change from growly to high and shaky or all prissy, depending. And he could make his face to match it, all wide-eyed or slitty-eyed, curled lips or big grins.


He hardly ever stumbled over the words, even the big ones.


Lucy said he was a natural-born actor, like his uncle Caleb, and since he’d be an astronaut, maybe he’d make movies on Mars.


Lucy always tucked Rem in first, and Thea could lie in bed and listen to their voices. Rem always had a million questions, especially at bedtime.


Then Lucy would come in, sit on the side of the bed.


“What’s tonight’s dream?”


“A magic forest.”


“That sounds promising.” Lucy stroked Thea’s hair back. “Is it full of fairies and elves?”


“It has to be, and there’s an evil sorceress and she’s got evil dogs she conjured, with sharp wings and sharper teeth. She wants to rule the forest and everything else, so there has to be a big battle. And there’s a young witch, elf, and fairy who have to, ah, band together and use their powers and like their wits to defeat the sorceress. And a quest, I think. I need to dream it out.”


“I bet you will.” Leaning down, Lucy kissed her cheek. “Maybe one day you’ll write down the dreams and Rem can act them out. Go to dreaming now, my treasure. It’s a whole new day tomorrow.”


As she did almost every night, Thea closed her eyes and began to build the dream.


On mornings when she woke early enough, as she did on this last morning of innocence, she wrote down the dream. The forest with its thick trees, the blue leaves, the golden apples and purple pears. The evil sorceress, Mog, in her long, hooded black robes with strange symbols.


She added some illustrations even though she wasn’t as good as she wanted to be at drawing. Her heroes—Gwyn, the witch; Twink, the fairy; and Zed, the elf—the evil winged dogs she called Wens.


She’d write down more later, as her story-dreams always stayed clear in her head.


She made her bed, because Grammie’s rules, then brushed her teeth. Before she dressed, she checked to see if she’d sprouted breasts overnight.


No luck there, even though she’d started her period two days after her twelfth birthday in April.


She had a training bra, just in case, but felt stupid wearing it when nothing went in it. Plus, stupid name, she thought as she did her hair in a single braid like her grandmother’s.


If she could’ve trained her breasts to come out, she would have!


She took a moment to study her face in the mirror and wondered how she’d look if she had a white streak in her hair like Grammie. It always struck her as kind of magical.


Then again, that white streak had appeared overnight, according to family lore, when the grandpa Thea never knew except in pictures and stories died in the mine.


When she got married, Thea didn’t want her husband to die. She wanted the happy ever after, the way she made sure her dreams worked out.


Because she thought of Zachariah Lannigan, she walked to Lucy’s room. A made-up bed because her grandmother always woke up first, the scent of the hills from the flowers on the dresser, and the breeze fluttering the sheers at the open windows. And the photo in a brown leather frame of a fair-haired man with eyes the color her mom called seafoam green when decorating.


He was handsome, not like her current dream boy, Nick Jonas, but handsome even though he was a lot older.


Lucy said she’d taken the picture herself on his thirtieth birthday.


He’d died, crushed in a cave-in, less than a year later.


“I’m sorry that happened.” As she spoke to the picture, she touched the frame. “Grammie—Lucy—still misses you. I can feel it. My mom—that’s Cora—thinks of you on Father’s Day, and at Christmas, on your birthday, the day you died, and sometimes between. She thinks Rem, my brother, has your chin and your mouth, and I guess he sort of does. Anyway...”


She couldn’t think of anything else to say to a photo in a frame, so she went out and downstairs.


Lucy sat on the back porch drinking her coffee.


“Morning, honeypot. Did you dream good?”


“Uh-huh. Mog’s the evil sorceress. She has a pointy black beard and eyes that are almost black, too.”


“Gracious, she even looks evil!”


“If she finds the Jewel of the Ancients before Gwyn and Twink and Zed do, she’ll make slaves out of everybody and rule the forest and the hills and the valleys and river lands beyond it.”


“They better get to work! I do admire your imagination, my own Thea, and like to wonder what you’ll do with it. Rem’s still sleeping.”


She nodded, bent down to rub the heads on the two hounds sprawled at Gram’s feet. “Cocoa’s in the bed with him.”


“They’re tuckered, so we’ll leave them be. We had a late night, didn’t we? Why don’t you take Aster into the barn for milking. We’ll get the ladies fed, see what they’ve got for us. Molly’s milk’s going into soaps we’ll make today.”


