

[image: Image]




PRAISE FOR
THE FINE ART OF Insincerity


“Only Angela Hunt could write a relationship novel that’s a page-turner! As one of three sisters, I can promise you this: Ginger, Penny, and Rose Lawrence ring very true indeed. Their flaws and strengths make them different, yet their shared experiences and tender feelings make them family. From one crisis to the next, the Lawrence sisters are pulled apart, then knit back together, taking me right along with them. I worried about Ginger one moment, then Penny, and always Rose—a sure sign of a good novel, engaging both mind and heart. Come spend the weekend in coastal Georgia with three women who clean house in more ways than one!”


—Liz Curtis Higgs, bestselling author of Here Burns My Candle


“The Fine Art of Insincerity is the story of three middle-aged sisters that converge on St. Simon’s Island to clear away the cobwebs from their deceased grandmother’s island home. But the cobwebs hiding the secret pain that each sister harbors threatens to entangle and complicate each woman’s deep sense of order and decorum, especially since one of the sisters is hell-bent on a collision course with fate. Angela Hunt’s womanly tale of sisterly affection and protective martyrdom is a well-woven story of self-discovery and personal growth that will melt your heart!”


—Patricia Hickman, author of The Pirate Queen and Painted Dresses


“The Fine Art of Insincerity is a stunning masterpiece. I was pulled into the lives of Ginger, Pennyroyal, and Rosemary—sisters touched by tragedy, coping in their own ways. So real, so powerful. Pull out the tissues! This one will make you cry, laugh, and smile. I recommend it highly.”


—Traci DePree, author of The Lake Emily series
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For the women of the Haynes family:
my grandmother Lela,
my mother and my three aunts,
my two sisters,
and a lovely cadre of cousins.
Thank you for a wonderful heritage.




If I speak with human eloquence and angelic ecstasy but don’t love, I’m nothing but the creaking of a rusty gate.


If I speak God’s Word with power, revealing all his mysteries and making everything plain as day, and if I have faith that says to a mountain, “Jump,” and it jumps, but I don’t love, I’m nothing.


If I give everything I own to the poor and even go to the stake to be burned as a martyr, but I don’t love, I’ve gotten nowhere.


So, no matter what I say, what I believe, and what I do, I’m bankrupt without love.


—1 Corinthians 13: 1–3, The Message




THE FINE ART OF
Insincerity





PROLOGUE
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GINGER


“You can’t tell your sisters,” my grandmother once told me, “what I’m about to tell you.”


I listened, eyes big, heart open wide.


“Of all my grandchildren”—her hands spread as if to encompass a crowd infinitely larger than me and my two siblings—“you’re my favorite.”


Then her arms enfolded me and I breathed in the scents of Shalimar and talcum powder as my face pressed the crepey softness of her cheek.


My grandmother married seven times, but not until I hit age ten or eleven did I realize that her accomplishment wasn’t necessarily praiseworthy. When Grandmother’s last husband died on her eighty-third birthday, she mentioned the possibility of marrying again, but I put my foot down and told her no more weddings. I suspect my edict suited her fine, because Grandmom always liked flirting better than marrying.


Later, one of the nurses at the home mentioned that my grandmother exhibited a charming personality quirk—“perpetual childhood disorder,” she called it. PCD, all too common among elderly patients with dementia.


But Grandmother didn’t have dementia, and she had exhibited symptoms of PCD all her life. Though I didn’t know how to describe it in my younger years, I used to consider it a fine quality.


During the summers when Daddy shipped me and my sisters off to Grandmom’s house, she used to wait until Rose and Penny were absorbed in their games, then she would call me into the blue bedroom upstairs. Sometimes she’d let me sort through the glass-beaded “earbobs” in her jewelry box. Sometimes she’d sing to me. Sometimes she’d pull her lace-trimmed hanky from her pocketbook, fold it in half twice, and tell me the story of the well-dressed woman who sat on a bench and fell over backward. Then she’d flip her folded hankie and gleefully lift the woman’s skirt and petticoat, exposing two beribboned legs.


No matter what size her audience, the woman knew how to entertain.


I perched on the edge of the big iron bed and listened to her songs and stories, her earbobs clipped to the tender lobes of my ears, enduring the painful pinch because Grandmother said a woman had to suffer before she could be beautiful. Before I pulled off the torturous earbobs and left the room, she would draw me close and swear that out of all the girls in the world, I was the one she loved most.


Not until years later did I learn that she drew my sisters aside in the same way. I suppose she wanted to make sure we motherless girls knew we were treasured. But in those moments, I always felt truly special.


And for far too long, I believed her.





ONE
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GINGER


Even without a calendar, I can feel Monday settling into my bones.


I miss the postman because he comes early; Martha, my cleaning woman, arrives thirty minutes late; and the newspaper doesn’t show up at all. I trudge up the driveway and sort through the mail in my hand—mortgage statement, car loan reminder, bills from Sallie Mae and Stetson University. Four credit card offers. An envelope plastered with the image of that smirking insurance lizard. Michael’s copy of Civil War Times.


I walk into the house, step over the cat sprawled on the rug, and drop the historical magazine onto the foyer table. I toss the bills onto the desk in the study, then pause to open the envelope from the mortgage company. Our loan has an adjustable rate, and I need to keep an eye on it.


