










Everyone loves the ladies of Covington!


“A pure charmer, a rich Southern tale about love and loyalty.”


—Bookpage


“As cozy as a cup of tea and a favorite cat, the latest in the Covington series will delight fans…. Fans of Jan Karon and Ann Ross will enjoy these gentle novels.”


—Booklist


“A must-read for women of all ages.”


—The Tampa Tribune


“Genuinely inspiring…. The reader can’t help but be moved by the ‘ladies’ and their progress.”


—Library Journal


“Ms. Medlicott is attuned to the nuances of Southern life, and draws her characters with affectionate understanding and an inspiring message of self-acceptance, courage, and survival.”


—The Dallas Morning News


“A winner…. The three ladies inspire by forming a community in which they thrive and find new careers and loves, all with dignity and autonomy.”


—Publishers Weekly


“A heartwarming adventure.”


—San Jose Mercury News




“Medlicott captures small-town life and…presents a charming story.”


—Chattanooga Times/Free Press


“There’s never a dull moment.”


—Atlanta Journal-Constitution


“[A] charming story of small-town life. Wholesome and appealing.”


—Booklist


“A beautiful story to warm your heart and nourish your soul.”


—Freshfiction.com


“I have always enjoyed Joan Medlicott’s books. The characters stay with you long after you finish.”


—Jude Deveraux


“Settle back in a comfortable chair and enjoy your visit to Covington, a town rich with charm and character.”


—New York Times bestselling author Debbie Macomber


“The ladies of Covington sow seeds of courage and community that bloom throughout this small mountain town and deep into the heart of every reader.”


—Lynne Hinton, author of Friendship Cake


“The issues…are as fresh as tomorrow’s news. Medlicott’s prose is warm and quick. These three women, in their widows’ might, inspire us with dignity and confidence, humor and affection.”


—Robert Morgan, author of Gap Creek




“Proof that a woman’s life begins, not ends, at a certain age, that men are nice to have around, but women friends are indispensable. A satisfying, warmhearted look at friendship that endures.”


—Sandra Dallas, author of Alice’s Tulips


“Her characters are so real that I began to miss them as soon as I closed the book. From the Heart of Covington is a book that is inspiring and easy to love, one that shows us the true meaning of friendship, family ties, and grace.”


—Silas House, author of Clay’s Quilt


“What a pleasure it is to meet the ladies of Covington once again. Their courage, humor, and wisdom, and their sensible, loving regard for the seasons of life and of nature, are gifts for us all.”


—Nancy Thayer, author of The Hot Flash Club


“Come sit on the porch for a while with three unforgettable women. Bravo, ladies of Covington, I love you all!”


—Rosemary Rogers, author of A Reckless Encounter
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The Homecoming






Amelia Declose settled into her rocking chair on the front porch of the farmhouse she shared with Hannah Parrish and Grace Singleton. Gathering her shawl about her, she knotted the ends across her chest. It was early morning. A glorious sunrise wove its magic across the mountains, slashing the sky with flaming orange. The celery green of new leaves on shrubs and trees and the chirp of a baby bird in a nest artfully camouflaged in a shrub near the porch filled her heart with pure joy. There are days when one feels glad to be alive, and today is one of those days.


Amelia’s mind drifted back years ago to when she, Hannah, and Grace had met in a dreary boardinghouse in Pennsylvania where the owner, the dour Olive Pruitt, restricted the use of the kitchen and refused to allow a wonderful cook like Grace to bake a cake or make a pot of soup.


They had taken a risk, trusted one another, pooled their emotional and financial resources, and moved to a rundown farmhouse in rural North Carolina that Amelia had unexpectedly inherited, and in so doing had revitalized their lives. Here, Amelia had discovered a talent for photography. Hannah’s skills and love for gardening had resurfaced, and Grace’s kindness and wisdom found their outlet in volunteer work with children and in creating a community of friends and family.


Amelia’s finger traced the rim of the delicate china teacup. The human spirit takes comfort and solace from quite ordinary things: cows milling about in a pasture, a comfortable chair like this, the tinkle of wind chimes.


A cup of tea with her friends on this porch and Sunday dinners with their ever-increasing surrogate family were now among the happy routines in her life. Even winter, her least favorite season, had become more bearable, with its hot cocoa topped with tiny marshmallows, long hot baths, and snuggling beneath her down comforter. And best of all, Miriam and Sadie were a part of her life—her unexpected family.


Her attention was drawn to a taxi that entered Cove Road, slowed, turned into Max’s driveway across the street, and pulled up to his farmhouse. The short, heavy woman and bearded man who disembarked and plodded up onto the front porch reminded Amelia of Russian immigrants in a movie she had seen recently on late-night television. Several large suitcases were deposited on Max’s front porch, then the taxi rolled away.


The man helped the woman to a porch chair, then walked briskly to the front door. Something about him seemed vaguely familiar. She watched as the man carried the luggage into Max and Hannah’s house, then assisted the woman from the chair, and Amelia realized that the woman was very pregnant, not fat. The front door closed behind them and light flooded the downstairs windows.


Max’s son and his wife?


Could it be Max’s son and his wife? No, they live in India. Hannah would have said something, would have been there to greet them. After all, she is Max’s wife, even if she lives with Grace and me most of the time.


Shadows moved across Max’s downstairs windows. Who were they? It was Saturday, Hannah and Max’s private day. Max would never invite anyone to visit on Saturday.


Hannah usually stayed at Max’s on Friday nights, but she had been here last night. Grace’s companion, Bob, and Max had come for dinner, and they had all played Trivial Pursuit and talked about getting a dog. Grace had wandered into a shop in Asheville and seen a puppy she’d fallen in love with and been sorely tempted to bring home.


“Why would you want the mess of raising a puppy? Get an older, house-trained dog from a shelter,” Hannah had said.


“Oh, don’t do that. Get a dog from the Compassionate Animal Network. Their members raise the dogs from puppies,” Bob said. “I think you’d find they’re well socialized, too. When you get a dog from a shelter you have no idea what you’re bringing home.”


There had been much talk, but nothing had been decided.


Now Amelia’s mind returned to Max’s guests. Max and Hannah’s Saturdays were sacrosanct. Either they drove into Asheville for brunch and to the farmers’ market for fresh fruit and vegetables for both their households, or they sequestered themselves at Max’s house.


“What do you do all day?” Grace had once asked Hannah.


“We turn off the phones and just hang out.” Hannah had given Grace a shy smile. “We eat leftovers and ice cream, read, watch old movies, things like that. Once, we sat all day and sorted through old photos that we’d been meaning to put into an album. One thing we do not do is discuss our work at Bella’s Park.”


 


Across the road, the lights in Max’s downstairs rooms switched off. Amelia went inside, placed her teacup in the kitchen sink, then climbed the stairs and knocked on Hannah’s bedroom door. “You awake, Hannah?”