“Rem’s supposed to help with the chores.”


With a quiet look, Lucy rose. “If you were tuckered, I’d ask him to do the same for you.”


“Okay.”


“And we’ll have him wash the poop off the eggs.”


“He actually likes doing that.”


“A task enjoyed doesn’t make it less done. When the milking’s done, we’ll put Aster in the next field for the day. After supper, we’ll put her in the barn for the night. We’ve got a storm coming. A boomer.”


Thea looked up, saw the blue sky with a few puffy white clouds. But she didn’t question Lucy’s weather forecasting.


“Okay.”


“A storm’s coming,” she said again, and rubbed at her heart.


Thea led Aster to the barn. She actually liked doing that, but like Lucy said, it didn’t make the chore less done.


She liked squirting Aster’s milk in the pail, too. Some of her friends back home thought that was gross, but she liked it.


While Aster munched away on her grain, Thea washed her udder and teats, then dried them. She washed her hands, too, then used Lucy’s udder cream.


Next came the stripping, to make sure the milk was clear of any dirt before she placed the bucket.


But then came the fun part, the way the milk pinged in the clean, empty bucket at first. Then it sort of plopped when the bucket started to fill.


She liked to sing along with the rhythm of the pings and plops, and thought Aster liked it, too. When the first quarter went soft, saggy, she moved onto the next, still firm to the touch.


She imagined outside her magic forest, in a green valley, another girl milked a cow. She wouldn’t know about the struggles inside the forest, the quest, the battles that could make her a slave until good defeated evil.


As she milked, Thea added the girl to the dream. Then the milking was done. Or that part was.


When she carried the pail, now lidded, into the house to strain and pour into a glass jar, Rem stood at the sink washing today’s eggs.


His hair stood up in spikes, and he had a sleep crease in one cheek.


“Did you feed Cocoa?”


“Yes, yeah, yep. She was starving. I’m starving.”


“You’re always starving.”


“Grammie said we could have scrambled eggs and ham, cheesy grits, and toast with blackberry jam. We’ve still got eggs from yesterday, but I gotta wash the poop off these. Lots of poopy poop! Chicken shitty poop!”


Thea just rolled her eyes at him.


By the time they all sat down for breakfast—and now she was starving—the animals had been tended, the milk pails ran in the dishwasher for sanitizing, and the dogs barked away squirrels trying to get into the bird feeder.


The rest of the morning meant making soap.


Lucy had an order sheet from the shop in town, and some special requests, so they came first.


Lucy called it cold process making, but it was hot work!


She had special pots just for soap making, and all the oils and the colors, Molly’s milk and lye water, the dried herbs and flowers.


Everybody had to wear long sleeves and gloves and goggles. And even though Thea was almost a teenager, Lucy said another year before she could handle the lye or pour the piping hot, raw soap into the molds.


But she got to weigh the oils and melt them, and after Lucy added the lye water, and it looked like batter, Rem got to add the colors, and she got to add Molly’s milk.


They made a batch with dried lavender, another with rosemary, more with oatmeal, and Thea’s favorite, one with mixed flower petals.


Lucy tapped the mold pans on the counter to get out air bubbles, then set them aside to cure, and that took a whole day before Lucy could cut it into bars. And she always waited two weeks before she put her rope tie and label on it.


It seemed like an awfully long time and a whole lot of work for soap, but Thea knew people bought Mountain Magic soap, and candles and lotions and bath salts and all the rest.


People from all over who came to Redbud Hollow to hike in the mountains or just stop off on their way someplace else went into Appalachian Crafts and bought things her grandmother made right in the craft kitchen.


It felt good knowing somebody would buy and use something she’d helped make.


“Now, that job of work’s done.” After stripping off her gloves, Lucy swiped a hand over her forehead. “I think we’ll have a little bite of lunch, then we’re going to box up some already made stock and take it into town, so that’s another job of work.”


“Can we get Popsicles?” Rem wanted to know.


“Now, that seems like a fine idea, as the day’s sure heated up. And I’ve got another fine idea seeing as I’ve got two such hardworking helpers. What do you say if I made us a pizza for dinner, and followed that up with hot fudge sundaes with homemade vanilla bean ice cream?”


Rem’s opinion was a cheer as he threw his arms around his grandmother. “With a cherry on top?”


“Can’t be otherwise.”