I turn toward the kitchen, but Martha blocks the doorway, a mop in her hand. “Don’t even think about it.” She glares at me from beneath steel gray brows. “My floor needs at least ten minutes to dry.”


I glance past her, wondering if she managed to get up the spilled candle wax near the dining room table. Probably not, because she hasn’t had time to mop the floor and do spot scrubbing. But Martha, who passed her sixty-fifth birthday ages ago, has been with me fifteen years. This won’t be the first time I’ve discreetly cleaned up areas she missed.


I give her a submissive smile. “I can wait.”


I return to the study and look up when Michael steps out of our bedroom, already in his favorite tweed sport coat. He nods in my direction and gestures toward the mail. “Anything for me?”


“Your magazine is on the table.” I smile and tilt my cheek for a good-morning kiss that doesn’t come. My timing is off, as usual. My husband is doubtless in a rush to get to the coffee shop and his first class. My coffee, he insists, barely merits a passing grade.


Michael moves into the foyer, picks up the magazine, and pauses to skim the headlines on the cover. In the slanting light of early morning, he looks like a GQ cover model or a smoldering ad for Ralph Lauren. My own absentminded professor. My handsome husband who around unfamiliar people is still as shy as a boy on his first date.


I smother a sigh as he drops the magazine into his backpack and glances at me. “Gotta run.”


I wait, anticipating some word about whether he’ll call later, but he’s already reaching for the doorknob. “By the way”—he looks directly at me for the first time—“did I mention that we’re having after-hours department meetings this month? I probably won’t make it home for dinner all week.”


“Meetings every night of the week?” I make a face. “What could possibly be so pressing—”


“Writing up a grant.” He opens the door. “See ya, sweetie.”


And then he is gone, leaving nothing but dancing dust motes and a trace of his cologne in the sun-streaked hallway. I stare at the empty space and speak to the sunbeams angling through the sidelights. “Have a wonderful day, darling.” I smile. “Me? Oh, nothing, just the usual. Picking up the house, doing a load of laundry, and working with my children’s choirs all afternoon.”


I take a deep breath and remind myself that Michael’s silence shouldn’t upset me. My husband is a brilliant man, but he’s not terribly attuned to other people’s feelings. When I need something from him—even something as simple as a hug—I usually have to pin him against the wall and spell out the specifics.


Martha appears in the kitchen doorway. “You talking to me?”


I shake my head. “Sorry. Michael left before I could finish.”


“He’s a man. Off to do important things.”


“Right.” I sigh and move toward the sidelight as I watch my husband pull out of the drive. He used to linger in the foyer, used to kiss me good-bye and invite me to meet him for lunch. I know he’s facing pressure at the university and I know he’s heard rumors of cutbacks. We are only one week into the fall term, and the registrar’s office recently announced that the usual wave of last-minute applicants didn’t materialize this year. The uncertain atmosphere has taken its toll on Michael, leaving him preoccupied and more distant than usual.


But though he’s facing difficulties at work, Michael doesn’t referee the bouts between a thin checkbook and a thick stack of bills. Every weekend I sit at my desk and struggle to balance our expenses, our investments, and the cost of two sons away at college. To my husband, financial pressure is a vague, shapeless concern; to me it’s the ever-expanding and increasingly conspicuous gap between money coming in and money going out.


Still, Michael knows we’re in financial straits and he’s taken some of the burden from my shoulders by agreeing to serve on a grant-writing committee for the university. I know he wants to provide for his family. He can be old-fashioned in that way. Though he appreciates my income, he has always wanted to be responsible and set an example for our sons.


I drop the mortgage statement into the folder for unpaid bills and leave the study, closing the door behind me.


We’ll survive because we’ve faced tough times before. A couple can’t remain happily married without learning how to cope in lean seasons, and in the past twenty-seven years we’ve weathered feast, famine, and every stage in between. We can survive an uncertain economy too.





ROSEMARY



Will this be the last time I ever open a mailbox?


After sliding several bills into the battered aluminum box, I lift the flag and begin the long walk back to the house. Beyond the rail fence, five retired quarter horses quietly browse the tall grass, the sun dappling their coats. One of them sees me and begins a slow and stately approach, finally dropping his head over the side of the fence.


“Hey there, Magic.” I stroke the gelding’s nose, then scratch the bristly area between his ears. His lovely almond-shaped eyes blink as he whickers in contentment. “You’re a pretty boy, you know that? Then again, why wouldn’t you be? I spent an hour brushing you this morning.”


The horse shakes his head as my favorite orange hen comes strutting down the drive, a train of chicks behind her. Betsy the Easter Egger is one of the reasons our booth at the farmer’s market stays busy on Saturday mornings. The kids adore her pink eggs.


I wait until Betsy and her chicks cross the road, then I give Magic a final pat and continue my walk to the house, inhaling the mingled scents of manure and freshly cut hay. So many farewells to say, so little time. …


Two years of waiting have come and gone. For 730 days I’ve pretended to be content. I’ve behaved as if our loss didn’t matter and the doll-like infant we buried wasn’t real.


But she was. And we lost her because of me, so she’s another black mark on my record. God must be tired of debiting my account.


In four days, though, I’ll be settling my debts forever. I’ll leave my husband to carry on my work, my sisters to celebrate what they knew of my life, and my sweet animals to remind others that every living thing deserves a second chance.


