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CHAPTER



1


Molly Canaday pulled the tow truck in front of the silver Hyundai Sonata. She killed the engine and used her sideview mirror to assess the stranded motorist.


He was not from around these parts.


For one thing, he was driving a rental car.


And for another, he was standing in the hot May sunshine wearing a black crew-necked shirt, gray dress pants, and a charcoal gray worsted sport jacket.


The sun lit up threads of gray in his dark, chin-length hair. He hadn’t shaved today, but somehow the stubble looked carefully groomed.


This guy was seriously lost, like he’d made a wrong turn in Charleston and kept on driving.


She straightened her ball cap and hopped from the truck’s cab. “Howdy,” she said, putting out her hand for him to shake. “I’m Molly Canaday from Bill’s Grease Pit. We’re located in Last Chance, just down the road a ways. The rental agency sent your distress call to us. What seems to be the problem?”


Mr. I’m-so-cool-and-sexy regarded her hand, then let his gaze climb up to her battered Atlanta Braves hat, back down to her favorite Big and Rich T-shirt, ending with her baggy painter’s pants. His mouth curled at the corners like a couple of ornate apostrophes. The smile was elegant and sexy, and might have impressed Molly if it hadn’t also been a tiny bit smirk-like.


She forced a neutral customer-service expression to her face, even as she dropped her hand. She sure wanted to leave Mr. Urban Cool to burn up by the side of the road. Maybe walking the six miles into town in the blistering sun would help him lose that smirk.


He finally spoke in an accent that sounded like it came from nowhere. “Canaday, huh? Does Red Canaday still coach the Rebels football team?”


Whoa, this guy didn’t look like your average football fan. Much less like anyone who would know anything about Davis High’s football program. “Uh, yeah, he’s my daddy.” She studied his face, trying to place him. He had dark brown eyes and a sturdy, straight nose. He didn’t look a lick like anyone Molly knew.


His steady stare sucked her in and left her feeling unsettled. If he knew about the Rebels, then he wasn’t a stranger.


He wasn’t lost.


“Nothing ever changes here, does it?” he said.


“Do I know you?”


Something flickered in his eyes. Was it kindness? It was there and gone in an instant. “You might remember me. I mean, I knew your father. But that was a long time ago, and you were little.”


“Are you saying you’re from around here?” No way.


“I’m Simon Wolfe. Charlotte and Ira’s boy. I was a placekicker on the team a long time ago.”


Oh. Wow. Talk about prodigal sons. She didn’t really remember him. But she sure knew all about him. He had been a member of the 1990 dream team—the one that won the state championship. He was also the player who hadn’t attended a single team reunion. The guy who left home, the guy who never came back, the guy who broke his daddy’s heart.


And now his daddy was dead.


Two days ago, Ira Wolfe had keeled over right in the middle of his Ford dealership’s showroom.


“I’m sorry for your loss,” Molly said. Although Simon didn’t look all that brokenhearted. In fact, he shrugged like a coldhearted idiot.


And he proved his cool nature a moment later when he said, “So Red Canaday’s little girl grew up to become a mechanic. I guess that was totally predictable.”


She clamped her back teeth together before she said something unlady-like. Not that she was much of a lady. Instead, she took a deep breath and tried to be mindful of her feelings, like Momma was always telling her to be. She sucked at being mindful, and she was not about to take up meditation the way Momma had.


“What seems to be the problem?” she asked in her sweetest voice, which admittedly was not very sweet. Sweet was definitely not her normal MO.


“I have no clue what’s wrong with it. It stopped running,” he said.


Boy, he might have been born in the South and even played football once. But he’d clearly lost his southern accent and attitude somewhere. Any local man worth his salt would have already popped the hood and taken a look. Local men would also have dozens of theories about what had gone wrong.


Not this guy. This guy spoke in short sentences, dressed like a GQ model, and didn’t want to get dirty. Of course, he had been a placekicker on the team, and a good one, too. But placekickers avoided dirt. It was a well-known fact.


“Did it make any funny noises before it died?”


“Nope.” He looked at his watch.


“I’m sorry. You have a wake to get to, don’t you?” She didn’t mention that she, also, had to get to Ira Wolfe’s wake. She owed that man a great deal.


Simon turned his back on her. He walked a short distance away toward the edge of the road and put his hands on his hips. He studied the soybean fields like he was looking at some alien landscape.


“God, this place is like being nowhere at all.” The words were spoken in a soft, low voice and not intended for Molly to hear. But she was just annoyed enough not to let him get away with them.


“Yeah, well, some of us like living here,” she said, investing her words with all the civic pride she could muster.


She popped the hood and started poking around in the engine. “So, I take it you’re not planning to stay very long.” She aimed her flashlight down into the engine to check the fan belt.


“No, I have to get back to Paradise.”


“Paradise? Really?” The fan belt looked okay.


“It’s a place in California.”


“Of course it is.” He would live in a place called Paradise. She had a feeling he was about to discover that there could be hard times in Paradise, but far be it from her to be the bearer of bad news.


Instead she inspected the battery terminals and connections but didn’t see anything obvious. There was probably a problem with the generator, or alternator, or maybe the voltage regulator.


She pulled her head out of the engine. “I’m going to have to tow it.”


He checked his damn watch again. Boy, this guy was wound up tighter than a spring.


“Don’t worry, I’ll get you to the church on time. Or the funeral home, as the case might be.”


Simon stifled the laugh that wanted to spring from his chest. It wasn’t right to find Molly Canaday amusing on the day of his father’s wake.