They bumped their way to town with the windows open and the radio on bluegrass. It seemed just the right way to drive to the hilly little town with its Front Street lined with shops and restaurants with names like Taste of Appalachia and Down Home Eats all hoping to snag some tourist dollars.


They helped carry the boxes to the back porch of the shop. A woman came out, clapped her hands. Thea remembered her from other visits, and knew the woman with the blond hair all curled up and the glasses hanging from a gold chain owned the shop.


“I swear, Lucy, we were just saying we hoped you’d bring us some Mountain Magic today. Didn’t we sell out of your lavender soap this morning. Sold the last bar, and the lavender candle and lotion, to a woman from Chicago, Illinois. And we’re down to your last orange peel candle, and the one you call Forest Walk.”


“Just in time then. Y’all remember Miss Abby, don’t you?”


“These can’t be your grandbabies!” She slapped a hand to her heart in what Thea knew was fake surprise, but it made her smile anyway. “Why, I swear they’ve both grown a foot since last summer.”


“My precious weeds. Thea, you go on and carry the soap into the storeroom right in there. Rem, you can handle that box of the liquid soap. People sure do seem to like that nowadays.”


Lucy lifted the first box of candles.


“I’ve got the door for you. And we’ve got some sugar-stick candy for you kids, if that’s all right with your grandmama.”


“They’ve earned it today.”


“Y’all go on out there and tell Miss Louisa that Miss Abby said you’re to get two sticks each, one for now, one for later.”


“Thank you, Miss Abby.”


Thea didn’t really like the sugar-sticks, but she knew she could bribe Rem with hers later. Plus, she could poke around the shop. It would take time for Lucy and Miss Abby to settle accounts, to gossip some and ask about each other’s families.


Her mom said it was the southern way, how everything took twice as long or more than it might because you had to pass the time and converse.


She didn’t mind waiting, since she could look at the crafts, the ones out of wood, or out of glass or metal, or some of each. She could look at the paintings, and she could feel pride looking at the shelves holding her grandmother’s work.


And when Lucy came out, she had to pass the time with Miss Louisa, and somebody named Jimmy who’d started working there before Christmas.


He had big, wide eyes and a long neck. Thea imagined him with pointy ears and decided he could be one of her dream elves.


Devouring his sugar-stick didn’t stop Rem from devouring a grape Popsicle. She ate hers more slowly as they took a little walk down Front Street.


Lucy passed the time some more because she knew mostly everybody and mostly everybody knew her. They walked clear down to the bank, where Lucy made what she called a night deposit, since the bank closed at two.


“How do they know it’s your money?”


Lucy looked down at Rem as they walked up the hill. “Well, the check’s made out to me, and endorsed by me, and my name and account number’s on the deposit slip.”


“How do you know they won’t just steal it and say they never got it at all?”


“You got a cynical mind in there, boy. One good reason is I’ve known the man who runs the bank since he was your age. He used to run around with my brother, Buck. I even went to a dance with him once because your grandpa was too slow to ask me. It was the last time he was slow.”


“Did you kiss him on the mouth?”


“I did not, because I had my sights set on Zachariah Lannigan.”


“Maybe he’ll steal your money because you didn’t kiss him on the mouth.”


Tousling Rem’s hair, Gram let out her rolling laugh. “I don’t think he’d carry that one so long, especially seeing as he married my good friend Abigail Barns—that’s Miss Abby? And they had three daughters together, and have five grandbabies.”


“Men can hold a torch,” Rem said wisely.


“Remington Fox, you never fail to entertain me.”


“Do I have a purple tongue?” He stuck it out for examination.


“You surely do.”


“It’d be fun if it always was.”


“See that?” Gram slung an arm around his shoulder, then the other around Thea’s. “You never fail.”


Thea ranked it as the best day yet, and even wrote that in her journal. She’d milked Aster all by herself! And made an extra note to try to make the ham and gravy—with Rem’s help (and maybe Dad’s) for Mom for her birthday breakfast. She’d helped make soap, and though she wouldn’t be there when it was ready to wrap all pretty, Gram would send pictures.


They’d gone into town and passed the time. When they got back, the dogs got treats for guarding the homeplace. They got to make ice cream, and stick it in the freezer to ripen for later.


She and Rem made their own pizzas from Grammie’s dough and sauce while Grammie grated cheese. Thea made hers almost perfectly round. Rem said he made a hexagon pizza. Grammie added mushrooms and olives to hers so Rem made an ick face behind her back.