“Come in, Amelia.”


Hannah sat on the edge of her bed, one foot shoved into her bedroom slipper, the other foot twisted, wiggling under the bed in search of the other slipper. Amelia bent and retrieved it for her.


“Ever notice how shoes, especially slippers, are never where you put them when you go to bed? I think they walk about while we sleep,” Hannah said. “It’s odd.”


“What’s odd is that there’s a strange man and a very pregnant woman at Max’s. I was on the porch when a cab deposited them at his front steps. The man opened the front door and walked right in.”


Hannah hastened to the window, which overlooked Cove Road. “I don’t see anything or anyone, and there’s no light in Max’s bedroom.” She reached for the buttons on her pajama top. “I’ll go right over.”


“I’ll go with you,” Amelia said. “Meet you downstairs.”


At the front door, Amelia handed Hannah a mug of black coffee without sugar, and they started across Cove Road. Hannah unlocked the front door, then flipped on the foyer light. There sat three large suitcases.


Max’s heavy footsteps sounded on the stairs, and seeing Hannah, he smiled. “I was just about to phone you. Guess who’s here?”




Hannah shook her head. “Who?”


“My son, Zachary, and his wife, Sarina, have come home from India, and she’s about to have a baby.”


Hannah was uncertain that she had heard him correctly, but there he stood, beaming and happy. “Zachary, here? But…I thought…?”


“Yes, I know. He said he hated Covington and would never come back, but life is unpredictable.” Taking Hannah’s arm, Max urged her toward the kitchen, Amelia following. There Max sank into a chair and ran his fingers through his hair. “Sometimes things don’t work out as planned. They’ve been through hell, from what they’ve been telling me.”


“What kind of hell? What’s happened to them?” Hannah slid into the chair across from Max. Amelia leaned against the wall and waited for his reply.


“You know her people are Hindus. Well, it seems there was an issue about a mosque being built on what was considered a Hindu holy site, and this triggered hostilities on both sides. The mayor, a Hindu, was ambushed and killed by God knows who, which led to the looting and burning of a prominent Muslim businessman’s home. After that, it degenerated into a free-for-all.


“Sarina’s brother-in-law, the accountant, was shot and wounded in the leg on the way to his office. They think it was a random shooting, but it’s crazy over there, Zachary says, and everyone suddenly has a gun. Sarina’s entire family and all their servants have fled to their home in the south. Just as well, it seems, for after they left, one of their stores was torched. Sarina’s baby is due next month, and they felt they’d be safer here until the turmoil gets straightened out—if it ever does.”




“How frightening to live in a world like that,” Amelia said. “People shooting other people, burning property.”


“After the Twin Towers going down, I wonder if we’re much safer, or if safety is just an illusion.” Hannah shook her head.


“I think of India as a peaceful country, and Hindus as tolerant of all religions,” Amelia said.


“This Muslim/Hindu hatred has taken root in many parts of India,” Max said. “No one knows where it will lead. Zachary did the right thing. Sarina will have the baby here.” Satisfaction showed in his eyes.


Hannah knew Zachary had been hardheaded in expressing his dislike of Covington. He had been cruel and had rejected his father and his father’s business, and had hurt Max deeply. Max had buried the hurt, and despaired of ever seeing any grandchildren. Had Max told Zachary that she and Max were married? If he had, what had been his son’s reaction? Hannah did not trust or like Zachary, and she was certain that if his reaction had been positive, it was not sincere.


An uneasy feeling settled over her. Their pleasant lives were about to be cast into confusion.


Hannah looked at Max. “Have you told Zachary that we’re married?”


Max shook his head. “There’s been no time. Sarina was exhausted, traveling this late in her pregnancy. She collapsed when we got her upstairs. The fright and the stress of it all, leaving her family and home, the trip—it was too much for her. We got her into bed, and Zachary took her up some chicken soup. If she relaxes and falls asleep, he’ll be down, I imagine.”


Max reached across the table and lay his large hands over Hannah’s. “You’re trembling. Now, don’t you worry, sweetheart. We’ll tell him about us as soon as he comes down. How can their being here affect us? We’ll go on with our lives just as we have been.”


“Do you really think so?” Hannah asked.


“I’m sure of it. They’ll stay until the baby comes, then in a few months they’ll move on to a city.”


“Don’t be too sure of that. Things change.” The knot in Hannah’s stomach began to hurt.















2


A Loss of Function






Through her open windows, Grace heard the slam of a car door. She had been up most of the night worrying about her health. This particular bout of insomnia started weeks ago when her internist had advised her to see a kidney specialist.


“Your blood work indicates there may be a slight problem with your kidneys. Nothing serious, but we need to check it out,” he had said in a voice that Grace considered much too casual for the information it imparted.


The nephrologist had been young, pleasant, and patient. He had taken a thorough history and drawn a crude rendition of kidneys and arteries on a notepad. He explained that high blood pressure, compounded by diabetes, could, over time, adversely affect one’s kidneys. “I’m going to have my nurse set you up for a sonogram to see if there’s a blockage in the arteries that go to your kidneys.”


Grace’s mind snapped shut. Blockages sounded ominous. “And if there’s a blockage?”


“If there’s a restriction of blood flow to your kidneys, we’ll go in and clean out the arteries. It’s a routine procedure these days,” he replied and smiled, but his smile had not reassured her.




Grace remembered Bob’s heart attack several years earlier and his angioplasty, a surgical procedure to clean the plaque from a blood vessel to his heart. Bob had made light of it, saying that he had felt absolutely nothing. But the prospect of a probe snaking through her arteries terrified her, and when the young doctor suggested the possible “procedure,” Grace felt weak and had had to clutch the cold metal arms of her chair for support. The nurse had walked her from the office to her car.


Later, when she told him, Bob said, “Now don’t you go worrying yourself silly while you wait to have that sonogram.”


“How can I not worry? I’m scared out of my mind.”


The more she learned about diabetes—how serious, how dangerous it was, how it could affect her eyes, feet, everything in her body—the more upset she became. These days, even after seeing the nurse-dietician at the hospital, she hardly knew what to eat or how to cook and found it increasingly hard to get a grip on a whole new way of thinking about food. And exercise! The doctor said that was very important. She walked some, but the length of Cove Road was hardly what he meant, and when she signed on at a gym, all those fit young women leading other fit young women in aerobics or yoga made her want to never return, and she had not.


“It’s going to be all right.” Bob ran his hand across her arm in a gesture he probably considered soothing but that, at that moment, had annoyed Grace.


 


The sonogram had been painless, so when her doctor said that the test revealed no arterial blockages, Grace relaxed, until she heard his next words.




“But what we found is that your kidneys are functioning at forty-four percent of capacity.”


