












EVERYONE LOVES THE LADIES OF COVINGTON!


“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.”
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“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.”
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—Booklist
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—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 widow’s 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.”
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“Come sit on the porch for a while with three unforgettable women. Bravo, ladies of Covington, I love you all!”
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THE ARGUMENT






Clouds wheeled across the March sky, shading hillocks and valleys and creating a patchwork of green on the land. From her car, Grace Singleton gazed over the verdant, rolling pastureland, the piebald cattle with their patches of black and white, the lustrous peacock-green, low-lying hills. She half-expected a flock of bleating sheep to trundle across a rise, herded by a shepherd boy with a crook in his hand. The anger and tension that had knotted her gut after her argument with Bob Richardson drained away, and she began to relax.


Their argument this afternoon had revolved around his grandchildren, Melissa and Tyler. Grace thought Bob had reprimanded Melissa too harshly for tearing up her older brother’s report on the Battle of Gettysburg. Screaming at the top of her lungs, Melissa had been dispatched by her grandfather to her room. When Grace started after her, Bob grabbed her arm. “That child is to be left alone,” he’d said. “She needs to be taught a lesson.”


Grace had shrugged his hand off her arm. “Melissa’s just a baby, not even three years old.”


“And she already manipulates you and her parents,” Bob replied. “She knows exactly what she’s doing and she can’t keep getting away with everything. She’s a tyrant in this family.” He pointed to the dining-room table. “Look what she’s done to Tyler’s report.”




Grace walked to the table and picked up the jagged halves and quarters of pages and turned to the boy standing by the table. “I’m so sorry about this, Tyler.”


“My report’s due tomorrow, Granny Grace. Now, I’m going to have to stay up all night rewriting the darn thing.” He stamped his foot. “I hate doing papers.”


“Easy there, young man,” his grandfather said.


“I could help you rewrite it,” Grace said.


Melissa’s shrill screams funneled down the stairs. Grace looked from Bob to the stairs.


“No.” Bob barred her way. “Don’t go up to her. Melissa must learn that there are consequences to her behavior.” He turned to Tyler. “And you, young man, need to exhibit better judgment and not leave your papers where your little sister can get at them. You can rewrite that report yourself.”


His lips quivering, Tyler looked away.


Bob’s authoritarian tone had infuriated Grace. Had he treated his son, Russell, like a little soldier when he was a boy?


“You’re not in the military any longer, have you forgotten? You sound like some general ordering troops into battle.” Grace turned her back on Bob, put her arm around Tyler, and led him from the dining room. Upstairs, Melissa continued to scream.


“She’s got a mighty powerful set of lungs,” Tyler said.


“Your grandfather didn’t mean to be so harsh with you,” Grace said.


“Yes he did,” Tyler replied. “And he was right. I should know better than to leave my stuff around. He’s right about Melissa, too. She does have Dad and Emily bamboozled.”


Grace had covered her ears against the screams. “I have to get out of here, Tyler. If you need help rewriting the paper, get Emily to drive you over later.” She kissed his cheek, left the house, and drove away, paying little attention to her destination as she crossed the French Broad River, climbed a hill that looped and twisted, took a left rather than a right fork somewhere near a large brick Baptist church, then turned onto this road, where the sheer beauty of the landscape had brought her exodus and her anger to a halt.


Calm now, Grace started her car, pulled onto the road, and headed home toward Covington.


 


Back at the ladies’ farmhouse, Bob paced the living room, his arms tight across his chest. His heavy tread flattened the nap of the carpet. “Where’s Grace, do you think?” he asked yet again.


“Do sit down, Bob,” Amelia Declose said.


“Pacing isn’t going to bring Grace any sooner,” Hannah said. “When she gets upset, driving in the country calms her. What did you two fight about?”


“We argued over the kids—Melissa, primarily.”


Amelia’s eyebrows shot up. “Miss Untouchable.”


“She got hold of Tyler’s history report that’s due tomorrow and ripped some of the pages, so he’s got to redo them.”