After the evening chores, after the stars came out, they had their sundaes on the back porch.


So many stars, Thea thought maybe her grandmother was wrong this time about a storm coming.


When Lucy came in for her good-night tuck, Thea set the journal aside.


“Tomorrow, a whole week’s gone already.”


Lucy sat on the side of the bed. “That means you got another whole week left. And aren’t we all going to the beach together in a couple months? I’m going to stay with my family in a house on the beach for the first time in my life! Your mama and daddy? It sure is a loving thing they’re giving us.


“And then, just a few months later, y’all are coming down here. I’m going to fix a Thanksgiving dinner even you can’t imagine.”


She tapped the side of Thea’s head. “You wait and see.”


“Everything’ll look different then. I want to see it all looking different. Then you’ll come for Christmas.”


“I surely will. And you’ll come for Easter.”


“I’ll see the redbuds bloom.”


“You should, and the wild dogwoods. They do make a picture. You dreaming that dream tonight, or are you starting up a new one?”


“I haven’t finished the other yet. The one in the magic forest of Endon.”


“Endon.”


“That’s the name of the world. And I thought of a couple new characters. I have to see what happens.”


“Then you dream good.” Lucy leaned down for a kiss. “I want to know what happens, too.”


Content, Thea snuggled in, closed her eyes. She drifted into the dream, so full of color and adventure and magic. While she dreamed, clouds began to smother the stars. In the distance, thunder grumbled.


When the storm came, as predicted, the magic dream became the nightmare.










Chapter Three



About the time Lucy put the ice cream in the freezer to ripen, Cora came out of a meeting. A very successful meeting, so she mentally patted herself on the back.


With the rest of her day clear, she decided to run some errands, and treat herself and John to a little celebration.


She could pick up the dry cleaning, stop by the printers for their newest flyers, hit her favorite wine store, swing by the market for a couple of steaks John could grill, then the farmer’s market for salad makings, a couple of potatoes.


John loved her twice-baked potatoes.


She’d never be the cook her mother was, but she thought between them, she and John did just fine in that area.


Since she’d come from that successful meeting with a very fussy, very high-end client, she wore what she thought of as her Professional Woman look.


She’d rolled her hair back in a smooth twist and wore a sleeveless sheath in deep rosy pink paired with heeled sandals.


Instead of her Working Mother watch, she’d put on the Bulgari John gave her on their tenth anniversary. A ridiculous indulgence, she thought.


He’d had it engraved on the back, with For All Time inside a heart.


She loved it.


She drove from errand to errand with the radio on and a smile on her face.


The market made her think of the kids, and how whenever she or John made the mistake of letting them come along, they always, always ended up with two kinds of chips, two kinds of ice cream, two kinds of breakfast cereal, and God knew what else.


She missed them like crazy.


Not that this time as a couple wasn’t lovely. And restorative. And, oh boy, sexy. But she missed their faces, their energy, even their squabbling.


Still, they talked at least every other day, and when they did, Thea and Rem’s joy and excitement just poured out and filled her right up to the brim.


They loved the little farm, and her mother made sure they had a wonderful two weeks every summer. She paid attention; she showed them love in countless ways.


They’d have more of that love and attention now with the beach and Thanksgiving and Easter wrapped into it.


Those little breaks with family would pay off, for all of them.


With her mind on selecting the right steaks and her heart with her children, she didn’t notice the man with a six-pack of Coke, a bag of Cheetos, and a package of Chips Ahoy! cookies in his basket.


But Ray Riggs noticed her.


He knew a rich bitch when he saw one, and he saw one now.


The snooty hairdo, the square-cut diamond on her wedding ring set, and that way-high-dollar watch.


To his eye, the watch just screamed: I’m better than you, Ray.


He hated her for it.


Dressed up like that to go to the grocery? Probably some rich bastard’s trophy wife. The kind who looked down her nose at people like him.


And that just burned him.


The kind who had a lot of fancy cars and a fancy house. With a lot of high-dollar things, like that watch, inside. Cash in the safe for sure.


And that interested him.


Interested him enough he left his basket where it was and sauntered out of the store and to his car.


His car now, he thought, since he’d had it painted. The attention-grabbing cherry red its previous rich bastard owner had chosen now gleamed a discreet black. He’d switched out the license plate straight off, ditching the Maryland plate for one from Pennsylvania.


You could always find an out-of-state plate at a crap motel along the interstate.