The doctor had perched on the edge of the examination table. A chart of kidneys, bright with veins and arteries, hung like a photograph on the pale gray wall behind him. The seriousness of his words bounced off Grace’s consciousness. Had Bob not accompanied her to his office, Grace would have denied the truth, as she was wont to do.


“If you were twenty-seven years old,” the doctor continued, “I’d be concerned, but since you’re, what?”—he checked her chart—“seventy-two…”


“Why are my kidneys functioning at only forty-four percent?” she had asked.


“We all lose kidney function as we age. I’m not worried, so long as we keep that function at forty-four percent. Your new blood pressure medication will help protect your kidneys.”


But at night, lying in bed, Grace wondered what else was silently deteriorating deep within her body. She prayed and tried unsuccessfully to meditate and visualize herself whole and perfect and wondered if her efforts were too little too late.


It was Amelia’s, and then Hannah’s hurried footsteps in the hall, and the closing of their front door, that roused her from self-pity and from her bed. Grace grabbed a robe and hastened downstairs, hoping to catch them, but too late. Through their kitchen window she watched her friends enter Max’s house, and for a moment she considered following them.


But Grace needed breakfast and her medication. If she waited too long in the morning, her blood sugar dropped, which resulted in a weak, slightly nauseous feeling. Gone were the days of well-sugared morning tea and coffee cake. Instead, she topped a thin wheat cracker with two slices of Swiss cheese and poured a small glass of skim milk. She carried the cracker and milk into the downstairs guest bedroom, settled into the glider rocker, and flipped on television to the house and garden channel. Whenever she was alone and the room not occupied by a guest, she breakfasted in this lovely room with its large windows and view of the shady hillside behind the house. Somehow it helped compensate for the less than satisfying change in her diet.


The room faced north, which was good, for glare bothered her eyes. It always had, even in childhood, when she’d started to wear glasses. Grace had recently visited an ophthalmologist, who checked her yearly for retinopathy, another possible serious side effect of diabetes. To her great relief, he had assured her that her eyes were fine. No change in her prescription, but he had suggested darker lenses, which she had gotten.


Whatever’s keeping Amelia over there? she wondered. And why is Amelia intruding on Hannah and Max’s Saturday? Then Grace’s attention went to Design on a Dime, a makeover show that never ceased to amaze her—what could be done with so little money—and she did not hear Amelia until her friend entered the room.


“Grace. Didn’t you hear me call you?”


“No. I didn’t. Look at that room.” Grace pointed at the television. “They’re showing the before-and-after pictures. Marvelous what they’ve done, don’t you think?”


“Oh, shut that off. I have really big news for you. Guess who’s come home?”


Grace clicked off the set. “Who has come home?”


Amelia’s carefully plucked eyebrows arched. “Zachary and his very, very pregnant wife, Sarina, that’s who. They arrived about an hour ago. I was sitting out on the porch having a cup of tea, just enjoying this glorious spring day. They came by taxi with lots of luggage. But until we went over there, I hadn’t a clue who they were.”


“Didn’t Zachary declare Covington anathema?”


“Sure he did, until the Muslims and Hindus over in India started shooting at each other and burning homes.”


Grace’s hands covered her mouth and her gasp, then fell to her lap. “That happened in India, where they were living?”


Amelia nodded. Her face was flushed, and she literally quivered with excitement. Rarely did she have the opportunity to be in the know and to break exciting news to her housemates. She told Zachary’s story to a wide-eyed Grace.


“I can hardly believe this.”


“Every word of it’s true,” Amelia said, thinking that if Hannah had imparted this information, Grace would have believed her right off the bat.


“It’s hard to believe. How will this affect Hannah and Max, do you think?”


Amelia shrugged. “Mon ami, you know men. They aren’t aware of the undercurrents of people’s feelings beneath their noses. He says nothing is going to change.” She leaned forward. “Hannah thinks that it’s all going to change, and I’m sure she’s right.”


“It can’t change the fact that they’re married.”


“But it can affect their lifestyle, can’t it?” Amelia said.


Grace nodded. It was hard to imagine Zachary here and his wife about to have a baby. “He never sent a cable, didn’t let his father know they were coming?”


“When did he ever let his father know anything about his life, except after the fact?”




“It’s all been going so well for Hannah. What’s going to happen.” Grace’s words were more comment than question.


Amelia raised an eyebrow. “Your guess is as good as mine. Well, I have to run. Mike and I are taking Miriam and Sadie to the Toe River over near Celo. You know where that is, out past Burnsville? Mike has a job there, and Miriam’s bringing a picnic lunch for us.”


Grace nodded.


Miriam was the daughter of Amelia’s deceased husband, Thomas, with an Englishwoman. About a year ago, Miriam and her little daughter, Sadie, had arrived unannounced on their doorstep seeking refuge from an abusive husband. The shock of Thomas’s betrayal and infidelity devastated Amelia, and for many weeks she had rejected both mother and daughter. Then good sense had prevailed, and Amelia placed the blame squarely where it belonged, on Thomas, and she had opened her arms and heart to Miriam and her little girl and garnered to herself a loving daughter and granddaughter, who now lived in a cottage that the ladies had built for them near Bob’s cottage on Cove Road.


Miriam’s ex-husband had managed to trace her to Covington, but in a drunken stupor he had driven his car headlong into the Swannanoa River and ended his life.


Now Amelia stood, smoothed back her hair, and slung her camera bag across her shoulder. “I’m off, then.”


 


The house was suddenly too quiet, and Grace, who needed to keep busy, trudged up the stairs to her room and began rearranging her closet. She removed turtleneck shirts, sweat-pants, and sweaters, folded and stored them in the drawers from which she’d removed her summer shirts and skirts. She considered getting out the ironing board, but decided instead to hang the summer clothes in the closet, hoping that the wrinkles would smooth themselves.


Walking past the mirror, she noted her unkempt hair, a clump sticking up on top of her head, another clump waving at her from the side. Grace pulled her hairbrush through her hair and fluffed it about her face. Not great, but good enough! Then she exchanged flip-flops for sturdy walking shoes. A walk, she thought, might help burn off some of her nervous energy.


On the porch, she stood for a moment staring across the street, then started down the steps and across the lawn as if she were heading for Max’s place. Then Grace turned and marched back to the house. What’s the matter with me? Why is it so important what’s happening over at Max’s? Hannah will be home in due time.


When Hannah finally got home, she found Grace asleep on the living room couch, The Long Summer open across her stomach. Hannah leaned over, picked up and closed the book, and patted Grace gently on the shoulder.


“Grace, wake up. I need to talk to you.”


Startled, Grace opened her eyes. Being awakened precipitously like this caused her heart to thump in her chest. “What time is it?


“Almost noon.”


“I was reading while I waited for you. I must have dozed off. What’s happening at Max’s?”


Hannah sank into a nearby chair. “It’s been a heck of a morning.”


“Amelia said Zachary and his wife are back.”


“They certainly are, and Max is so delighted at the prospect of having a grandchild born here, he can’t think straight.”