Unlike me, who ruined someone’s life with every chance I got.


I climb the porch steps and tug on the sagging screen door, then turn to survey the place I’ll be leaving behind. Through the screen I see green pastures, a splintering fence, a weathered garage. A colossal live oak shivering in the fall breeze. This peeling house on stilts. Inside, a few pieces of faded furniture and a collection of brightly glazed pottery. All the things I’m willing to surrender as an act of restitution.


Even added together, it’s not so much when you’re the reason three people are dead.





PENNYROYAL



Even from a distance, the man’s height and good looks are enough to make my mouth go as dry as chalk dust. So when he sits at the next table on the outdoor patio, my first instinct is to grab my lemonade and guzzle like a woman with a hollow leg.


Somehow I manage to restrain myself. I nibble at my veggie plate and try hard not to look at the man next door. I succeed, mostly, while he waits, while he orders, and while he waits some more, but when a waiter brings the guy a hamburger, I can’t resist sneaking another peek.


I stifle a squeak when I find him looking at me.


“Excuse me—would you mind if I borrowed your salt?”


The handsome and dark-haired man leans toward me, his left arm extended. The ring finger is stark naked, not even a pale strip where a wedding band should be. I drop my left hand to my lap, hiding the narrow band on my fourth finger, then I surrender the saltshaker and toss him a quick grin to show that I am not ending this conversation. “No extra charge for the pepper, if you want it too.”


He sprinkles salt over his French fries, then hands the shaker back to me. “You can hold the pepper.”


“Already too much spice in your life?”


“Apparently not enough.” His gaze skims over my body—good, he’s not gay—then he turns and rests his hand on the corner of his chair. “Have I seen you here before?”


I tilt my head, grateful that he’s willing to join the game. “Is that an honest question or some kind of line?”


He grins, displaying a row of perfect teeth. “The reason I ask is because I eat at this place all the time. The food’s great and the company’s usually interesting, but I don’t think I’ve ever seen you here.”


No misunderstanding the invitation in that smile. Or the suggestion in his comment.


“So … this place is a favorite of yours?”


“It’s convenient. I work at the medical center across the street.”


I nod at the chair to my right. “If you’re not expecting anyone else, there’s an empty place at my table.”


“So there is … and I’m sure these folks need every free table they can get during rush hour.”


I clear the napkin and silverware from the empty place as he stands and transfers his glass of iced tea. While he moves his plate, I slip my wedding band from my hand and drop it into my pocket.


He glances around as he settles at my table. “I suppose the waiter will figure out where I went.”


I deepen my smile. “I’m sure he will.”


Mr. Attractive extends his right hand. “Miller Conrad.”


I take his hand with what I hope is a warm, friendly grip. “Penny Jensen.”


Still grinning, he douses his burger with ketchup. “Where’d you get that adorable dimple, Penny Jensen?”


“From the dollar store. Where’d you find that overused compliment?”


He laughs. “It’s been a while since I’ve worked up the nerve to barge in on a lady’s lunch. I’m not sure what’s gotten into me.”


I bite my lower lip, unable to deny the tingling in the pit of my stomach. “Whatever it is, I like it.”


“You work around here too?”


“At the mall—I’m an associate at Macy’s.”


The title sounds silly when I say it, but the attractive man next to me nods and picks up his burger. I lift my lemonade and sip it as I study him. I know practically nothing about this guy, but already I’d swear he is the complete opposite of my husband. He’s older, which is definitely a good thing, since Bob has worn me out with his wheedling about a baby. And if Miller Conrad’s job involves medicine, he’s not likely to be unemployed anytime soon. Financial security … would be nice. Being appreciated would be nicer still.


“You work at the medical center?” I lower my glass and smile into his eyes. “You’re not wearing a lab coat.”


“If a white coat would impress you, I could step into the kitchen and see if the chef has anything available.”


My cheeks grow warm. “Some of the doctors who come here wear their lab coats. So I wondered—”


“If I’m also a pretentious twit? I could be, but I spend most of my day peering through a microscope. I’m in research. Most people find my work boring.”


I laugh. “I’ve met boring, and you’re definitely not him.”


His blue eyes spark as he lowers his hamburger. “Since moving here from Delaware, I’ve met a lot of Southern women, but you’re the first who actually lives up to the reputation.”


“Is that so?” I pick up my fork and spear a piece of broccoli. “Funny, but I don’t remember calling you sugar or honey pie.”


“It’s not what you say, it’s the way you say it. In that accent and sort of … oozing with charm.”


“Well … I’m not sure oozing is a good thing, but my grandma always said you should accept a compliment whenever it’s offered. So thank you, sir.”


Miller is still smiling when the waiter approaches. “I’ll take my check whenever you’re ready,” he tells the young man. “And hers too.”


My pulse skitters when he takes my bill. I lower my gaze and dip a carrot stick into a pool of dressing, silencing my conscience with a sharp rebuke: I’m having lunch with a new friend, that’s all. Can I help it if he’s attractive, attentive, and delighted by my dimple?





GINGER



Where’s Martha Stewart when I need her?


Like a mindless zombie I stand at the open freezer and stare at bags of frozen vegetables, an ancient box of Popsicles, and a stack of microwavable diet dinners. Why should I bother to cook something when Michael’s not likely to be home until after dinner?