Hannah Parrish’s short salt-and-pepper hair was windblown from working in her garden. She had set aside her tools and come inside at Bob’s request. “And you reprimanded Melissa?”


Bob nodded. “A bit too harshly for Grace’s taste. I gave her a smack on her bottom and sent her to her room. You know how Melissa can scream, and she ran upstairs. Grace thought I was too severe with her.”


Hands crossed in her lap, Hannah sat in her wing chair by the fireplace. “Not severe enough, I wager.”


“I imagine Grace went rushing up the stairs after her,” Amelia said.


“No. I stopped her.”


“Good!” Amelia said. “Someone needs to discipline that child.”


Hannah cocked her head. “How did you stop Grace?” Grace might be gentle and softhearted, but when pushed too far, she could certainly take a stand on her own behalf.


“I barred her way, held her arm.”




“That must have infuriated her,” Hannah said.


“You’re right. It did.” Bob frowned as he returned to the topic of his granddaughter. “Melissa’s mother’s always working, and Russell was never much of a disciplinarian. He and Amy were lucky that Tyler was such a good-natured child.” Bob stopped pacing and dug his hands into his pant pockets. “But then, Amy was a stay-at-home mom.” An edge crept into his voice. “Emily has her law practice.”


“Little girls have a way with them,” Amelia said. “My Thomas was putty in the hands of our Caroline. She’d probably have grown up a spoiled brat.”


“You never know with kids,” Hannah said. “No matter how hard you try or what kind of a parent you are, you never know how they’ll turn out. One child will assimilate your values, like my Miranda, while Laura, bless her heart, always rebelled. That girl did a hundred-and-eighty-degree turn away from whatever I believed or valued.”


Bob walked over to the fireplace and placed both hands on the mantel. “Grace said I sounded like some general ordering troops into battle. She was right.” He dropped his head between his hands, then pushed away and resumed pacing.


“Grace doesn’t hold grudges, you know that,” Hannah said. “It’s just that she wants things to be harmonious all the time. The slightest tremor in her emotional environment feels like a major earthquake. She’ll be fine when she gets home.”


“You’re right, but I worry about her driving when she’s so upset.”


“She’s a cautious driver,” Hannah said. “By the way, Bob, your contractor called.” She fished a piece of paper from her pocket. “He said the finishing crew will be here next week to put up crown molding in the living room and finish painting the cottage. Then the carpet goes in, and they’ll be out of there by May fifteenth.”


“Good thing,” Bob replied. “My apartment’s finally sold, and I’ll have to move my furniture at about that time.”


“After all these years, you’ll finally be our neighbor.” Amelia smiled.




“I can’t tell you how much I appreciate your leasing me the land for the cottage.”


“Turned out nice,” Hannah said. “It looks like a miniature of this farmhouse.”


“That was the idea,” Bob said.


From outside came the sound of a horn blowing. Bob moved to a window and pulled back a curtain to peer outside. Across the street in front of Max’s farmhouse stood a large square van. “What’s Max doing over there?”


Amelia joined Bob at the window. “He’s had the interior painted, and now he’s having the exterior of the house pressure-cleaned.” She pulled the curtains wide open, then blinked as the rays of the afternoon sun struck her full in the face. “Max is preparing for his and Hannah’s wedding.” She glanced over her shoulder at Hannah. “Though she hasn’t even set a date yet. She’ll probably come in one day and announce that they’ve been to the courthouse and gotten married.”


Hannah’s face flushed. “I wish everyone would leave me alone about this confounded wedding. Anna’s driving me crazy about decorating Max’s living room for a reception. I could care less about a reception. Ellie Lerner’s after me to try on wedding gowns, and Lurina keeps asking me what kind of flowers I want to carry.” Hannah slapped her hand against her thigh. “All of Cove Road is caught up in my marrying Max. When will you people get it? I don’t want a fancy wedding, flowers, and a matron of honor.”


Amelia raised an eyebrow. “We care about you, and you’re exhibiting quite adolescent behavior, really.”


Before Hannah could reply, Bob said, “There’s Grace pulling into the drive. Excuse me, Hannah, Amelia.” He walked briskly from the room.