Grace smoothed her hair. “What does that mean, Hannah? Why are they here?”


“I’m not sure. Zachary tells an amazing story, and Max says nothing will change for us. That’s a joke. For starters, I’m home and it’s a Saturday.”


“How long are they going to stay? What does Zachary say?”


“It’s not clear. Nothing’s clear. When we told him that we’re married, Zachary looked as if he’d been kicked in the stomach, but he got a grip on himself, shook his dad’s hand, kissed me on the cheek, and asked if he should call me Mom. I put that to rest, fast. I said, ‘Just call me Hannah.’”


“Sarina, if I remember, is sort of formal. She’ll find it hard to call you by your first name.”


“She was wiped out and asleep upstairs, so I never saw her. Max asked him what he planned to do, but Zachary hasn’t a clue what he’s doing or he wants to do. He appears to be in shock from the whole experience. I assume Amelia told you what happened in India?”


Grace nodded.


“I suggested that this wasn’t the time to talk about long-range plans.” Hannah paused and looked out the wide, low window.


Grace drew her legs up under her. “You’re almost as stunned about their arrival as Zachary is about all that’s happened to him, aren’t you, Hannah?”


“You’ve got it right. Things were going so smoothly for Max and me, so easy and happy. Seems to me, we get reprieves in life, as if we’re allowed to rest and prepare for the next difficult challenge.”




“It appears that way. Surely, they’re not going to stay here? Why would Zachary suddenly want to stay in Covington when he hates cows and the dairy business?”


“I sometimes think that Max has held on to the dairy in the hope that Zachary would have a change of heart and return. Why would a man of seventy-seven continue to operate a dairy, with all the problems with milking machines, the health of cows, delivery trucks, and on and on? Without Jose, he couldn’t do it.”


“After the baby comes, Zachary will probably take his wife and child and leave,” Grace replied.


“I’d hate to see Max get his hopes up again and get hurt.”


“It’s out of your hands, don’t you think?”


Hannah’s knee bounced up and down, up and down. Grace rarely saw her this agitated. “I just don’t know what to do.”


“Let Zachary and his wife settle down, get over the exhaustion they must feel, and gather their wits about them. Then, see what happens,” Grace said.


“Can’t do much else, can I?”


Grace leaned over and placed a hand on Hannah’s knee. “You can be gentle with Max and give him time. He loves you very much. It’ll all work out, Hannah, you’ll see.”


“I wonder.”


“Nothing’s going to change with you and Max, not the way you two love one another.”


“Thanks, Grace. I needed to hear that.”
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Gossip and News






Hannah returned to Max’s house, leaving Grace as restless as she had been and with no plans for the day. Bob and Martin were participating in a golf tournament and had stayed the night at the Grove Park Inn in Asheville. Grace puttered about the kitchen. She wiped off a shelf in the fridge where milk had spilled, and unloaded the dishwasher from the night before. So deep in thought was she, so concerned for Hannah and Max and what the future might hold for them, that when the phone rang, she jumped.


Velma Herrill, her neighbor, was on the line. “How you doing, Grace? How’s Bob?” A pause, then Grace replied, “Bob’s busy with golf, eh? That’s fine, just fine. You busy today?”


“No, not busy at all,” Grace replied.


“How about meeting me for lunch in Weaverville?”


Grace and Velma were not bosom buddies, though they had come to know each other fairly well and liked each other, especially since the December weddings. Grace, Hannah, and Amelia had been supportive of the five Covington women as they coped with the dumbfounding news that they were not legally married, after assuming, for forty years, that they were.




This information had come to light when Grace helped young pastor Denny Ledbetter clean out the attic of the church. Letters discovered there stated that a pastor who had been hired and had served for a brief time forty years earlier had not been ordained. The man had had the temerity to marry five couples prior to being found out and dismissed.


What astounded and angered them more was the fact that the deceased chairman of the Church Board had concealed this information. Yellowed papers hidden in a box and uncovered by Grace and Pastor Denny revealed this information and wreaked havoc in the lives of the Herrills, the Craines, and three McCorkle couples. Traumatized, jolted from complacency by this wrenching news, the couples had chosen to remarry in five sequential ceremonies on Christmas Eve. In a race against time, the ladies had stepped in and spearheaded the drive to paint and clean the church, while offering emotional support to the families involved.


“I’ll be happy to have lunch with you, Velma. What time?” Grace asked.


“Say, twelve-thirty. I’m in Asheville running errands. Meet me at the Chinese restaurant in Weaverville?”


“That’s fine. See you there.”


 


Dressed in casual slacks and a lavender-and-white pinstriped shirt, Velma sat in a booth sipping iced tea. Grace slipped into the seat across the table.


“It’s good to see you, Grace. We live so close, and the days fly by so fast, everyone’s so busy. Seems like the older one gets, the faster time goes. Remember when you were young and couldn’t wait to get older? I remember being seventeen and thinking I’d never get out of high school. Lord, I just couldn’t wait to get out of there.” Velma’s voice trailed off.


A waiter stood at their table. Grace ordered hot tea, and they indicated that they would have the buffet. For a time they ate in silence, and Grace wondered if she should tell Velma about Zachary’s return. She might as well. There were no secrets in Covington. “Can you imagine…,” she began.


A light flared in Velma’s eyes. “You know about it, then? No, I cannot imagine. Why, Grace, she’s got to be at least twenty years his senior.”


“What are you talking about? Who’s twenty years whose senior?”


“Why, May McCorkle, of course.”


“May McCorkle? What about May?”


Velma lowered her voice and leaned forward. “She never did want to remarry that awful husband of hers, Billie, you know. Her mother, Ida, and her sister, June, pressured her, so May went ahead with it, what with North Carolina not being a common law state, and all the problems with inheritance and her kids and all.”


“I had no idea. May smiled her way through the wedding ceremony,” Grace said.


“Not in her heart, she wasn’t smiling.” Then Velma asked, “May joined your red hat group, didn’t she? Didn’t she tell you none of this?”


“Yes, she joined our red hat group, but no, she hasn’t said much of anything. We’re not a therapy group. We’re into having fun and enjoying life.”


“Well, she’s sure changed, turned into one sassy woman. First she remarries Billie and then she ups and leaves him. I hear her divorce will be final soon. Folks say she’s been talking to Pastor Ledbetter—getting counseling is what they say.”


“I would think she’d need some help at a time like this,” Grace replied.


Velma’s eyebrows arched. “Depends what kind of help. Some people think it’s more than his good counsel she’s after.”


“What do you mean?”


Velma leaned across the table. “I mean, of a more personal kind. Some folks who’ve seen them together get the feeling it’s more than a pastor counseling a member of the church, and she’s not been to church since she left Billie.”