I finally grab a single-portion box of spaghetti and pop it into the microwave. While the oven hums, I fill a glass with ice and reach for the pitcher of sweetened tea. When the spaghetti is done, I pull the dish from the microwave and sit at the kitchen counter, my thoughts drifting toward my husband as I murmur a quick word of thanks.


I don’t know how the university administration can guarantee job security for its entire faculty, but even though Michael has tenure I’ve never seen him look so worn-out. Lately I’ve noticed new worry lines in his forehead and darker circles beneath his eyes. He may be worried about other teachers in the history department, several of whom are his close friends.


I am twirling my fork in the steaming spaghetti when the phone rings. Instantly, a parade of fears marches through my mind—Ross has broken up with his adorable girlfriend, Ryan has been in a car wreck, Michael has had a heart attack—but the voice on the line is bright, female, and dripping with Southern sweetness. It’s Barbara Jones, the Realtor from St. Simons Island, who for nine long months has been trying to sell Grandmother Lillian’s beach house.


“Finally!” she crows after a quick hello. “We have a buyer and he’ll pay cash. He loves the area, he adores the cottage, and he knows a deal when he sees one. His offer is twenty percent below our asking price, but since y’all weren’t able to get up here and clean the place out—”


“We’ll take it.” The words slip out of my mouth before I can form a more thoughtful answer.


Belatedly, my brain reminds me that I ought to consult with my sisters before I accept a deal. Grandmother left the house to the three of us, but since none of us was able to buy out the others, we decided to sell and split the profits. After all, Michael and I live in Savannah, Penny and Bob live in Gainesville, and Rose lives with Wort in Jacksonville. St. Simons properties usually fetch a good price, but the real estate market has been so depressed that any offer would look good to us.


“I thought this contract would please you.” Barbara is almost purring. “There’s only one catch—the buyer wants to use the house as his retirement home, and he’ll be relocating from New York. He’s already sold his property there, so he wants to take possession by the fifteenth.”


“Of September?”


“Don’t panic, sugar.” She laughs. “You still have two full weeks to remove any personal property from the house. Can y’all manage it, or should I hire someone to do the cleanout?”


Do the cleanout sounds so final, so … funereal. A shiver glissandos up my spine as the phrase conjures up images of faceless strangers hauling away my grandmother’s antique piano, pawing through her drawers and jewelry box, unpacking her cluttered closets …


“I’ll handle everything,” I assure the Realtor. “I’ll call my sisters and we’ll clean the place out together.”


“Labor Day is right around the corner,” she reminds me. “And the utilities are still on at the property. Maybe y’all could make it a girls’ weekend and have a cleaning party.”


My stomach tightens at the thought of the job ahead. Only an agent on commission would think of such work as a party, but I shouldn’t be so cynical. After all, this sale means we will finally get our inheritance. Grandmother’s bequest will go a long way toward easing my family’s financial burden.


“Don’t worry,” I tell the Realtor. “I’ll make sure the house is empty and spotless by the fifteenth.”


“All righty, then.” Barbara’s voice brims with satisfaction. “I’ll drop by with copies of the paperwork this weekend. In the meantime, I’ll fax you a copy of the offer. Sign and return it as soon as possible, and we’ll be all set.”


“Happy to do it,” I tell her, meaning every word.





ROSEMARY



“Dad burn it, woman, I’m not about to go prowlin’ under the house for no cat.”


I bite my lip and stare into Wort’s face, allowing him to see the water welling in my eyes. Tears spring up easily these days, on account of all the farewells. …


Wort probably thinks I’m being hormonal, but I can’t leave knowing that my house is functioning as a trap for stray animals. A black cat has wormed his way into the crawl space, entering through a hole in the broken lattice. I need to get the cat out and the hole repaired.


I sit back on my haunches and focus on Wort, determined to make him understand. “Sweetie, I can’t sleep if that cat’s still under there tonight. I just can’t. So unless you want me up pacing at two A.M., you might as well help me get him out.”


“He’ll crawl out when he’s good and ready. He got in, didn’t he? So he can get out.”


“Just because he can crawl out doesn’t mean he will. Animals don’t always know what’s good for them.”


Wort snorts. “Listen to you. Good grief, honey, do you know what could be under that house? Snakes. Spiders, the poisonous kind. Maybe even a raccoon or a possum.”


“We have spiders and snakes everywhere, yet we manage to survive just fine. Besides, I’m not asking you to live under the house. Just get in there far enough to grab that kitten.”


Wort stares at me, frustration and affection warring in his eyes, then he sputters an oath and drops to one knee. With a critical eye he examines the rotting lattice nailed to the side of our rambling frame house.


“Dad blame cat,” he mumbles, ripping off the broken section with his bare hands. “Makin’ more trouble than he’s worth. Now I’ll have to replace this whole panel or we’ll have who knows what living under there.”


Grateful to have won his cooperation, I kneel beside him and search for a few soothing words. “Maybe the cat did us a favor. We needed to fix the lattice anyway, right? After all, if a cat could get through, so could a skunk.”


“That hole was tiny. It might have stayed tiny for a year or two, but now …” He tosses the broken lattice aside and bends to peer into the dark spaces between the brick supports. “Are you sure the cat is still in there? Maybe he slipped out the other side.”