At eighteen, with two solid years on the road, Ray knew about crap motels and disguising a stolen ride.


Now he sat in the black Mercedes sedan, registered to one Phillip Allen Clarke, who, along with his hag of a wife, Barbara Ann Clarke, lay moldering in some grave in some cemetery in fancy-ass Potomac, Maryland.


He’d scored four fancy watches from the Clarkes, and had pawned the man’s Rolex in DC two weeks after he’d acquired it. The old hag had some solid jewelry, but he’d wait, wait a good long while, before he turned all that and the other watches.


Ray Riggs was nobody’s fool.


Add he’d gotten the combination to the safe from the old bitch before he’d killed her, he’d scored seven thousand in cash. And twenty-three hundred more from their wallets and the little stash in the old hag’s underwear drawer.


So, flush, he’d rented himself a beach house in Myrtle Beach.


Get himself a tan, case the rich tourists.


He’d stopped in this grocery for some road food because gas stations ripped you off there.


One day he might blow one up just to prove his point.


But now he figured the stop ordained. He felt damn sure of it when the rich bitch came out and put her single bag in a BMW—didn’t anybody buy fucking American?


Time to change his ride anyway, and hadn’t he lifted some West Virginia plates as backup?


Ordained.


He followed her out of the parking lot, followed her to a farmer’s market. As if people like her gave one hard shit about farmers.


She came back to her car with another small, single bag.


No kids, he decided. Not enough food.


Maybe a yappy dog, and he’d have to take care of that.


She looked like the type for a yappy little dog, with a name like Fluffy or Chauncy.


Well, he’d kick Fluffy’s yappy head in.


She drove to a neighborhood with big, important houses. MFMs, he called them. Mc-fucking-mansions.


He pulled over, knowing the Mercedes would give him enough cover, at least for a few minutes. People who lived in fancy houses didn’t expect trouble from people who drove high-dollar cars.


Their mistake.


The garage door opened, she pulled in, it closed.


He sat another few minutes, thinking, planning, and didn’t she come out the front door again?


She watered the flowers in pots on the front porch, the ones hanging from the posts. No yappy little dog came out with her, so maybe not.


As she set down the can, an SUV pulled into the drive. Another BMW.


It wasn’t an old bastard that got out, but a younger one than he’d figured. A tall one, looked fit, so that changed things a little bit.


She walked down, he walked over.


They put their arms around each other, kissed each other.


He didn’t hear any dog barking, didn’t see any kids come out yelling: Daddy’s home.


Most likely they lived just the two of them in that big-ass house. A house that should’ve been his. It all should’ve been his.


After tonight, some of it would be.


As they started inside, he drove down the street—at the precise speed limit—and circled around to see what he could see of the back.


Damned if he didn’t spot a big back yard and a goddamn pool.


Too many people had too damn much as far as he was concerned. It seemed only right and fair he get a part of that, that he get what he wanted and what he deserved.


After all, where he’d send them, they couldn’t take it with them.


Inside, Cora handed John the watering can. “Do you mind filling this up and putting it back on the porch? I want to go up and change.”


“You sure look good.”


“I do, don’t I? Adele admired my shoes, and like every time I wear it around her, I could feel her envy for my wonderful watch. I’ll tell you about the meeting—all good news—after I change out of these admirable shoes my feet are starting to complain about.”


“You do that. I’ve got mostly good news on the Barnaby project. Or you could stay like that, let me take you out to dinner. Maybe a movie after?”


She paused on the steps, shot a flirty look over her shoulder. “Why, John Fox, are you asking me out on a date?”


“I’d be crazy not to.”


“I absolutely accept, but I’d like to rain check that until tomorrow. I have plans tonight.”


He angled his head, gave her a mock rough-guy look. “What plans?”


“Well, I’ll tell you.” Maintaining the flirty smile, she slipped off her shoes. “The plans include you grilling the steaks I picked up on the way home. Me making my famous twice-baked potatoes.”


“World-renowned.”


“A nice salad with makings from the farmer’s market. Then there’s the bottle of cab you especially like I picked up on my travels.”


“That sounds like an excellent plan. What’s for dessert?”


“I was thinking about the kids, and what a good time they’re having. And here we are, just the two of us in the big, empty house.” She swung the shoes by their straps. “So I thought I should have a lot of crazy sex with my husband.”


“Best dessert ever.”


“Does it beat Mama’s apple stack cake?”


“Even that.”