Grace would have expected this kind of gossip from their neighbor Alma, but coming from Velma it surprised her. “I can’t imagine, if it’s anything intimate, that they’d want to be seen in a public place. If there were hanky-panky going on, wouldn’t they prefer privacy?”


“Maybe so. But some people deliberately go out so as folks will see ’em and think nothing of it—throw them off guard, you know.” Velma’s eyes narrowed and her face flushed. She set down her fork and crossed her arms over her chest.


Grace had always considered Velma to be open-minded and fair, and she had never heard Velma gossip. What was going on? Did Velma dislike May? Why was she so upset, even vitriolic, about what May did or didn’t do?


“There’s those who think May’s gotten real standoffish since she’s joined up with the red hat ladies,” Velma said.


Is Velma jealous that she hasn’t been asked to join the group? Why hasn’t she been asked? Brenda’s organized our group. “Velma. You can’t be suggesting that being a member of a red hat group had anything to do with May’s decision to leave Billie?” Grace shook her head. “May’s never discussed her personal life or problems at any of our gatherings. Mainly, we get dressed up in purple clothes and red hats and meet in a restaurant for dinner or lunch. One of our members is a great joke teller. We laugh a lot, and eat too much, and that’s about it.”


Velma sat back. Her face softened, and she smiled. “Personally, I don’t believe red hats and all that stuff has anything to do with what’s going on with May. It’s other folks that think that, but I just thought I’d throw it out, get your opinion. May was a year behind me and Brenda in high school. She’s always been an odd one. Nothing she did would surprise me.” She beckoned the waiter. “You want more tea, Grace?”


“No, thanks.” Grace decided not to ask in what ways May had been odd in high school. At some later date, she would ask Brenda.


Velma threw back her head. “Hey, I didn’t mean to ruin our lunch. We don’t hardly get to see one another. Tell me, how are Amelia and her new family getting on? Amelia seems to love that little girl, Sadie, as if she were her flesh-and-blood granny. That Sadie’s so pretty, and she seems right happy, always smiling and cheerful.”


“Yes, Amelia feels as if she’s the child’s granny. She adores her and Miriam too. We’re all happy for Amelia. She had no family to call her own—children, you know—until they came into her life.”


“We’re all glad it turned out well,” Velma said. “Amelia got any new photo shows coming up? Charlie and I always go to her openings. Amelia takes such good photographs.”


She didn’t wait for Grace’s reply. “And how’s Hannah doing? Charlie says he saw a taxi pull up to Max’s door this very morning. Max got company?”


“Now, that’s what I was going to tell you,” Grace said. “Max’s son, Zachary, and his wife came home unexpectedly. She’s about to have a baby.”


“And they traveled with her about to have a baby? Bet they wanted the baby to be born in the United States. They all do, those foreigners.”


“It wasn’t that. There were serious problems where they lived in India—fighting, people getting killed—and they thought they’d be safer here.”


“In India? Fighting? How so?”


“Religious and political problems, people fighting in the streets, burning other people’s property. Sarina’s brother-in-law was shot in the leg, a random shooting they think, but he was shot, nevertheless.”


“Why, that’s just terrible, shooting people like that.” Velma shook her head. “People all over the world’s got such big problems these days, don’t they?”


“It’s a complicated world we live in,” Grace replied. “I had a letter recently from Randy Banks. Remember him? He’s Lucy’s—the little girl I tutored at Caster Elementary—older brother. He joined the army and went to Afghanistan and was sent on to Iraq.”


“I’m sorry to hear that. No, I didn’t know him. What’s he have to say?”


“That he’s scared all the time. That the tension, the not knowing when a bomb’s going to blow them to smithereens, makes them all edgy and sick to their stomachs. He speaks of the noise of war and how horrible it is, and how even when it’s quiet, he can hear gunshots and explosions in his mind. He wishes he’d never joined up.”




“I feel so bad for all those young fellows over there,” Velma said. “I didn’t approve of this war. Charlie thinks we had to do it. I never believed that stuff about us being attacked by Saddam Hussein.”


“Neither did I. Say a prayer for Randy, will you, Velma? That he comes back alive and well.”


“I surely will. I’ll get my prayer circle to add him to our list.”


“Thanks.”


Driving back to Covington, Grace thought about May and weighed the potential narrowness of a small village toward one of its own against the sense of belonging provided by that village, which had come to mean so much to her. But Denny Ledbetter and May McCorkle romantically involved? Now, that was ridiculous.


Still, Velma had started her thinking about May. Where did May live since she had left her husband? Grace didn’t know. Did she have a job, and if so, what kind of a job? What was her education? Grace regretted her ignorance about a woman she had spent many hours with prior to the weddings. But except for the monthly red hat luncheons, she never saw May. Who had invited May to join their red hat chapter, anyway? Had it been Amelia or Brenda Tate? Probably Brenda. As principal of Caster Elementary School, she knew all the families of Covington. She would ask Brenda about this. Brenda could be trusted to present a fair assessment. But later that afternoon, when Grace phoned Brenda, an answering machine invited her to leave a message.
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May McCorkle






May McCorkle’s hand shook as she applied lipstick. The lady at the cosmetics counter had instructed her and demonstrated how best to outline a curve above her upper lip, which she considered too thin, then fill in with lipstick. May worried that the lipstick would wear off, as lipstick will, leaving an outline, a blur of something no longer there.


The stylish bob and a light brown color had replaced her too long and graying hair. She felt attractive now in a way she never had, but also self-conscious, though her sister, June, assured her that she looked younger, livelier, happier than she had in years. Still, May felt as if she were living, or at least hiding, in someone else’s skin. Turning and twisting, unsure of the jeans that hugged her hips and butt and the brightly flowered blouse tucked into the jeans, May shivered with a mingled sense of excitement and apprehension.


Her mother, Ida, who loved adages, used to say, “No sense to cry over spilled milk. Done is done.”


Well, done was done. May had packed her old gray suitcase and walked out of the house that had been home for years, out and away from Billie McCorkle. She had found a room in a widow woman’s home in West Asheville and gotten herself a job. Minimum wage, but she was frugal. And she had resisted Billie’s pleas, and then his threats, when she refused to return home.


May examined herself in the full-length mirror on the back of the bathroom door. She had put on weight. Her face was fuller and smoother. She did look younger than her fifty-six years, and she certainly felt younger and happy to be independent and making her own choices and mistakes. Billie, with his volatile temper, had been a hard man to live with, disagreeable, unyielding, mean, and hell-bent on being right. A woman, he said, should walk behind her man. A woman lived to do for her husband. For the children’s sake, for peace in the household, May had acquiesced to his rules and demands: when they would eat, what they would eat, how she should dress, what church they would attend, how to discipline the children, where she went, and who she could call a friend. She had been a nonperson, always scared, constantly walking on eggs.