“Use this.” I hand him the big flashlight I brought from the utility room. “And there are no holes anywhere else. I checked. He’s got to be under there.”


As if to prove my point, a mournful meow rises from somewhere in the darkness. Wort clicks the flashlight, which doesn’t respond until he slams the barrel against his meaty palm. He shines the golden beam into the crawl space, and after a couple of sweeps we spot a pair of glowing green eyes and an arched mound of black fur.


“There he is,” I say.


Wort grunts. “And that crawl space is narrower than I thought. I’m not goin’ in.”


I stare at him, unable to believe he’d give up so easily. This man has ridden a Harley from Las Vegas to Orlando, he’s drunk Mexican tequila and eaten the worm, and once he dived headfirst into a lake without having the slightest idea if the water was more than a foot deep.


He’s not afraid. He simply doesn’t want to do this … for me or for the cat.


I tilt my head and try gentle persuasion. “You could slide in on your belly.”


He straightens and laughs, brushing his hand on his jeans. “Why don’t you go in? You’re a lot smaller than me.”


I catch my breath, but there’s no debating that point. Wort is a big man, with a round belly and a full beard to match. If he got stuck under the house I don’t know what I’d do. Call 911, probably, unless we borrowed a tactic from Winnie the Pooh and waited for Wort to starve to a more manageable size.


Maybe I should crawl under there.


“Okay.” I square my shoulders. “I’ll go. Hand me the flashlight.”


“Rosie.” Wort’s hand falls on my shoulder. “Don’t worry about the dang cat. Leave it alone and it’ll come out when it gets hungry. Or set some food out here—something smelly, like tuna. That cat’ll come out soon enough.”


I crouch on hands and knees, shining the flashlight until it catches the luminous gleam of animal eyes. “What if he’s hurt?”


“It’s not even your cat.” Wort points out. “It may be feral. Wild cats don’t appreciate being dragged out of their hiding places. You need to leave it alone before you get hurt.”


“But it’s been crying all day. If it was gonna come out, surely it would have by now. I’m afraid something’s wrong with it.”


“So? Not your responsibility.”


I toss a reproving look over my shoulder. Wort should know better. If there’s anything Gran taught me, it’s that every animal on this earth is mankind’s responsibility. So any creature, large or small, that wanders onto our property falls under my protection. I’m presently caring for five dogs, three cats, a rabbit, a python, a flock of chickens, and five retired racehorses. Seems like every month I step outside and find some new critter abandoned in our yard … which might explain the appearance of this kitten.


I place the flashlight in Wort’s hand. “Aim it at the cat.” I lower myself to my elbows. “I’m going in.”


Wort’s jaw drops for an instant, then he grins. “Better hurry. Sundown’s comin’, and I wouldn’t want to be stuck under there after dark.”


“Don’t remind me.” I lower my head and ease into the dark space, crawling beneath the crossbeams that support the floorboards. The ground beneath my palms feels like pure sand, and my path is littered with bits of broken concrete blocks, wood, and the occasional scrap of paper. Fifteen feet ahead of me, the cat wails again, but I can’t tell whether his cry is a plea or a warning.


I drop my hand to the ground and yelp when something stings me.


“What happened?” Wort’s voice rings with urgency. “You okay?”


“Piece of glass.” I wince as I pull the offending shard from the curve of my thumb. “I’m okay.”


“Good grief, you’re probably gonna get infected. All for the sake of a stupid cat.”


“Hush up, will you? I’ve nearly got him.”


I block all thoughts of black widows, brown recluses, and anything else that might lie in the surrounding darkness as I creep closer to the kitten, now backed up against a concrete footer. He crouches and arches his spine as he watches me advance, but he doesn’t run.


“Here, kitty kitty,” I call, injecting a playful note into my voice. “Are you hungry? Would you like some sardines?”


The cat releases a plaintive meow in response.


I extend my bleeding hand while keeping up a stream of soothing cat-talk. “Pretty kitty. Pretty, pretty kitty. Come here, and I’ll get you some sardines and tuna.”


My bloody fingers are only inches from the cat’s scruff when the cell phone in my pocket shatters the quiet. The shrill blast sends the cat bolting toward the front of the house. When Wort follows it with the flashlight, gloomy darkness swallows me whole.


Unable to sit upright. I drop flat to the ground and fumble for the cell phone. “Hello? Hello?”


“Rose! I have good news—we finally have a buyer for Grandmother’s house.”


I groan. My oldest sister has a knack for calling at exactly the wrong time. “Great. Can we talk about it later?”


“Well”—Ginger’s offended, I can tell from the huff in her voice—“way to thank me for passing on a little good news.”


“Sorry, but I’m flat on my belly in the dirt. Can I call you later?”


“What are you—never mind. I called to see if you’re available on Labor Day weekend. Now that we have a buyer, we have to clean out Grandmother’s place. If you want anything of hers, this is your chance to claim it.”


I don’t want anything from Grandma’s house—after all, it’s not like I can take anything with me when I go—but money from the sale might come in handy around here. Wort can have my share of Lillian’s estate. I just hope he doesn’t blow it on funeral flowers and a headstone.