“Smart answer. Why don’t you open that bottle, and I’ll get the potatoes going when I come down? We can take a nice breather out back before you start the grill.”


“I love you, Cora.”


She kept walking but looked back again. Tapped her watch. “For all time.”


He started back to the kitchen through the wide-open space, and paused at their gallery wall. The family wall, as he thought of it. Pictures of the two of them, then the three, then the four. Of the kids together. Of her mother, her brothers. Group shots, solo shots, they filled the wall.


They made him the luckiest son of a bitch in the world.


For all time.


He walked back to open the wine and fill the watering can.


Ray took the Mercedes to the car wash, and paid to have it detailed inside and out.


Clean as a whistle.


He found a place for a pulled pork sandwich with damn good slaw and fries. He sat outside, enjoying the heat, and while he ate, worked on a drawing of the house.


He figured he could’ve been an architect if he wanted, but why the hell would he want to draw up houses for somebody else to live in?


The way he saw it, the bedrooms would be upstairs, most likely with a fancy-ass master suite. If they had a safe, it’d be up there, too, or in a home office deal or some look-how-smart-we-are library.


His take? Cash, jewelry, and one of the cars.


Then he’d drive it on down to North Carolina, have a night in a crap motel. Hit the road in the morning and be well on his way to Myrtle Beach before anybody knew the rich bitch and bastard were dead.


Solid plan, he decided, and gulped down some Coke. Now he just had to find something to do for a few hours.


He went to the mall, wandered around, hit the arcade, then went to the movies. Transformers: Revenge of the Fallen.


It wasn’t half bad.


About eleven, he took an easy cruise down that quiet, high-class street.


Too many lights on in the neighborhood yet. So he drove around awhile, noting the best routes to take to 95 heading south after his work was done.


By one, the street held quiet. Some porch lights, some security lights, a light here and there people left on in a house thinking it would scare a burglar off.


He’d worked out his plan of approach, so drove around to the back. Cutting the headlights, he pulled into a driveway, switched off the engine.


He waited, watching for a light to come on, a dog to bark, but the silence held. After pulling on his gloves, he gave the front seat, the steering wheel, the dash, another good wipe down. Then took the 9mm Smith & Wesson from under the driver’s seat.


He’d scored that after his third kill—the slick lawyer and his bitch with the big fake tits.


He’d slit their throats like he had the couple before them, and Jesus! That was a fucking mess. Not that he didn’t like seeing all that blood, but he didn’t much care for having it all over him.


But along with the cash, the jewelry, he scored the gun.


Plenty of ammo, too. And he could buy more when he needed.


He didn’t claim to be much of a shot, but at close range, it didn’t matter.


He’d proven that his next time out.


He put the gun in the leather clip-on holster he’d scored from the same slick lawyer, then got his bags out of the trunk.


He traveled light, so he hitched on the backpack, shouldered the duffle.


He closed the trunk—quietly—wiped it down, then headed off.


His route took him across the yard of another rich man’s house, over an easily scalable fence, and straight into the one he wanted with its sparkling pool and wide patio. And that second-story deck? Oh yeah, inside those doors, that’s where the rich bitch with her fancy watch slept.


He skirted the pool, crossed the patio, where he noted the grill, one so big, so shiny, that it probably cost two or three grand.


Just seeing it standing there, shining, made his resentment build. He wished he had a bat or a pipe. If he’d had a bat or a pipe, he’d have beat the shit out of that grill.


Instead, he pulled in the rage. He had work to do, and his work needed a clear mind.


Breathing slow, breathing deep, he laid his gloved hands on the patio doors. And pushed that clear mind inside the house.


He had that talent, and always had.


His mother had tried to pray it out of him; his father had tried to logic it out of him.


They failed.


One day, one day down the road, he’d pay them back, pay them back for not giving him a big-ass house like this to grow up in, a pool to splash in.


He’d pay them back for cooking burgers on a crap charcoal grill instead of steaks on a big, shiny one.


But until that day, it was more than enough to live free, to use that talent to take from the rich and give to himself.


No dog in the house. Not now, but there’d been one. And kids, one, maybe two, but not now.


The only people inside now slept, as he predicted, upstairs.


And yet, he felt something like breath on the back of his neck, like someone watching, watching so close they were all but inside him.


A line of sweat dribbled down his temple at the thought, forced him to look behind.


Fuck that, he thought.


He’d seen no signs warning of a security system, and saw no signs of one.