Then, Grace, Hannah, and Amelia had arrived in Covington. She had watched them—older women with opinions of their own, taking charge of their lives and making a difference in the community. She had watched Grace befriend that hardhearted old lady Lurina Masterson and change the old woman’s life. She had marveled at the way Grace had organized members of the community to paint and clean the church in time for the five weddings, one of which had been hers.


Amelia, bless her heart, had wrapped her arms around and befriended May, June, and Bernice, strangers, who hardly anyone in the uppity part of Covington spoke to. And Hannah had helped them cope with the shock that sent them reeling when they learned from the new pastor that they were not married to their supposed husbands, and that their children were, for all intents and purposes, illegitimate. In their shock they had sought for someone to blame, to hate, only to find that the then head of the church, the man who had hidden this vital information from them, was dead and buried in the churchyard. Billie had raved, ranted, and threatened to dig him up and scatter his bones, but of course he never did any such thing. Still, after all was said and done, if not for Grace and Pastor Denny cleaning out that dusty old attic, they would not have known, and she would never have had the courage, finally, to leave Billie.


Though she had dreaded remarrying their father, May had done so for the sake of her children, for their legitimacy and legal matters like inheritance, which Amelia had taken the time to explain to her. Yes, she’d done right by her children, and how had they treated her? She had been, and still was, devastated by their anger and rejection when she had told them she was leaving their father. They were grown-up people, two of them with families of their own. Couldn’t they see how miserable her life had been, and still was, with their father?


Amelia had been her friend, had helped her, driven her to the lawyer’s office to start the divorce papers going. Not that she hadn’t been scared out of her mind, but she had held fast to the story Hannah told of fleeing her abusive husband with two small children. If Hannah could do that with small kids to raise and no more education at the time than she, May, had, then she could leave Billie, whom she hated, especially as their children were grown and gone.


Her sister, June, bless her heart, had been supportive. She had lent May the money to pay her rent for a couple of months. That wasn’t easy for June, since her husband, Eddy, was Billie’s older brother, though different from Billie as peas from carrots.


Ida, her mother, had been downright hostile. “You made your bed, you lie in it” was one of her favorite sayings. Ida carried on something fierce and consoled Billie, who drank himself into a stupor and, when he was sober, had nagged June to tell him where May was. But June had held firm and claimed to know nothing about May’s plans or her whereabouts.


And now, thank the Lord, Billie was cooperating with the restraining order May had taken out against him, probably because he got hisself a girlfriend over near Marshall and moved in with her. Still, Billie was unpredictable when he drank, and she hadn’t stopped worrying or listening for him to come up behind her out of nowhere.


It was Amelia who, recognizing her depression and loneliness, had suggested that May see a counselor. She had suggested a service in Asheville that charged on a sliding scale, then had explained to May what that meant. “You only pay what you can.”


“I can’t afford no counselor,” May had replied, “and besides, I wouldn’t go talking my private business with no stranger.”


“Would you consider talking with Pastor Denny Ledbetter?” Amelia had asked.


“I ain’t got the money to pay him or no one else to listen to me.”


“He doesn’t want money.”


May remembered being amazed. “He don’t want no money?”


“Counseling parishioners is part of his job,” Amelia had said.




“Since I left Billie, I don’t go to his church.”


“He married you in that church, remember? When I saw him the other day, he asked how you were doing. When I told him, he offered his help. I’d accept his offer if I were you.”


Several sleepless nights and anguished days later, May decided to take Amelia’s advice. Now her visits with Pastor Denny had become the centerpiece of her existence, and for the first time in her life she felt listened to and valued by a man.


 


May closed and locked the door of her small bedroom at the rear of Mrs. Bourne’s yellow cottage on Mayberry Road. It was Saturday, the day she drove to Covington to be counseled by Pastor Denny. Last time she’d seen him, he’d said he was proud of her, how she’d found a job and a place to live. He was proud that she’d kept her relationships going with her grown children, even if they weren’t nice to her. They needed her, he said, regardless of what they said or did. They’d get over it in time. They’d come around, see her point of view, he said, and May held on to that hope.


Today was to be their last session, but May intended to present Pastor Denny with some new problem, anything, so that she could continue to see him. He had no idea how much that—and he—meant to her.


As she drove north on the highway, May considered what this problem would be: she should have given it more thought before starting out. Now she had to make up something about Billie or her mother, Ida, or a situation at work. As a liar, May had failed many a test. June, bless her, could lie with a straight face and her eyes wide open and innocent. But not May. Oh, no! She’d sputter and turn red-cheeked and get all teary, and she’d been the one who’d taken many a whipping from their father’s belt when they were young.


She had no right to want to see and be with Denny Ledbetter. She an ignorant women and he an educated churchman. And then there was the age difference. Where did she come to think that he could be the slightest bit interested in her? Certainly not because he spoke to her in a voice as soft and gentle as lovers spoke to each other in movies. Wasn’t a kind voice and gentle manner the way a pastor would speak to anyone he counseled?


May glanced down at her hand on the steering wheel, at the faded place where her wedding band had been, and her stomach lurched. The closer she got to Covington and Pastor Denny, the more May’s insides quivered. She knew that when she saw him, she would, as she always did, ache to reach over and touch his hand. But she would squeeze her fingers together hard, so as not to make a perfect fool of herself.


 


Denny Ledbetter’s office door was slightly ajar. May hung back in the shadows of the hall, feasting her eyes on his slim form, his light brown hair falling forward in his eyes, the tip of his tongue visible between his lips as he concentrated on his typing. She knocked ever so lightly.


Denny smiled at her, pushed back his chair, and rose to greet her. “How are you, May? Come in. Sit down.”


May slid into one of two brown leather chairs. “This is our last time together?” she asked. Well, I messed that up, didn’t I? I couldn’t even think up a reasonable lie to keep coming.




“Unless you have something else you’d like to talk about.”


“You’ve helped me so much, and I thank you.”


“It’s been my pleasure. When will your divorce be final, May?”


“Six weeks.” She brightened. “I was hoping I could come see you until it’s over, until I go to court for my final papers. I can hardly sleep from the worry of it.”


“I don’t see why not, if you think it would help.”


Relief swept over her. “Oh, yes, it would help so much. Thank you.” And now I can’t think of a thing to say. “Funny. My mind’s gone blank.”


“What I like about you, May McCorkle, is that you don’t lie. You have something on your mind, you say it right out, and if you don’t, you say that, too.”


“I was wondering, if you think it’s proper for me, being single soon and all, to be going to the red hat group that Grace and Amelia and the others formed? Amelia invited me, and I’ve been to a couple of meetings.”


“What do you do at the meetings?”


“Not much. We have lunch in a restaurant. We wear purple clothes and red hats. It’s come from a poem a woman wrote about being old and wearing purple and red and not giving a hoot. We eat, and talk, and sometimes tell jokes.”


“Do you tell jokes?”


“Goodness, no. I ain’t never been one to remember jokes.”