She helped him transfer his luggage from the Hyundai’s trunk to the back of her truck. Then he stood back and watched while Coach Canaday’s daughter hooked the Sonata up to a heavy chain and then winched it onto the truck’s flatbed. The woman sure had a way with machinery.


Which didn’t surprise him.


The last time Simon had seen Molly Canaday, she’d been a little kid in overalls, not much older than four, standing on the sidelines with Coach. She never missed a game. She never whined like other little kids. She never failed to inspire them all.


And Simon never attempted a field goal without first patting Molly’s head. Her hair had been short and soft under his hands. It was longer now, but still dark and barely contained by her ball cap. He had the sudden desire to paint a portrait of her, with all that glorious hair undone and falling like a curly black waterfall to her shoulders.


“It’s going to be tomorrow before we can figure out what’s going on with the car. So I’ll drop you by the funeral home. I’m sure Rob or Ryan Polk or one of their kids can give you a lift home from there. And you can use Ira’s car. God knows he has a lot of them.” Molly’s words pulled him away from his suddenly wayward muse.


He climbed into the passenger’s seat and checked his watch.


“So, I guess you’re just counting the hours until you can leave again? Paradise is calling, huh?”


He kept his gaze fastened to the soybean fields that whizzed past as she pulled the truck onto the road and headed into town. He saw no point in responding to her question. She had summed up the truth. He needed to get back home and back to work, especially since the work hadn’t been going well.


The fields gave way to houses with big yards, and then he caught his first glance of the Last Chance water tower—painted like a big, tiger-striped watermelon.


This scene was frozen in his memory. And yet, nothing was quite the same as he remembered it. A large commercial building with a big parking lot occupied what had once been cotton fields just north of town. A big sign at the gates of the facility said “deBracy Ltd.” Not too far away, someone was developing a neighborhood of new single-family homes.


The Last Chance of his memory was gray and used-up and on its last legs. But in this town, bright awnings hung over the shop windows. In this town, pedestrians hurried about their business on the sidewalks. In this town, the movie theater was no longer an empty eyesore, but covered in a scaffold where workers were bringing it back to life. This town looked alive.


He wasn’t prepared for the tight band that squeezed his lungs like a tourniquet, cutting off his oxygen. He refused to feel any nostalgia for this place. He’d buried a piece of himself here a long time ago, when he’d been just a boy. He’d never planned on coming back and unearthing it.


And yet, for all the pain he’d suffered here, Last Chance would always be home.


Despite her joke about being late to a funeral, Molly had no intention of being late for Ira Wolfe’s wake. She had to hump to get Simon and his car delivered and then get home.


She raced through her shower, threw on a pair of slacks that weren’t too wrinkled, and topped off her outfit with a gray cotton shell she’d knitted for herself using a seed stitch.


She headed into her mother’s big country kitchen to collect the casserole Momma had made last night. Miz Charlotte wouldn’t need too many casseroles, seeing as she probably had a housekeeper up in that big house of hers who would do her cooking and cleaning during this sad time. But still. Momma was of the opinion that when somebody died, it was a moral obligation to cook a casserole.


Molly didn’t entirely share this view, mostly because she couldn’t cook worth a durn.


She was just putting the mac and cheese into a grocery sack when her brother Allen sauntered into the kitchen wearing a pair of garnet and black plaid boxers and a University of South Carolina Athletic Department T-shirt. He looked like he had just rolled out of bed, even though it was four-thirty in the afternoon. He scratched his head, mussing the cowlick he’d had since he was two. “Have you seen my sunglasses?” he asked.


“Don’t tell me you’ve already lost the Oakleys. You spent your entire paycheck on them.”


“Don’t be that way, Mol. I just misplaced them is all.” Allen shuffled to the refrigerator, pulled out the milk carton, and took a couple of long, deep swallows that made his Adam’s apple bounce.


“That is totally disgusting.” Molly’s voice assumed the big-sister tone that Allen had learned to ignore at a depressingly early age.


Allen wasn’t very mature for twenty-three. His twin brother, Beau, on the other hand, had been born responsible. Beau had just completed his first year of law school, and he was working as an intern in the governor’s office up in Columbia. Everyone reckoned that Beau had a bright future in politics.


Allen, not so much.


Allen rolled his gorgeous amber eyes and managed to look adorable even with a milk mustache. He’d always been adorable, which explained why he got away with so much.


He put the milk down on the counter and frowned. “Oh, uh, I forgot. Momma called around nine-thirty this morning with a message for you.”


“Why would she do that? I had my cell phone.”


“I have no idea. I was groggy, you know. It was a late night last night. Anyway, she told me to tell you that she loves you, and then she told me where I could find the message she left.”


“Find the message? You mean she wrote me a note?”


“Yeah.” Allen shuffled over to the little desk in the corner of the kitchen where Pat Canaday, Molly’s mother, kept the household bills and her personal papers. He picked up an envelope and handed it to Molly.


Molly stared down at the white envelope bearing her name written in Momma’s flowing script. This couldn’t be good. The hair on the back of her neck and along her arms danced a little jig. Momma hadn’t been very happy the last few months. She hadn’t said much. She almost never talked about her feelings. But something was wrong. Momma had gone to town with her meditating. She’d even set up a meditation corner in the spare room.


Anyone who meditated that much must have a whole lot on her mind.


Molly’s heart pounded as she tore open the envelope and read.






Molly, darling,





I’m off to see the world. I would have liked to see it with your daddy, but he’s gone fishing. Again. I’m not going to wait for another football season to come and go. Again. So I’m going by myself. You’ll need to take care of the shop. I know you don’t want to, but it will be good for you. Take care of your little brothers, too. Your daddy can obviously take care of himself.