He’d worked with his tightfisted old man one summer, installing security systems in big MFMs like this one, so he knew what to look for.


What to do if he found something.


But the only thing on the wide glass doors was a lock.


Rather than pick it—his skills were top-notch there—he got the glass cutter out of his backpack.


It didn’t take long to slip his hand carefully through the circle he’d made and twist open the lock.


Once inside, he looked around at the big kitchen, the giant wall TV, the wide, L-shaped sofa they called a sectional.


He could see straight into the living room, the fireplace, another couch, chairs. Tables, lamps. Everything polished and pretty.


He should’ve lived in a house like this. These people weren’t any better than he was. They just got lucky, and liked to shove that in his face.


In his heart he wanted to smash it all, but he had to keep that mind clear.


There was the mudroom—as if this type ever had mud on their shoes—with a door that would lead into the garage.


And a home office—like they actually worked for a living.


A whole wall of pictures. Look at them, smiling for the camera! Frolicking at the beach or...


He stopped at the photo of the girl. The girl who looked a lot like the rich bitch, except...


Something in the eyes, something that made his breath go shallow, clouded into his mind. Like she looked straight at him.


Into him.


Made his blood run cold; walked icy fingers up his spine.


His hands balled into fists, and for a moment he lost his sense of the house, of the people sleeping upstairs.


He had to relax his hands, wipe the sweat coating his palms on his jeans.


He had to relax his mind to see.


“Too bad you’re not here. Too goddamn bad,” he muttered. “I’d take care of you, too.”


He imagined she had a trust fund, her and the boy—probably baby brother. Oh, he’d have taken care of them good, but they were probably at some rich-kid camp.


For another moment he lost track, just staring at that picture, into those blue eyes. They made his hands tremble, made him want to smash his fist into the face, close those blue eyes.


He had to turn his back on it, get his breath back, clear his mind.


Work to do, he reminded himself, scales to balance.


Drawing the pistol, he started up the stairs.


The roll of thunder didn’t wake her, nor did the muffled pop of the gun firing. Trapped in the dream, Thea screamed and screamed. But like the rest, the scream stayed inside her head. She screamed, sobbed, helplessly watching until she finally ripped herself free.


In a flash of lightning, she sat shaking in bed, unable to draw enough breath to cry out. Forgetting she was nearly a teenager, she clawed her way out of bed. Her legs simply folded, so she dropped to the floor, dizzy, her stomach churning.


So cold her teeth began to chatter, she pushed herself up.


The floor seemed to tilt and rock like the deck of a boat caught in the storm that still raged outside.


She had to brace a hand on the wall as she walked to her grandmother’s room.


She wanted Grammie’s arms around her, Grammie’s hand stroking her hair, Grammie’s voice telling her it had been just a bad dream.


But when she reached the doorway of the bedroom, she saw Lucy sitting on the side of her bed. She heard her crying. She saw her shaking.


“Grammie. Grammie.”


For the rest of her life, she’d remember that moment, the exact instant their eyes met. Eyes of the same color and shape, eyes drenched with tears and shock and grief.


And the spark that flashed between them, so sharp, so bright, like the lightning.


And the instant that followed that spark, when she knew her parents were dead.


She spilled to the floor like water from a cup.


Then Lucy’s arms were around her. Lucy’s hand stroked her hair.


But she didn’t say the words because they would have been a lie.


“I saw—I saw—”


“Oh, God, Thea.” Lucy rocked her, rocked them both on the floor in the doorway. “Darling, my baby.”


She could hear Lucy’s breath hitching in and out, feel the wild gallop of her heart.


“I have to call the sheriff. You hold on to me now. You hold on tight. He’ll call the police up in Virginia so they can...they can check.”


“You saw it, too. You saw it, too. But—”


“Let me call now. Hold on to me.”


“I feel sick.”


“I know, I know.”


Because Thea’s head lolled, and the floor rocked, Lucy half carried her to the bed.


“Try to breathe slow. If you have to get sick, don’t you worry about it. Hold on to me, that’s my girl, breathe slow. The dizzy’ll pass.”


When they got to the bed, Lucy wrapped a throw around her. “Put your head between your knees, breathe slow. It’ll pass.”


She did what Lucy said while the room spun. And she heard her pick up the phone on the night table.


Her grandmother’s voice sounded strange, like she spoke inside a big, empty room where everything sounded hollow and echoed.