“I don’t see the harm in your going for lunch with the ladies. They’re fine women, and you’ve told me how much you admire them.”


“Sometimes the jokes are what I’d call slightly…” May blushed.




“Do they offend or embarrass you?”


“I can’t rightly say they do. They’re not really off-color. A lot of folks wouldn’t even think they were off-color.” She stopped. She was making this sound worse than it was. “I guess it’s more that I don’t understand them, and I feel foolish. I laugh like I understand, but I don’t.”


He smiled at her, that warm and caring smile she lived for. “I am not much good at telling jokes, either, and half the time when someone else tells a joke, I don’t get the punch line. If you have fun with the ladies, enjoy yourself, and don’t let a few jokes you don’t understand stop you from being part of the group.”


“You make me feel that my life is all right. That I did the right thing leaving Billie.”


“I hope that you feel you did the right thing, whether I think it’s good or not. It’s what you want for your life that matters, May, not what I want.”


May rose. “I gotta go now, Pastor Denny.” She stood in the doorway clutching her purse, sweat beading her upper lip. “See you next Saturday, then?”


“That’s fine, next Saturday. Same time.”


May drove onto Elk Road, pulled into the parking lot of Elk Plaza, and shut off the ignition. I gotta get a grip on myself, she told herself. Pastor Denny sees me like he does any of his parishioners, nothing more, nothing special. I’m gonna go crazy thinking about him like this. I ain’t felt so mixed up and sick to my heart since I was sixteen and had a crush on that salesman come to sell Daddy a tractor. I sure wish there was someone I could tell about this, someone who could help me get my head straightened out. Maybe I could tell Amelia what I been feeling. She shook her head. It was a comforting thought, but not one she trusted. Best not to tell nobody.
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Zachary






Once he was ensconced in his father’s home, Zachary’s anger, which of necessity had been contained and controlled on their journey out of India, found an outlet at the news that his father had married Hannah. Had he been less self-centered, he would have compared his father’s failure to inform him of his marriage to Hannah with his failure to notify his father of his marriage to Sarina.


Max—that’s how he thought of him, not Dad—had welcomed him home with open arms, and then Hannah walked into the house, their house now, and that changed everything, though he wasn’t sure what everything was, since he hadn’t formulated a concrete plan of his own.


Hannah, they explained, did not actually live with his father, though she spent a great deal of time and many nights there. What kind of a marriage was that? Was it even legal? His father must be getting senile to get into such a stupid situation.


 


Sarina breathed deeply and shifted in the bed they shared in his boyhood room. Her pregnancy weighted the mattress, and his body slanted toward her, making it hard for him to relax, to be comfortable, to sleep. There had been no time to think, to digest the meaning or the consequences of that terrifying night when, waving flaming flares and screeching, hostile men had surrounded his father-in-law’s compound. Unwittingly, the family had reverted to their native language, further confirming Zachary’s foreignness and his inability to immediately grasp what was happening and why.


“It is nothing. It will pass by morning,” his father-in-law, finally speaking in English, lied, even as the women of the household wept, and servants hauled trunks and suitcases from storage, and cars with darkened windows pulled into the driveway. Zachary had stood on the sidelines while police in heavy armor materialized to push back the crowd gathering beyond the locked gate, and when they departed, at daybreak, an armed escort conducted their several cars south, away from the town.


Nor had he had any say in the decisions that followed.


“You go to America now. It is better,” his father-in-law, the patriarch, had said.


There had been no discussion of what he wanted or how he felt. Tickets appeared and were pressed into his trembling hands. He and a weeping Sarina had been embraced, then unceremoniously shoved toward a waiting plane. Now, with the journey behind him, his mind was as exhausted as his body. Instead of privacy and time to work things out with his father, to think through and make plans, he must cope with Max’s changed marital status and a strong-willed, outspoken woman like Hannah. Max would undoubtedly discuss with Hannah whatever Zachary proposed. Feeling thwarted, Zachary centered his anger on Hannah, but he resolved to be patient, to plan carefully, and to play the role of contrite and loving prodigal son. This would not be easy for the self-willed and impetuous Zachary.


 


In the bedroom across the hall, Max tossed and turned. He wished Hannah had stayed the night. He needed to talk with her about his confused emotions: pleasure at seeing Zachary, joy at the prospect of this most expected grandchild, soon to be born, and the confusion he sensed Zachary’s return could bring into his and Hannah’s lives. Zachary’s departure from India had not been voluntary, and circumstances precluded returning to India, perhaps for a very long time. What would his son do? How would he support his family? Where would they live? How would Sarina adjust to not having servants, to the weather, which was so much colder, to the mostly unsophisticated people of Covington? Max reached for his phone to call Hannah, then through his window saw that her bedroom was dark. Of course it was dark. It was 3 A.M.


So what! Max threw off his covers, slipped into a robe and slippers, moved silently downstairs, and carefully opened and closed the front door. Night-lights flared, brightening the yard and Cove Road, exposing him to any of his neighbors across the road who might be awake at such an hour.


From the rear of the house, Jose’s watchdogs began to bark, and moments later the German shepherds, Pete and Hero, tore around the corner and raced toward Max, to collide with each other against his legs. A shotgun under his arm, a flashlight in the other, Jose was close behind.


“Jose. It’s me.” Max bent to sooth the dogs. “Hush, hush,” he whispered.




“Ah, Señor Max. Pete, Hero, stop you bark.”


The dogs turned and ran to Jose, who leashed them. “Pardon, Señor Max. We wake up the whole road, yes.” He nodded toward the ladies’ farmhouse, where lights had come on in Hannah’s room and, now, in the foyer.


The front door flew open. Hannah, in her bathrobe, stood framed in light. “Max, is that you? Jose? What’s wrong? Is Sarina all right?”


Max crossed the road and took the steps two at a time to join Hannah on the porch. “I’m sorry about the dogs. I couldn’t sleep. I needed to talk to you. I thought I could sneak over quietly.”


“And when you got to the house, what? You think you’d have made it upstairs without waking Amelia and Grace?”


“I was willing to take my chances.”


Jose turned and disappeared with the dogs.


Hannah took Max’s hands. “No harm’s been done. I’m glad you’re here. Come on upstairs.”


They lay on Hannah’s bed, her head on his chest, and talked for hours.


“I think I’ve recovered from the shock, but I’ve got this feeling that my son hasn’t learned much from his experiences or travels,” Max said.


“Why do you say that? What did Zachary say or do?”


“It’s not what he said or did. It was his face, when we told him. Didn’t you notice?” Max shifted and stuffed a pillow under his head.


“He looked as if you’d threatened to shove him into a pit of snakes,” Hannah said. “What’s the right word for that, ‘aghast’?”


“Exactly.”


“Hearing about us must have been as much of a shock to him as his arriving back here was to you, don’t you think?” Hannah stroked Max’s cheek.