Love,


Momma







P.S. You know I’ve been meditating about this situation. I’ve even tried praying about it, too. And at the moment it seems like leaving is the best thing. But just because I’ve failed to control my temper, doesn’t mean you shouldn’t keep trying to control yours. You should read my meditation book. And you can use my thinking corner if you like.


P. P. S. I left the book on the kitchen counter, along with my recipe box. You’re going to have to learn how to cook.








Molly blinked down at the stationery with rosebuds embellishing the edges and bottom of the page. She shifted her gaze to the kitchen counter. Sure enough, there was Momma’s recipe box sitting right on top of a well-thumbed copy of One Minute Meditations.


“What’s the note say?” Allen asked, as he pulled a jar of peanut butter from the pantry, opened it, and scooped some up with his finger.


She scowled at her brother. “Do you have any idea how gross you are?”


He shrugged like he didn’t really care about her opinion. “What’s it say?” he asked through the peanut butter in his mouth.


“It says she’s ticked off with Coach, and she’s gone to see the world.”


“Momma’s ticked off? Really? That’s kind of interesting, isn’t it?”


“I don’t know, but I have a really bad feeling about this.” She handed the note to her brother who proceeded to get peanut butter on it, which was more or less par for the course. Molly pulled out her cell and dialed her mother’s number. Momma’s unmistakable ringtone—Bert and Ernie singing “Rubber Ducky”—sounded from her desk drawer. Molly opened the drawer and discovered Momma’s phone with a sticky note attached to it that said, “You didn’t think I was dumb enough to take my phone, did you?”


Just then, the landline rang. Molly picked up the handset from the old-fashioned phone bolted to the kitchen wall. “Hey.”


“Molly, is that you? It’s Kenzie. I’m desperate for a skein of carmine red alpaca, but there’s a sign on the front door of the yarn shop that says ‘Closed Until Molly Realizes She’s in Charge.’ What in the world does that mean?”


Molly rested her head on the wall beside the phone and squeezed her eyes shut. “It means my mother has run away and expects me to fill her shoes and run the Knit & Stitch.” No doubt this was Momma’s way of forcing her to become a true southern lady—the kind who cooked casseroles, never lost her temper, and was always gracious and polite. In short, the kind of woman who didn’t have a burning desire to fix cars or a five-year plan to open a body shop.


“Oh, well, that’s okay,” Kenzie said. “You know more about yarn than your mother does. Can you open the shop, please? I’m desperate.”


“Uh, no. Not right now. I’ve got to go to Ira Wolfe’s wake.”


“Oh. Okay. But what about the Purly Girls meeting tomorrow afternoon? You’re going to open up for that, right?”


Oh, brother. Molly was going to murder her mother the next time she saw her. If there ever was a next time.





CHAPTER



2


The funeral home’s foyer was dark and smelled of lemon oil polish. Simon checked his baggage with the cloakroom attendant and made his way into a large room with big bay windows hung with heavy draperies. The drapes blocked all but a little crack of sunshine.


He checked his watch. After all his worry, he was half an hour early, and all alone with the guest of honor.


Daddy was stretched out in a bronze-colored coffin wearing his purple and yellow Davis High Football booster shirt. The coffin’s lining was also in the school colors. Simon wondered how Mother felt about this. She had never been a big Rebels fan.


Simon stared down at the corpse, so peaceful in death. His father had been a handsome man, with piercing blue eyes and a strong chin. His eyes were closed now, and the dark hair that Simon remembered had gone to gray. Daddy’s big hands were crossed on his chest, and he still wore his wedding ring.


What irony. Mother and Daddy’s marriage had been a disaster. The two of them could hardly speak without igniting an argument. And Simon had lived his life between their battle lines.


A familiar futility settled in his gut. It had taken years to learn how to recognize this feeling. And it sucked big time that he found himself unable to reason the pain away. He wanted to be numb. He wanted not to care. But instead, the wounds of his youth opened and bled.


He checked his watch again and paced the room to the window. He pulled away the drapes and stared out at a colorful garden filled with an abundance of flowers. If only he could escape to that bright place.


He wanted to get out of here. He needed to get back to his painting. The Harrison commission loomed over him like the sword of Damocles. He should never have let Gillian negotiate that deal, but he and Gillian had been in the appeasement phase of their relationship. He’d let her have a little bit of control, and then he’d realized that it was a mistake. Now Gillian was gone, and only the problematic commission remained.


“Oh my goodness, Simon, is that really you?”


He turned to discover a thin, sixty-something woman with carefully coiffed white hair and hazel eyes. She wore a simple black suit—the kind old ladies wear to funerals.


Who was this person?


“Don’t you know me, honey? It’s Aunt Millie.”


He blinked a few times. She had changed. The last time he’d seen her, Aunt Millie had tipped the scales at 170 pounds, easy. But this woman couldn’t have weighed more than a hundred pounds soaking wet.


He couldn’t move, which was okay because Millie wasn’t paralyzed. She hurried forward, threw her arms around him, and held on fiercely. He remembered then. Aunt Millie had always been a refuge.


“I’m so sorry about your daddy, son.” She patted his back and then smiled through her unshed tears. “I’m so glad you’re here. Your uncle Rob is bringing your mother up the back way. I know it will warm her heart to see you here.”


Simon’s insides went free falling. He hadn’t seen his mother for eighteen years.


A moment later Mother entered the room, her hand wrapped around Uncle Rob’s forearm as if she needed his support. Mother had not changed. She had celebrated her sixty-fifth birthday this year, but there wasn’t a single gray hair on her head. In some cynical corner of his mind, Simon knew that Mother probably kept a weekly appointment at the local beauty shop, but that didn’t matter. She was Mother. Still.