 


Bob met Grace in the driveway. She stepped from the car, arms extended to hug him, and they ambled across the lawn toward Bob’s cottage arm in arm, as if they had never had an argument, as if she’d never rushed off in a huff. Grace snuggled against him, loving the fresh aftershave smell of him and the strength of his arms and chest.


“The cottage is nearly done. I can move in sometime in May,” Bob told her.


“That’s wonderful. I’ll come over and help you pack.”


He smiled warmly down at her. “It’s sure gonna be great living right down the road from you.”


Grace smiled back. “It’s sure going to be nice having you close by.”
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A VIEW FROM THE WINDOW






Hannah’s bedroom window offered a clear view of Max’s farmhouse. Each evening she stood to the side of her window and peeked at Max. She would have been embarrassed if Grace or Amelia knew that she spied on him, but she would die of humiliation if Max were aware of her behavior.


Her eyes skipped from window to window, following the short, round figure of Max’s housekeeper, Anna, carrying a dinner tray from the kitchen, through the dining room, and across the foyer to the living room. Hannah imagined the rustle of Max’s newspaper as he set it aside, and the thud of his old recliner as it came upright before he took the tray from Anna. He watched television while he ate, and flashes of light from the shifting scenes intermittently lit the room.


When Max had first asked her to marry him, he had made it clear that his motives were based on trust, respect, and economics. Zachary, his only child, had married an East Indian woman and he stated flat out that he wanted no part of his father’s estate or Covington. “I hate cows. I never want to see a dairy farm again,” he’d said. Hannah thought he’d been unnecessarily brutal in this rejection.


Several years ago, after his mother’s death, Zachary had crammed a backpack with his belongings and left. When Max finally heard from him via a postcard, it was to say that Zachary was working his way around the world on a freighter. Months flowed into years, and the occasional postcards bore the stamps of Mozambique, Istanbul, Sydney, Jakarta, and Murmansk in Russia.


And then one day Zachary had reappeared at the door of the farmhouse with a slender young woman. Her long black hair, huge dark eyes, and the tiny red ink mark between her eyes indicated the status of a woman from India, and he had introduced her as his wife.


Max had received no notice of, or invitation to, their wedding. Why, Hannah speculated, would Zachary treat his father with such disrespect? Had Max tried to turn an artistic little boy into a farmer? Had he been overly strict? Had he been so busy working that he had ignored his only child? She felt the reason lay in the past, but Max never spoke of that, and she wasn’t about to pry. After a brief stay, Zachary and his bride departed, and several weeks later Max had dumbfounded her with his proposal.


“I intend to make you the sole beneficiary of my estate.” He had squared his shoulders, and their eyes met. “I’d like you to marry me. That way you won’t have to pay inheritance taxes.” His eyebrows shot up. “Don’t get me wrong; I’m not asking you to move in with me. There would be no obligations of any kind.”


It had been almost two years since Hannah and Max began working as a team at Bella’s Park, the seven hundred acres at the end of Cove Road that he had bought and saved from commercial development. Together they had planned the historical living museum now under construction, and as director of gardens, Hannah shared with him her dreams for education and horticulture. But, unwittingly, Hannah had fallen in love with Max, and eventually she had accepted his strange and practical proposal of marriage.


But how did Max feel about her? She flopped into the rocking chair by her window. “Why did I ever agree to marry him? I have no idea what he really wants from me. No wonder I can’t make plans for this wedding, and no wonder I spy on the man.”


 


Amelia’s voice floated upstairs, calling her name.


Hannah called down, “You need me, Amelia?”


“Pastor Johnson’s here to see you.”


Hannah hesitated. She hated the prospect of an argument with the old man, but she couldn’t ignore him. Pastor Johnson had surely heard her respond to Amelia’s call. She would go down, look him in the eye, and tell him unequivocally that she would not be married in his church or in any church.


“Be down in a minute,” Hannah called back.