“He’s a grown man. Things change. He’ll have to adjust.”


“And you’ll be patient, and give him time, and not push him, right?”


Max sighed, reached for her hand, and kissed her palm. “You’ll put a muzzle on me if I don’t.”


 


The next morning, at Max’s invitation, he and his son climbed the hill behind the dairy barn. When was it, Max wondered, that Zachary had stopped tagging along with him on his daily walks? Had he been eight or nine years old when he pleaded excessive homework?


Bella had said, “Let the boy alone, Max. Some people don’t like climbing the same hill every day.”


“I can take another route,” Max had replied.


“Just let him know he’s welcome to come with you, and let it go at that,” she suggested, and Max had heeded her counsel. Zachary had never walked with him again, until today.


Max slowed his pace. His son was winded, breathing hard from exertion. “Let’s sit a bit on those boulders.” Max pointed to a cluster of gray granite bruising the green hillside.


Max’s eyes traveled beyond the homes on Cove Road to the layers of hills rising one above the other in the morning mist. This was his favorite view, the reason he climbed the hill.


Zachary focused on dislodging, with a stick, some object stuck to the sole of one shoe.




“Phew!” He grimaced and dug a packet of antiseptic wipes from his back pocket, drew one out, and cleaned his hands. “Cow dung everywhere, same as ever.”


Cow dung. Had that been the issue, the reason the boy had disliked walking with him? Why hadn’t he said that? Max would have understood. Or would he? Sadly, at that time he would probably have called Zachary silly and mocked as prissy his reaction to the smell that pervaded their barn.


“The view is spectacular, don’t you think, Zachary?”


“Same view as ever. And by the way, Dad, I prefer to be called Zack, and I spell that with a k on the end, not an h.”


“Sure, Zack. I’ll try to remember.” Bella had chosen the name Zachary. He’d wanted to name their son Tom, a good, simple, solid name, his grandfather’s. Max considered that a name like Zachary would be a handicap. Had the boy been teased for the name? he wondered. If he had, he’d never complained to his father; but then he’d hardly spoken to his father once he started into his teens.


“Have you ever considered another use for this land of yours besides cows?” Zack asked.


“No, I haven’t. Why?”


“Just asking. You’re getting older, and I wondered how long you’d go on with the dairy business.”


“I’ll probably die among the cows.” Max laughed. “What did you have in mind for the land, Zack?”


“It crossed my mind that it might be a nice place for homes. As you said, the view is spectacular.”


“I thought you didn’t much care for the view.”


“I don’t especially. Maybe I’ve seen too many gorgeous views, but other people would find it charming,” Zack said.


“Are you suggesting you would like to build houses up here to sell to other people?” Max could feel his anger rising. “Is that what you would do with my land?”


Zachary held up both hands. “Wait up, now. I wasn’t suggesting anything, just commenting.”


But Max could not let it go. “Turn my land into a development? Have you seen Loring Valley and what they’ve done there, with the mud slides and the valley flooding? What used to be a pristine river is muddy now after every little rain. Well, let me tell you. There’ll be no such thing on Cove Road, and if I drop dead tomorrow, Hannah will uphold my wishes.”


“You actually married that woman?”


Max found it impossible now to control his anger. “Hannah is not that woman. She’s a fine, intelligent, capable woman, and I love her.”


Zack rose and started down the hill. “Well, she’s a far cry from my mother,” he tossed over his shoulder.


“Hannah was a good friend of your mother’s. Your mother loved her.” Max was shouting now.


Zack turned, slowed for a moment, and raised his eyebrows. “Really?” He laughed.


“Yes, really.” Why was he even answering his son?


An uneasy silence accompanied them down the hill, and when they reached the farmhouse, Zachary disappeared upstairs. Max headed for Bella’s Park, where Hannah had gone to finish paperwork.


“Calm down, Max,” Hannah said when Max stormed into her office at the park, ranting about what he assumed was Zachary’s grand plan for his land.


“Zachary doesn’t control your land. Regardless of what he thinks or what he says”—and from what little Max had told her, Hannah wasn’t sure what it was that Zachary had said—“he was probably talking off the top of his head. You own the land. He can’t do anything with it or to it.”


Hannah grasped Max’s arm and led him to the couch, where she pushed him to sit, then sat beside him and slipped her arm through his. “Let me make a suggestion. Why don’t you create a trust of some kind and state exactly what you’d like to have happen with the dairy and the land? That would make it easier for me if, God forbid, I should ever have to deal with Zachary.”


“Good idea. I’ll call my lawyer tomorrow.” He punched a fist into the palm of his other hand. “His mother dies. He packs a bag and disappears. He’s gone for years without a ‘How are you, Dad?’ Then he drops in with a wife I know nothing about, announces that he hates Covington and is going to live and work in India in her father’s business. When that doesn’t work out, he’s back, full of ideas about what he wants to do with my land.”


Hannah could no longer restrain Max, who jumped to his feet and paced about the office. “Well, damn him, he can go to the devil for all I care. In fact, he can take that wife of his and get out of my house.”


Hannah patted the couch beside her. “Come, Max, sit down. Let me get you some coffee, or a Coke, or would you like a beer? You’re angry and hurt, and justifiably so.”


He nodded in agreement and joined her again on the couch. Max brought his head almost to his chest, then threw it back hard. “You’re right, as usual. I’ll take a cup of coffee, please. I’m sorry, carrying on like this.” He ran his fingers through his hair and smiled at her. “I am sorry, honey. Why do I let him get under my skin like this?”


Hannah brought him coffee. “You cannot ask them to leave right now, Max. But Sarina’s not to blame for what Zachary says or does, and she’s about to have a baby. You wouldn’t ask her to leave before the baby comes, would you?”


“I’m sorely tempted, but you’re right, Hannah.” He sipped the coffee. “She’s not to blame. Let’s see what happens after the baby comes. But Zachary—by the way, he wants to be called Zack, with a k not an h—had better stay out of my way.”


“Come, let’s not dwell on Zachary. Let’s take a walk up the hill and see what Laura and Molly have added to the Covington Homesteads. Those girls really took you at your word, that they’d better get all the furnishings—everything—authentic, down to the last needle.” She patted his hand, then slipped her arm through his and led him from the office out into the lovely spring day.


 


Two Covington brothers and their families had been the first to settle in this cove. They had wandered in with their covered wagons and exhausted, pregnant wives and stayed. The re-creation of their original homesteads represented a slice of history. Carefully researched, and constructed from the oldest, most weathered lumber available, the cabins and outbuildings were now open to the public, though they hadn’t attracted a rush of visitors.


Working closely with school boards and chambers of commerce, Laura and Molly were attempting to remedy that by arranging for bus trips from schools in Madison, Yancey, and Buncombe Counties. Once the road was paved from Cove Road up the hill to the homesteads, busloads of retirees and other visitors would surely come.
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