“This coming weekend, huh?” I close my eyes. Labor Day weekend is only days away, preceded by the Saturday I was planning to write some kind of explanation for Wort and swallow a couple of bottles of aspirin. His motorcycle club has a charity ride and picnic planned for Sunday, but I figured Wort could use the three-day weekend to grieve. If he wanted to, that is. If I were married to me, I’d probably opt for the picnic.


“Come on,” Ginger begs. “Time is of the essence, kiddo. The buyer is ready to move and the real estate agent is anxious to get things done. Besides, we might actually have fun.”


That doesn’t seem likely, but a weekend away might give me a chance to say good-bye to my sisters. We haven’t seen one another since Grandma Lillian’s funeral, and that encounter was just plain awkward. We ended up talking about how good Gran looked in her casket instead of how much she meant to us. As usual, we focused on unimportant details and locked up our thoughts about things that really mattered.


If I go to the cottage … will I be able to open up and tell my sisters what I’m really thinking?


“Okay.” I whisper as the flashlight beam bounces in the darkness to my left. “I’ll drive up to Gran’s house on Saturday morning.”


“Good.” Ginger’s tone reverts to clipped and no-nonsense. “I’ll let you go now because I need to call Penny.”


“Right. See ya later.”


Looks like my plans will have to be put on hold for a day or two.


I disconnect the call and slide the phone into my jeans pocket. My right hand is warm and sticky with blood, and something tells me I should hurry and get a bandage on the wound. “I’m sure about one thing,” I yell to Wort, “that kitty isn’t hurt. He ran like a bank robber when the phone rang.”


“So you come on out,” Wort commands, his voice booming from somewhere behind me. “You’ll never catch that skittish cat tonight.”


“You’re probably right.” I shimmy backward through the dirt, grateful that I’m wearing an old T-shirt and work jeans. When Wort drops an encouraging hand on my ankle, I turn and crawl through the gaping hole. Sitting upright, I lift my head and brush dirt from my uninjured hand, wishing I could smack the I told you so grin off my husband’s face.


“I know what to do.” I hold my injured hand aloft and stand on shaky legs. “I’m going to the kitchen for sardines. I’ll leave them on the lawn tonight, and if the cat comes out, you can repair the hole tomorrow.”


“First you’re going in the bathroom to clean that cut. I’ll set out the sardines and stuff.”


“And if he doesn’t come out by tomorrow?”


Wort rolls his eyes. “I guess I’ll have to install a pet door or something. But if I’d known that stupid cat was gonna cost me a trip to the lumberyard—”


“Don’t worry about the money,” I tell him, holding my hand and turning toward the house. “That was Ginger on the phone. Apparently we Lawrence girls are finally about to divvy up our inheritance.”





PENNYROYAL



Thirty more minutes, I tell myself. I have to keep it together until closing time, then I can go outside and scream.


“Ma’am?”


The question distracts me from the rack of junior separates I’ve been sorting for the past hour. I turn, expecting to find a teenage girl, but I find two—and both are accompanied by an attractive middle-aged man who wears the patient expression of a tired father reluctantly pressed into shopping service.


I paste on the professional smile of a Macy’s employee. “Can I help you young ladies?”


The younger girl holds up a sequined top. “Do y’all have this in an extra small? I couldn’t find one on the rack.”


“Let me check that for you.”


I lead the way to the display of aqua and peach T-shirts, noticing that the girls have avoided the clearance rack and chosen from an overpriced display of separates produced by a young actress-turned-designer. After peering at the tags on a dozen sequined shirts, I sigh and shrug. “I’m sorry, honey, but we seem to be sold out of your size.”


“Can you check the back?” The father gives me an apologetic smile. “She has her heart set on this shirt because her friend has one just like it.”


“I understand, but all those shirts are out on the floor. You might want to check the clearance rack by the dressing room. I don’t think you’ll find the exact shirt over there, but y’all might find a couple of similar styles and colors.”


“What do you say, honey?” The father looks at his daughter, frank pleading in his eyes. “Maybe you and your friend can look similar instead of exactly alike. Won’t that be good enough?”


The girl—who looks to be eleven or twelve at most—pushes her lower lip forward in a pout, but then she looks at her older sister. The older girl glances at her dad, then nods almost imperceptibly. “He’s right,” she says, her voice ringing with authority. “You don’t want to look exactly like Zara, do you?”


The younger girl bobs her head. “Yeah, I do.”


“But with a different shirt, you might actually look better than Zara. Come on, let me help you pick out something nice.”


The older sister leads the younger girl away, but not before giving her dad a glance that clearly says, You owe me one.


The father acknowledges his debt with a nod, then looks at me. “Thanks,” he says, a world of meaning in his weary smile. He swings another shopping bag across his shoulder and trails his daughters across the floor.


And as I watch them go, I wonder why these girls aren’t shopping with their mother. Maybe she’s home, maybe she’s working, maybe she lives in another state. Hard to know; families these days come in all shapes and sizes.


But no matter where Mom is, this dad is certainly attuned to his girls. I watch as he follows them to yet another display of overpriced garments and marvel again that he’s out shopping when he could be snoring in his easy chair at home.


I check my watch—ten minutes until closing. Forgetting about the separates that still need sorting, I tiptoe toward the clearance rack where the girls and their father have finally stopped. Hiding behind a pair of mannequins, I pull sweaters from a shelf and refold them, keeping my hands busy while I spy on the little family.