She turned her gaze on him, and it was like getting hit with a shotgun blast. All the unpleasant memories of living with Mother and Daddy tumbled through him. And yet he wanted to run to her and hug her. He had missed her, even if he couldn’t stand being with her.


“Mother.” He took a few steps toward her, but he didn’t get close enough for an embrace.


Charlotte Wolfe took a step back, her big brown eyes growing wide and fearful. “Who are you?”


The words burned right through his middle.


“Now, Charlotte,” Aunt Millie said in her most patient of voices. “It’s your boy, Simon. Don’t you remember him? He’s come home to take care of you.”


Simon opened his mouth to protest, but before he could utter a word, his mother shook her head. “No, he’s not Simon. I would know my boy. Simon would never wear his hair long like that, or go around unshaven. Don’t you try to fool me, Millie.” Mother clutched Uncle Rob’s arm and looked up at him with a wide stare. “Ira, you tell Millie she’s wrong.”


Uncle Rob, Mother’s older brother, stared down at his sister with a look of pity. “Darlin’, Ira’s passed. Don’t you remember? It happened on Saturday. He had a heart attack.”


She blinked a few times, and her eyes seemed to brighten just a little. “Oh, yes, I remember.” She turned to stare at the casket, her expression resolving itself into lines of grief. Uncle Rob escorted Mother to a seat on the opposite side of the room and hovered over her.


Aunt Millie sagged where she stood. She looked tired. “So now you know,” she said. “Charlotte is having a very bad day today. I’m sure it’s the shock of Ira’s passing. There are some days when she’s almost herself. Don’t you worry, she’ll remember you eventually. You haven’t changed that much. You still look like the Polk side of the family.”


“How long has she been like this?” His voice sounded like it came from a very great distance. Here he’d been thinking he could breeze in for the funeral and make a quick escape. Obviously, that wasn’t going to happen. It was like the ground beneath him had turned to quicksand.


“Charlotte’s been fading away for about five years. It’s progressed pretty slowly. And your father took good care of her. So today is hard.”


“Daddy took care of her?”


“Of course he did.”


“But they could hardly stand one another.”


“That’s not true. Your folks had their share of fights, but they loved each other. Your daddy adored her. And he was so good for her. He was a bighearted man, Simon. And you broke his heart badly.”


“They broke mine first.” His voice was hard and tight.


Aunt Millie patted his back. “Son, I don’t really know what happened between you and your folks. I never could really understand it. I know they had dreams for you that weren’t what you wanted, but that wasn’t a good reason for you to leave and never come home. And now I’m afraid it’s time for you to pay the piper. Your mother needs to be cared for.”


Of all the things waiting for him here in Last Chance, this was the most unexpected. He had thought he was coming to say good-bye to his father, and then he’d go back to his nice, orderly life in Paradise. The truth was beginning to sink in.


“I guess I’ll have to take her back to California with me. I’ll find a retirement home or something.”


Millie stiffened. “You can’t do that. You can’t take her away from the home she loves. She’s put her whole heart and soul into that garden of hers. And you can’t take her away from her friends in the garden club and the Purly Girls.”


“Purly Girls?”


“She’s taken up knitting. The occupational therapist said it would be good for her because gardening is getting difficult. She needs to be watched when she’s using her tools. Last month, she pulled up all her daffodils. She thought they were weeds. So we’ve been encouraging the knitting.”


“She can knit in California. That’s where I live. I realize she needs to be taken care of. But I’m not moving back to Last Chance, Aunt Millie. I’m just not.”


“Listen to me. I love you, but if you take your mother to California and shove her into a nursing home, I will be so disappointed in you. I will not let you warehouse her.”


“I didn’t say I was going to shove her into a nursing home. I’ll find a nice place for her with a mountain view.”


“Simon”—Millie invested his name with a world of censure—”that would be exactly like warehousing her.”


Millie was right, of course, and that thought wrapped itself around his neck and squeezed. Then Millie went on to tighten the noose.


“You know, son,” she said, “you’re going to have to stay for a little while anyway. There are legal issues. Eugene Hanks wants to talk with you about your father’s will. And your uncle Ryan is very agitated about the financial situation at the dealership. You know his bank loaned your daddy a lot of money.”


“What are you talking about?”


“Your daddy’s business is practically bankrupt.”


“How could a Ford dealership be failing in a place like Allenberg County?”


“The economic downturn hurt business, I guess. Your uncle Ryan has been talking about forcing the dealership into receivership. Of course, if you were willing to stay and help run the business, your uncle might change his mind. And it’s important to save the dealership. There are about forty people who work there. It would be a disaster for this town if Wolfe Ford went out of business.”


He looked at his watch again. He didn’t know where else to look. Aunt Millie was crazy if she thought he was going to go into the business of selling cars. The bank would never go for it. Simon was an artist, not a car salesman. And he had a very big commission due in two months. He didn’t have time for this.


He looked up toward the casket. His mother sat dry-eyed and hunched-shouldered by his father’s corpse. Hell and damnation. How had it come to this?


He rudely turned away from Aunt Millie and went searching for the outside door—the one that led to the garden he’d seen through the windows. He sat down on a bench in the warm sunshine and watched a couple of goldfinches as they visited a bird feeder. They were the same color as the coreopsis that grew in clumps along the perennial border. He tried to clear his mind and focus on nothing at all.


But the coreopsis sent him back in time.


He remembered the day his mother had taught him the name of that flower. He’d been a little boy. He used to love spending time with Mother in the garden, getting dirty and learning the names of the flowers and the colors that went with them. All those different shadings of yellow, from buttercup to Carolina lupine. He’d learned them all at his mother’s knee, along with an appreciation for how colors go together. He used that knowledge every day he painted.