“Tate, it’s Lucy Lannigan. I need you to do me a favor.”


Thea let the words wash over her while, just as Lucy told her it would, the dizzy started to pass.


The cold went with it, flooded away in a blast of heat that slicked every inch of her skin.


“Here, darling, you lie down. I’m going to make you some tea.”


“Don’t leave me alone. Please, don’t leave me alone.”


“The tea’s going to help. You trust me on that, Thea. Do you want to come down with me? Are you able?”


Nodding, she leaned against Lucy. “I won’t be sick.”


“Let’s not wake Rem, all right?” Lucy put an arm around her, and the arm still shook. “Here’s the steps. We’ll go slow.”


“I’m not dizzy now. I won’t be sick.” Outside her, everything felt hot. Inside, everything went numb. “I saw. I saw, and you saw, too. It wasn’t a bad dream.”


“I pray it was. You’re going to sit at the table, and I’ll make the tea. We haven’t talked about what we have inside us, you and me, darling. Your mama—”


“She doesn’t like it.”


“It worries her, that’s all. It worries her. Sit down now. Sheriff McKinnon, he’s going to call the police up there, and they’ll go check. And—and won’t we feel foolish when they call and say everything’s just fine?”


“Grammie—”


“Sometimes, lots of times, darling, what we’ve got inside shows what hasn’t happened yet.”


“But it’s not that.” Tears streamed again so she had to choke the words out through them. “They’re gone, Grammie. I can feel it. So can you.”


Her hair loose and wild around her shoulders, her face pale with shock, Lucy crossed her hands over her mouth as if to hold back a scream. “I didn’t see clear.”


“I did. I was there. I was there with them. I could see, and I could hear, and I could smell and feel. I was screaming, but they didn’t hear me. I think, maybe, he did.”


Suddenly exhausted, Thea laid her head on the table. “He killed them, and I was there.”


“We’re going to pray it was something yet to come, and by seeing, we changed it. We stopped it. That’s all we can do now.”


They could pray now, Thea thought, and they could pray forever. But it wouldn’t change it. Through the numbness, she felt her grandmother’s grief—a wild, terrified thing—and said nothing.


Lucy pulled out every ounce of strength and measured the hawthorn tea. She had to think of the child now, tend to the child now, and think of nothing else.


This child, she told herself, the child at the table swamped in shock and grief, and not the baby she’d carried inside her, given birth to. Not the child she’d loved with every beat of her heart, not the good, good man that child had grown up to marry, one she’d loved just as if she’d carried him inside her.


This child needed her to be strong, so strong she’d be.


This child she should’ve talked to about the gift long before this. To help prepare her, because she’d known, she’d seen that gift shining so bright, so strong.


Can’t change what’s already slipped away behind you, Lucy reminded herself. Right now, this child needed her strength to help her cope with that they both knew.


Her own grief had to wait.


She set the teacups on the table, stroked a hand over Thea’s hair. “Drink a little, honeypot. I promise it helps.”


“I can’t feel anything inside me. It’s like everything inside me went away.”


“It’s a way we protect ourselves.” But it would come back, Lucy thought, it would all come screaming back. “So drink a little now, and I need you to listen to me. All right?”


Thea lifted her head, picked up the tea. She nodded.


“There are going to be questions about why I asked for the police. Thea, I need to hope it’s your mama who calls and asks those questions. I need that hope.”


Thea sipped some of the tea, nodded again.


“But whoever asks them, you best leave it to me to answer.”


“Why?”


“Some people, they get greedy when they know you’ve got a gift, and they sure can hound you. Others, they don’t believe in it, and they can say hard things.”


“I know that already.”


Lucy sighed, and the sound was pure regret. “I haven’t done right by you on this, darling. I’m sorry for it.”


“Mom worried. It scared her.”


“That’s right.”


A little color had seeped back into those soft, young cheeks, Lucy thought. Not a lot, but a little at least. But the eyes didn’t look so young now, and the emptiness in them told Lucy that numbness still held.


“What do we do, Grammie?”


“I—”


The knock on the front door had Lucy’s heart folding in on itself, like paper balled in a fist. She could try to smooth it out again, and would have to, for this child, for the one sleeping upstairs.


But it would never be the same.


She started to tell Thea to go back upstairs and wait, but knew the wrongness of it. So she rose, reached for Thea’s hand.


“Hold on to me.”


They left the tea on the table and, hands linked, walked together to the door.
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