The younger girl holds up a shirt; the father says it matches her eyes. As the girl jogs into the dressing room, the father asks the older girl how she spent her day at school. The girl shrugs and says, “You know—the usual,” and Dad nods as if she’s just said something terribly profound. When the younger girl comes out of the dressing room in the new shirt, the father whistles appreciatively. A warm glow flows through me when he checks the tag and pretends to be shocked by the price.


My annoyance with my boring job fades as I fold the last sweater and wonder if those girls know how fortunate they are. Not many daughters get that kind of attention from their fathers … not many at all.





TWO
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GINGER


I am in my pajamas and brushing my teeth when I hear the three-noted chime of the alarm system—someone has just entered the house. I freeze, focused on my startled reflection, as I take a quick head count: Ross and Ryan are away at school, and neither is likely to come home on a Monday night, no matter how desperate they are for clean laundry or a free meal. That leaves Michael, who should have been home long before this. …


I resume my teeth brushing when I catch my husband’s eye in the bathroom mirror. “Sorry to be so late.” Michael walks into the room, his hands behind his back. Then he pulls out an armful of long-stemmed red roses wrapped in cellophane. “Didn’t think the meeting would run so late, but this grant is complicated.”


“Oh, hon—dose are beaugydlfhl.” My words come out in a toothpaste-suds garble until I lean over the sink and rinse. “You didn’t have to bring me flowers.”


“I feel terrible leaving you alone so much.” He sets the roses on the edge of the bathtub and smiles at me. “And I hate that you had to eat by yourself.”


“I didn’t know when to expect you”—I pat my chin with a towel—“so I didn’t make anything for dinner. But I could whip up some pasta or something.”


“Don’t bother; we had food brought in. But I’m getting awfully tired of Caesar salad.” He reaches down and scoops up a handful of leftover bath bubbles, then idly blows them in my direction. “We’ve barely made a dent in the research, though, so we’re still meeting tomorrow night. Even worse, Dr. Collins wants me to attend a conference in Atlanta this weekend.”


I drop the towel and turn to face him. “Atlanta? I hope the college is covering your hotel expenses.”


“I’m sure they will. So you don’t have to worry.”


“Actually, I’m not that worried. I have good news—Grandmother Lillian’s house finally sold. If you don’t mind, I’m going to drive down there this weekend, meet my sisters, and help them empty the place. I’ve had my eye on Grandmother’s antique piano, so unless Rose or Penny wants to wrestle me for it, I’ll probably rent a trailer and bring it home.”


“Why do you want that thing?” Standing, Michael shrugs out of his jacket and unknots his tie. “I can’t believe you’re talking about renting a trailer.”


“Why should that be a problem?”


“Have you ever driven one?”


“How hard can it be?”


“Never mind. Do what you want. All I want to do right now is sleep.”


I lean against the bathroom vanity and study his profile, pondering the motives and meanings behind his last statement: either he doesn’t want to watch TV, doesn’t want to make love, or doesn’t want to hear about my weekend plans. But Michael never goes straight to sleep, so …


“Are you feeling okay?” I step toward him and press the back of my hand to his forehead. As our gazes meet, I can’t help noticing a flicker of unease in the depths of his eyes.


“I’m fine.” He catches my wrist and gently pulls my hand away. “All I need is a solid eight hours of rest.”


I walk back to my sink and open a tiny jar of ridiculously expensive face cream, trying to remember the last time Michael slept eight hours straight—maybe when he had the flu? He’s always functioned well on five or six hours a night, and he never drifts off until after the networks have surrendered their programming to infomercials.


Watching in the mirror, I see Michael vanish into the depths of the walk-in closet. I push my bangs from my forehead and lean forward, searching for developing wrinkles. “I thought this day would never end.” I raise my voice to be heard at the back of the closet. “The kids in every single choir were wound tighter than clock springs; I think they were excited about school starting next week. Nobody wanted to sing, and nobody even wanted to think about the Christmas program.”


When Michael doesn’t answer, I wonder if he heard me. But then he steps out of the closet, already dressed in his pajamas. “Who wants to sing Christmas carols in August? It’s still eighty-five degrees outside.”


When did he start undressing in private? I watch my suddenly modest husband move to his sink, where he picks up his toothbrush and peers at his reflection.


“It’s almost September,” I answer, studying him. “Besides, if this program’s going to be better than last year’s, I have to plan ahead. I have to find a middle schooler who’ll be suitable for the Virgin Mary and won’t have braces on her teeth in December.”


Michael squirts toothpaste onto his brush. “You’ll pull everything together. You always do.”


“But next month I’ve got that fund-raiser for the crisis pregnancy center. My middle school choir is supposed to sing a full program, but my kids barely know three songs. Reverend Howe specifically asked for thirty minutes of music, but most of the new sixth graders are so raw they don’t know the difference between melody and harmony.”


Michael only grunts in reply.


I cross my arms as he brushes his teeth, a picture of normalcy … except for the circles beneath his eyes and the slump in his shoulders. My poor baby has been working too hard … or are these signs of weariness due to something else?


I shrug away the idea. Michael is fine, and thinking otherwise means I must be crazy, paranoid, or even more tired than I realized. So what if my husband wants to go to bed early? Who cares if he puts on his pajamas in the closet? That’s where I keep the hamper. Maybe he’s trying to make things easier for me.