And now the woman who had taught him this one, important thing didn’t even recognize him.


Despite all his efforts to dam them up, a flood of tears deluged him.


Molly stood beside Ira’s casket gazing down at his body. He looked pretty good for a dead man.


Ira Wolfe had been one of Davis High’s biggest boosters. His contributions had refurbished the football field, paid for the new lighting system, and kept the team in uniforms. Which probably explained why the dealership was having some financial problems. Ira was generous to a fault.


Her vision smeared with unwanted tears. Who the heck was she crying for? Ira for being dead, Momma for being gone, or herself for having her life scrambled? Jeez louise, this was pitiful. She never cried. About anything. It was one of her life rules. No one would take a girl mechanic seriously if she cried. Ever.


“Thank you for coming.” The voice was deep and accent-free. She turned. Well, hell. Simon Wolfe obviously didn’t have any rules about crying. His eyes looked puffy and bloodshot.


And they widened in surprise. “It’s you,” he said. “I should have realized.” His gaze traveled upward, taking in her hair, which she’d left down because she’d been too late to wrestle with it. She really needed to whack it off.


Simon’s gaze dropped and lingered for more than a moment. Holy crap, he was ogling her boobs.


A totally unwanted body flush knocked her sideways. Whoa. What was that all about?


Guys in Last Chance never ogled her. She wasn’t pretty or graceful or anything like that. So of course, guys talked cars and sports with her rather than looking or touching or making themselves nuisances. Over the years, she’d had a couple of friends with benefits. But they were just bed buddies. And besides, she wasn’t interested in girl-boy entanglements. They were a big waste of time and always managed to get messy and emotional.


She needed to put distance between herself and this guy who was old enough to be a member of the 1990 dream team. Which made him practically middle-aged.


“Uh, look,” she said in a no-nonsense voice, “there’s something I need to tell you. See, your daddy loaned me some space in his garage, where I’ve just started working on a full body restoration of a 1966 Shelby Mustang that I found in a barn up in Olar. I work there after hours, and I’m aiming to get the car finished by September for the Barrett-Jackson auction in Vegas. I’m hoping to hit pay dirt with this car so I can quit working for LeRoy and start a restoration business of my own. So, anyway, when you get around to taking a tour of the dealership, I just want you to understand that the Shelby belongs to me and my partner, Les Hayes, who’s your daddy’s chief mechanic. Don’t be thinking that that car is one of your assets. Oh, and I have a set of keys to the building. So don’t freak out if you see me there late at night, okay?”


The curls at the corner of Simon’s mouth deepened into a semi-smile, which looked a bit incongruous given the state of his eyes. “I’m not planning to take a tour of the dealership,” he said. “And I’m not all that interested in cars.”


“Not even a Shelby Mustang?” Her incredulity showed in her voice.


“Not even a Shelby Mustang. My plan is to wrap up things here just as fast as I can and head back home. I think you should plan on the dealership being closed or sold.”


“You’re going to close the dealership?”


The muted conversations in the room halted, and a dozen heads turned in their direction. Oh, crap, she’d practically shouted the words, hadn’t she?


“Uh, sorry,” she said in a much smaller voice, even though she felt like screaming her outrage at the sudden reversals in her life. “But you can’t let that happen.”


“There’s nothing I can do to prevent it.”


“But I’ll lose my garage space. Not to mention the fact that half of my friends own F-150s and go to Wolfe for their warranty service.”


“What do you expect me to do, Molly? I’m an artist, not a car salesman or mechanic. I have no business running a car dealership.”


Well, that was obvious. She just hadn’t put all the puzzle pieces together until right this minute. Of course Ira’s death was going to screw up everything.


“But what are you going to do with your momma?” She was grasping at straws now. This was the man who’d run away from home and never come back. Not once. Not even at Thanksgiving or Christmas.


“I don’t know. But I do know I’m not staying, and I’m not going to take over Daddy’s dealership. I’m not a car guy.”


“Which makes you really odd for a man, you know that?”


Annoyance sparked in his dark eyes, and Molly immediately regretted the rancor in her words. Why couldn’t she keep her mouth shut? Or learn how to deliver a put-down with a saccharine voice, like a southern belle. Unfortunately, she was missing the Scarlett O’Hara gene.


“I’m not the only odd one here,” he said. “I’m willing to bet you don’t know how to sew or knit or cook.”


“Ha! I do so too know how to knit.”


“Oh?” He frowned, his dark gaze cataloging her. “Don’t tell me. You knitted that sweater, didn’t you?”


“I did.”


“It’s very nice.” He said this with another obvious glance at her boobs. Her internal thermostat went wacky again. Or maybe the funeral home’s air-conditioning was on the fritz.


She was tempted to let him think she was some kind of super woman, capable of changing spark plugs and whipping up an apple pie all in a day’s work. But actually, she didn’t want to be a super woman. So why was she arguing with him?


She met Simon’s gaze directly, squared her shoulders, and told the truth. “My mother owns the Knit & Stitch, the yarn shop in town. She taught me to knit when I was little, and I took to it. I blow at cooking and sewing, though, and I don’t even care.”


“Well, half odd is better than all the way odd,” he said in a teasing tone.


Jeez louise! This conversation had taken a strange and uncomfortable turn. It was time to extricate herself. “Look, I’m sorry for your loss. I loved your daddy. He believed in me when no one else would, and he gave me a place to see if I could realize my dreams. I told him a million times that he needed to quit smoking those cigars, and …” Her voice wobbled the minute she thought about Ira standing in the middle of the showroom with an unlit cigar clenched in his teeth. She was never going to see him there again. He was never going to stop by and admire her body work. She was on her own now. And about to lose her garage space.


Her nose filled up with snot, and the urge to bawl became almost unbearable. She sniffled back her suddenly overflowing nasal passages. She was not going to cry. Not even for Ira Wolfe. He wouldn’t want her to cry over him. Not in a million years.


Ira would just want her to finish that Shelby and get going building her business.


And wouldn’t you know it, right then Ira’s too-handsome and somewhat odd son reached into his pocket and pulled out a fine linen handkerchief. He held it out for her, his eyes filled with kindness and deep empathy. “You know, Molly, I could say the same thing about your father. He definitely believed in me when no one else did. I owe him a great deal.”


She could refuse that hankie the way he’d refused to shake her hand earlier in the day. Or she could accept the handkerchief and his words as the peace offering they were intended to be.


She snatched the handkerchief and quickly blotted her eyes and blew her nose. She wanted to hand it back to him but realized that a snotty handkerchief was kind of gross. “Uh, I’ll wash it and get it back to you,” she said as she crammed the soggy cloth into the pocket of her slacks. “I guess I’ll need to remember to bring tissues for the funeral tomorrow.”


Simon glanced down at his father. “Me too.”
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A lonely fluorescent light illuminated a corner of the Wolfe Ford service center, lending the cavernous space an eerie quality. Molly hurried across the spotless gray floor, her sneakers squeaking with each step. She’d stopped at home on her way back from Ira’s wake to change into her work clothes. She was brimming with news and gossip.


Les Hayes, Molly’s best friend, was going to blow more than a gasket when he heard what she had to say. Heck, he was probably going to throw a piston, too.


She found him bent over the Shelby’s engine compartment, which had been divested of the radiator, the battery, and all of the engine’s hoses and belts. Tonight they were supposed to pull the block and the tranny. The plan from there was for Les to rebuild the engine while Molly started work on the body.


The car’s seats and dashboard had already been pulled last week and sent to an auto upholsterer up in Columbia that Molly worked with.


“Hey, Molly,” Les said without looking up from the engine compartment. “How was your day?”


“Probably the crappiest of my life.”


Les looked up. Grease darkened his forehead and smudged one cheek, making his baby blues look bluer than ever. His curly brown hair puffed from around his Wolfe Ford hat. Momma always said that Les was a cool, tall drink of water. Yeah, branch water, maybe. He had an unpredictable temper.


Which made him a lot like Molly. They could fight like a couple of junkyard dogs sometimes over the right way to proceed on a restoration.


“What’s wrong?” he asked.


“Well for starters, Momma ran away and left me in charge of the Knit & Stitch.”


“Yeah, I heard about that. So now that you’re in charge, are you going to reopen the store?” He said this with a wicked grin.


“Stop it. It’s serious. I’ve got twenty messages from knitters in my voice mail. They aren’t going to be happy when they find out I’m not going to reopen the shop.”


“So don’t fret about it.”


“I’m not going to. Not about the yarn shop, anyway. We have much bigger problems. I just came from Ira’s wake, and his son is planning to close the dealership.”


“What?”


“That’s what he told me. He’s hot to get his daddy’s estate in order, and then he’s hightailing it back to Paradise.”


“Paradise?”


“That’s where he lives. It’s in California.”


Les laughed. His laugh was goofy and adorable and kind of high-pitched and joyous. And seemed out of proportion to the crisis at hand. “Don’t you laugh, Leslie Hayes. This is serious. What are we going to do if Wolfe Ford goes out of business?” She started pacing.


“Oh, I doubt it will go out of business. The family will probably sell it. There are a lot of Ford owners living around here who need warranty service. No one’s going to leave those folks high and dry. So we can negotiate with the new owners, whoever they turn out to be.”


She stopped pacing. “I wouldn’t be so sure. You didn’t talk to Simon Wolfe. He couldn’t have cared less about the business. And he’s not a car guy. He’s always looking at his watch like he can’t wait to leave. He could give a crap about the Ford owners in Allenberg County. I have a bad feeling about this. We’re going to lose our garage space for the Shelby.”


“Mol, you don’t know that for sure, and you’re just making yourself crazy worrying about something that hasn’t happened yet.”


“Maybe it hasn’t happened, but we need to plan for it anyway. It’s a shame we can’t afford to buy the old Coca-Cola building yet.”


Molly’s long-range plan was to buy that abandoned building in Last Chance and turn it into a car-restoration business with a garage in the back where the old loading dock was and a showroom in the front. She had other dreams, too. Big ones. Like trying to interest Speed Channel in a show about a lady garage owner.


But first, she needed to restore the Shelby. Everything hung on that car. Finding it had been her stroke of good luck. The little old lady in Olar had no idea what was sitting in her barn. She’d wanted only four thousand dollars for the old car. Restored, the Shelby would probably sell for close to a quarter of a million.


“Maybe we can get a loan and use the car as collateral,” Molly said. “I could talk to Dash Randall. He’d probably be willing to finance us. He loved what I did to his Eldorado and that old Ford truck of his.”


“Jeez, Molly, you’re getting way ahead of yourself.” Les settled himself on a shop stool. “If we get a loan, that means we’ll have to form a real, legal partnership. That costs money, too, and I don’t want to go into debt. Besides, if the dealership closes, I lose my day job, which is another reason not to be thinking about borrowing money.”


“Yeah, I thought of that. Maybe we could rent the Coca-Cola building instead of buying it outright.”


“That still takes money. And we need tools and a lift.”