I touch two fingertips to the fragrant face cream and dot the miracle stuff at points around my eyes and jaw. How in the world did I get a wrinkle at my jawline? I’m not surprised to see a few crinkles on this forty-nine-year-old face, but what would cause a line along my jawbone?


I force a smile, and watch as the wrinkle deepens into a verifiable crease. That settles it, then. I simply have to stop smiling so much.


But smiling feels natural when you have a husband who brings you red roses.





PENNYROYAL



Nothing, Grandma always said, breaks up a beautiful romance as completely as marriage. Time after time, I’ve proven her right.


As the clock chimes ten, I drop the last plate into the dishwasher and rinse my hands, grateful to be done with the kitchen for the day. Bob disappeared right after dinner, but since I can hear the cultured tones of a History Channel narrator, I figure he’s watching TV in the family room.


The man who once brought me fresh-picked lilacs in a milk carton, who composed a sonnet in my honor and named a star after me, has turned into a bookworm who would rather discuss the world’s hunger problem than tell me I’m beautiful. He’d rather work a crossword puzzle than massage my tired feet, and he’d rather go to a Mensa meeting than take me to a movie.


Clearly, our romance is over … and the surprise I felt at learning that a superintelligent man could also be passionate has been replaced by a restlessness I can’t wish away. Grandma always said the grass wasn’t any greener on the other side of the fence, but she didn’t seem to have any problem with leaving a marriage when the lawn dried up and turned brown.


After drying my hands on a dishtowel, I tiptoe toward the bedroom. Unless something distracts me, I should be deep in pretend sleep by the time my husband comes to bed.


When I turn the corner, though, I find him standing in the hallway, his shoulder braced against the door frame of the bedroom we use for an office. In his profile I see a wistful smile, the one he always wears when he thinks about kids … and how badly he wants to use that room as a nursery.


Bob must have heard me coming, because his head turns in my direction. “You know”—he smiles into the extra bedroom—“they say primary colors are best for young children. Most people decorate nurseries with pastels, but a bold yellow might be the better choice. Bright colors stimulate the brain.”


I nod and sidle past him, heading toward the bathroom. “That’s interesting.”


“I was thinking we could paint this weekend.” He catches my upper arm. “Doesn’t that sound like fun?”


“Painting, fun?” I wince in phony distaste. “You’re kidding, right?”


“Not at all. I’ve been watching the calendar, and this weekend should be prime baby-making time. So I figured we could take the three-day weekend to paint the room and create its future occupant.”


I turn my head, hiding disgust that’s now all too genuine. Honestly, what kind of man sweet-talks his wife with phrases like baby-making and future occupant? Even more to the point, what kind of man keeps track of his wife’s monthly cycle?


I struggle to smooth my voice. “Bob, I don’t think you can schedule a conception. Especially since I’m not exactly Fertile Myrtle these days.”


“Thirty-nine isn’t such an advanced age, and you’re perfectly healthy. No reason in the world why we can’t have a baby.”


Oh, yes, there are reasons … a couple of them, in fact. But he doesn’t need to know my secrets.


I turn, link my hands behind his neck, and breathe in his scent—a mingling of soap, dust, and the cinnamon air freshener that pervades the computer lab where he works. “You’re a man—you could father a child when you’re as old as Abraham. Women are different.”


Pulling me closer, he smiles into my eyes. “The genders aren’t that dissimilar. And I want to spend some special time with you this weekend. I figured we could relax, paint the room, go out to eat. You could go to the spa on Sunday afternoon, and I’ll make dinner. I’ll even set out candles to enhance the mood.”


I hug him, glad that he can’t see the frustration that has to be displayed on my face. I’m about to ruin all my husband’s plans, but he needs to believe I’m reluctant to do it. I’m not about to dump the fish in my basket until I have Miller Conrad firmly on the line.


“That’s sweet.” I release Bob, then stroke his cheek and give him a sad smile. “As wonderful as your plans sound”—I honey-coat my words—“Ginger called while I was on my break at work. We finally have a buyer for Grandma Lillian’s property, so I need to go to St. Simons and help clean out the house. I promised Gingerbread I’d give her a hand.”


Bob’s face crumples with disappointment. “Couldn’t she hire someone to do that?”


“Bless your heart, you’re such a man. You don’t hire a stranger to clean out your grandmother’s house, especially if she practically raised you.”


“You want some help? I could go along.”


“Are you serious?” I toss him a look of pure horror. “How are we supposed to run around without makeup if there’s a man in the house?” I peck at his cheek, then give him another smile. “The good news is I might be able to bring home a few trinkets to help us remember Grandma. And it should be a nice time for us girls. We never see each other anymore.”


Bob releases me and leans back against the wall. “What about the sale? You’re supposed to split the proceeds, right?”


“I’m not sure there’ll be much to split. The housing market is awfully depressed.”


I step into the bathroom and peer at my reflection in the mirror. My face shimmers back at me, pale and wide-eyed and tired.


Grandma always said that the woman who complains about the man she married should realize she could have caught a bigger fish if she’d used better bait. I try to eat right and stay out of the sun, but avoiding the sun isn’t easy when you live in Florida. But if Bob still believes I’m only thirty-nine, I must be doing okay.
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