“You’ve got tools in storage. Damn. I sure do wish your granddaddy hadn’t sold his house and moved to Tallahassee. We could have used his old garage like we did for our first two cars.”


“Yeah. Maybe old man Nelson has barn space we could borrow.”


“I can’t paint a car in a barn, you know that. It’s too dirty. I’m gonna have to pay to have someone paint the car if I can’t use the space here. I mean, even this space isn’t as clean as I really need. I need a painting booth. But at least we can fake it here, and Ira has a killer air compressor.”


“Well, I don’t know.” Les rubbed the furrows in his brow with his greasy hands. He did this when he was thinking, which is why his face was always dirty after a long day at work.


“I thought you were going to be furious. I know I am.”


He shrugged. “There is nothing to be furious about. I’m sad about Ira. I’m worried about the people who work here. But venting anger on you or the car or the wall isn’t going to change any of that. This is beyond my control. It’s beyond yours, too.”


“Well, I think it might be best if we didn’t pull the tranny and engine tonight. It would be easier to move the car semi-intact.”


“Okay. So you wanna go get a beer?”


The next morning, Molly dragged herself off to the Kountry Kitchen because there was no milk for her coffee or cereal. Obviously, Allen had consumed it all and hadn’t given a single thought to replacing it—something that would never have happened if Momma had been home. Momma had a built-in radar that alerted her to milk shortages, pantry emergencies, and overflowing laundry baskets.


Molly had not inherited this knack for homemaking.


And she was exhausted. She and Les had sat up for hours, drinking beer while they tried to figure out what to do next.


“What can I get you besides coffee?” Ricki Wilson, the waitress, asked as she filled Molly’s coffee mug.


“State-of-the-art garage space and someone to manage the Knit & Stitch,” she muttered, then took a big slug of coffee. She could practically taste the caffeine.


Ricki put the coffee carafe on the counter. “How much does the job pay?”


Molly blinked up at the waitress. Her hair was platinum almost all the way down to her roots. She wore a standard pink uniform from right out of the 1950s. And boy, she sure did fill out that dress. “You mean you’re interested in managing the Knit & Stitch?”


“If the pay is right.”


“I can’t afford to pay anyone, Ricki.”


“Well then, your goose is cooked. Because, usually, people only work for a salary.”


Molly thought about this for a moment. “I guess I could hire someone. But I have no clue how much I could afford. I mean, until yesterday afternoon, Momma had it covered.”


“Yeah, I heard all about how your momma left town. At lunch yesterday, everyone was talking about that note your momma left on the front door of the shop.”


Molly held out her cup, and Ricki refilled it. “If Momma leaving town and putting a snippy note on the door of the Knit & Stitch is the biggest news in town, that’s just pitiful. There are much bigger problems. Simon Wolfe told me last night at his daddy’s wake that the Ford dealership is going to be closed.”


“No way.” Ricki leaned in. This was obviously more important gossip.


“Yup, it’s true. He’s not even interested in selling it. He’s just going to close its doors and whisk Miz Charlotte back to Paradise, California, where he lives.” Molly’s pulse started pounding in her forehead. She didn’t even care whether this headache was caused by Simon Wolfe’s insensitivity or last night’s beers. She chose to blame Simon. He was at the root of her car trouble. “Do you think if I drink enough coffee this problem will disappear?” she asked Ricki.


“Which one? The yarn shop or the car dealership?”


“Both.”


“Nope. But you could hire me to manage the yarn shop and that would solve that problem.” Ricki’s voice had dropped to a near whisper, and she glanced over her shoulder to make sure T-Bone Carter, her boss, didn’t hear what she was saying. “I’d do anything to get a job that doesn’t require me to be on my feet all day.”


“Do you know anything about knitting?”


She shook her head. “No, but I could learn. I know all about cash registers and such. And I’m reliable.”


Molly had to give her that. Ricki had been very reliable since she’d returned to Last Chance a couple of years ago. Before that, maybe not so much. Everyone in town knew how she’d broken Clay Rhodes’s heart way back when and how she’d come back to town looking for a second chance that didn’t happen.


“I don’t know if I can afford you,” Molly said. “If the dealership closes, I’m going to have a lot of expenses.”


Ricki pulled a pen from her apron pocket and wrote something on her pad. She put the paper in front of Molly. “That’s what T-Bone is paying me in base wages. And it’s not even minimum wage. He’s counting on me getting tips to make ends meet.”


Molly looked at the number. It was shameful. Still, she had no idea if the yarn shop could support an employee. “Ricki, let me think about this, and I’ll get back to you.”


Molly finished her breakfast. She had a few minutes before she had to be at Ira’s funeral at Christ Church. She wanted to take down the note on the Knit & Stitch’s door and put one up that said “Closed for the Foreseeable Future.”


And then, time permitting, she wanted to take another look at the abandoned building on the opposite corner of Chancellor and Palmetto Avenue. It had once housed a Coca-Cola bottling business. Arlo Boyd, the main commercial leasing agent in town, had been trying to find a tenant for years. With no success. The “For Lease” sign in the big front windows had been there so long it was sun-faded.


Once, a long time ago, people could stand on the sidewalk and watch the bottling process through those big picture windows. Molly didn’t remember that time, but she’d heard people talk about watching the glass bottles moving down the assembly line, filling up with soda, and being capped off, while a handful of people managed the process.


It wouldn’t take much to turn the front portion of the building into a showroom for restored cars. And then people could once again stand on the sidewalk and peer in at something amazing.


Molly wanted that building. She had dreamed about it for so long that it almost felt as if it already belonged to her. Maybe Dash Randall, the not-so-silent partner in Angel Development, would give her a loan to make her dream come true.


But she couldn’t go to Dash on her own. Les had to agree, since they jointly owned the Shelby. And right now, Les wasn’t worried. He seemed to think everything would work itself out.


She left the Kountry Kitchen and headed up the sidewalk. But when she reached the Knit & Stitch, Kenzie Griffin was waiting at the front door with her eighteen-month-old baby on her hip.


“I’m not open,” Molly said, her voice kind of snotty and short-tempered, but that didn’t deter Kenzie in the least.


“I’ve got to have another skein of alpaca,” Kenzie said. “I’ve called every yarn store in a fifty-mile radius, and no one but you has what I need.”


“But I’m not open.”


“Molly, be reasonable. I’ll just pop in and get the yarn and then I’ll be gone.”


“Yeah, and you’ll tell your friends that I let you get the yarn, and then everyone will think the store is open. But it’s not. Momma may have left me in charge, but she failed to think about the fact that I already have a full-time job at the Grease Pit.”


“But you have to open the shop. The Purly Girls are coming this afternoon, and you’ve got knitting lessons scheduled for folks. People love this store. You can’t close it down.”


Guilt gnawed at her innards, even though, technically, Momma had closed the store, not Molly. But that stupid note had let everyone know it would be Molly’s fault if the store didn’t reopen.


And here she’d been all ticked off at Simon for closing the car dealership because his daddy was gone. But hadn’t Momma put her in the same darn place? Even worse, Molly could practically hear Momma’s voice whispering like Jiminy Cricket in her ear. Momma would tell her that she needed to be nice, and sweet, and reasonable. But at what cost? That was the question. Tension coiled up her backbone, and her already stiff shoulders tightened a little more.


“I can’t be two places at one time. I’m only human.” Her voice came out like a whine, and she regretted it. She didn’t like whining. She liked being honest and direct.


“Oh, Molly, I’m sorry. Let me help you, okay?” Kenzie said.


“How?”


Kenzie’s husband was an engineer who worked at deBracy Ltd. They rented a tiny house north of town, waiting for their new home to be built. She didn’t have a garage or a lift.


“Let me mind the store today,” Kenzie said. “Annie needs a set of DPNs, and Lola May needs some of that pink Baby Ull. She’s frantic because it’s for Jane’s baby, and the child is due any minute. I can handle it. And Junior can nap in his stroller.”


Kenzie was solving the wrong problem. But hey, if it got the knitters of Last Chance off Molly’s back, that was one less thing to worry about.


“Okay. It’s a deal. And the yarn you need is on the house, ’cause I don’t think I can afford to pay you.” Molly pressed the store’s keys into Kenzie’s hand. “Just take Momma’s stupid note off the front door, please. And I’ll see if I can get away from the Grease Pit a little early to help you with the Purly Girls meeting at four o’clock. It might be tough, though, since Bubba’s going to be off all day. If I don’t make it, you can drop off the keys at the Grease Pit after the meeting.”


She turned and escaped down Palmetto Avenue like a coon with a dog on her tail. She didn’t have much time before the funeral, and she needed to beat feet before any more knitters showed up and sidetracked her from her main purpose—finding alternative garage space for the Shelby before Simon closed down Wolfe Ford.
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Daddy had lived for football, and the Davis High School Rebels, old and young, came out for his funeral in droves. There were at least half a dozen members of the 1990 championship team there, including Stone Rhodes, the quarterback, who was now the sheriff of Allenberg County. He came with his new wife, Lark Chaikin, a Pulitzer Prize–winning war photographer who had retired from the battlefield and was reinventing herself as a fine-arts landscape photographer. Her debut book, Rural Scenes, sat on Simon’s coffee table back in Paradise. He had been thoroughly bewitched by her photos of the South Carolina swamps.


Stone wore his sheriff’s uniform, but the other members of the team had donned their Davis High jerseys. In fact, the sanctuary was awash in purple and gold flowers.


It might have been a Rebels reunion except Coach was missing, still off fishing somewhere in the wilds beyond the reach of cell phones. Simon was disappointed. Coach had been the one who’d kept him together in high school, even though he had only been the kicker. There wasn’t anything Simon wouldn’t do for Coach. Even now, so many years later.


Coach’s daughter was there, sitting in the back of the church, wearing the same outfit she’d worn yesterday and looking a little wrinkled but as pretty as ever.


She was grown up now, and he kept glancing over his shoulder to where she sat in the back pew. Each time, he caught her staring at him. He was so aware of her stare that the back of his neck started to burn, as if her laser-beam glare were searing its way through his spine.


She was angry. He didn’t blame her. But there was nothing he could do about it.


After the service, the family hosted a buffet brunch at Mother’s house, out in her garden, which had always been one of the prime spots on the annual garden tour. The garden looked a little neglected these days, but Simon may have been the only one to notice. Mother had been fastidious about two things in her life, her appearance and her garden. She still looked great, but maintaining the garden was now beyond her abilities.


Mother drifted through lunch in a fog. She hardly spoke, and she hadn’t yet recognized Simon. Several times during this long, difficult day, she turned to Aunt Millie or Uncle Rob and asked why someone with such long hair was present in her garden.


In the face of this sad turn of affairs, Simon retreated into the shade of the oak trees at the back of the yard. He was hiding out, even though he knew he ought to be playing host. But that would require taking over from his uncle Ryan, who seemed to want to be in charge of everything.


Besides, it had been so long since he’d spent any time in Last Chance that he didn’t recall names or faces. So it made sense to let Uncle Ryan manage things.


The day wore on. The crowd dwindled down to family. By two o’clock, the May heat had driven everyone inside.
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