The day’s light was fading. The lines of Snowman’s Cap, the mountain peak behind Max’s property, were dark against the gold-streaked sunset. Across the road, she could see that Max had finished his dinner, for his chair was shoved back and the newspaper hid his face from view. Hannah went into the bathroom, brushed her teeth, ran a comb through her hair, and went downstairs.


Pastor Johnson stood wringing his hands in a nervous manner. How different he had looked last summer, when he took the stage at their Cove Road block party and brought the audience to their feet with his banjo playing. Infused with a vitality that astounded them all, he had seemed years younger and stronger, then suddenly seemed to fail. That led to the arrival of his protégé, Pastor Denny Ledbetter, who had stayed on in Covington. Denny’s coming had bolstered the old man’s health temporarily, but he appeared to have slipped back.


“Hannah, my dear.” Pastor Johnson walked unsteadily toward her and grasped both of her hands, as if needing them for support. Hannah felt his thin fingers trembling.


“You’re well, I hope?” he asked.


“I am, thanks. And yourself?”


“As well as can be expected.” He paused for a moment and drew a wheezing breath. “I’ll come right to the point. I speak on behalf of our small community. All of the residents of Cove Road, including myself, think very highly of you and Maxwell. We appreciate the fine work you’re doing at the old Anson property.” He paused and looked about him as if seeing the room for the first time. “I’m an old man. It would honor me, and all of us on Cove Road, if you would reconsider and be married in our little church. It isn’t fancy, I know, but the hearts of those who wish you well will brighten it with their admiration and affection.”


His cold, trembling hands reminded Hannah of an autumn leaf clinging to its branch against the gathering winter. His head quivered slightly, and a rush of concern and pity swept over her. He may not be with us much longer, and this means a lot to him. I’m being mulish and selfish. Does it really matter where we get married? It’ll only take a couple of minutes, and it’s done.


“Won’t you have a seat, Pastor Johnson?” Hannah led him to the couch.


He uttered a sigh and sank onto the sofa. As she sat beside him, his eyes drifted across the room to the fireplace mantel. “Are those lovely photographs Amelia’s?”


“Why, yes, they are.” He’s been in this room before. Hasn’t he ever noticed them? “All the photographs above the fireplace have won blue ribbons, first prizes. I favor the one of the little girl who’s overturned her tricycle and toppled onto the sidewalk,” Hannah said.


He leaned forward and squinted at the photograph. “Fine work. Someone told me she never took pictures till you all moved here. That so?”


“Yes. That’s true. Amelia began taking lessons with Mike when we moved to Covington.”


“This is a good place to live.” Pastor Johnson straightened his shoulders. “It’s a right cold and lonely business to stand up and be married in the chambers of a judge. I’d be honored to perform the service myself.”


Hannah felt herself softening.




“All right, Pastor Johnson. Max and I will be married in your church.” A date popped into her mind. “April twenty-sixth sounds like a good day, don’t you think?”


His eyes grew bright. “April twenty-sixth? That’s a fine day, a fine day. Bless your heart.”


Hannah stood and offered him her hand to rise, but he shook his head. It took him a long minute to push up from the sofa and steady himself before taking a step. Hannah slipped her arm in his, and slowly they walked to the front door. “I’ll talk to Max, and—”


She felt the tug on her arm as he stopped walking. His eyes grew worried. “Maxwell won’t be giving an objection now, will he?”


“Goodness, no. Max doesn’t care where or when we do this. If one of his cows could marry us, he’d be happy.” Hannah held the front door open.


“He does love those cows of his, bless his heart. But getting married is serious business,” the pastor said.


Once outside, Hannah assisted him down the steps of the porch and along the gravel driveway to Cove Road. Pastor Johnson gathered strength then, and his stride quickened as if seeing his church reinvigorated him. She watched as he ambled slowly down the road and around the church to the small cottage he shared with Denny Ledbetter.


 


Hannah found Amelia and Grace at the kitchen table chopping vegetables. “Poor old fellow,” Grace said, her knife poised above several celery stalks lying side by side on the table. “He looks so frail.”


“I agreed to be married in Cove Road Church on April twenty-sixth,” Hannah said.


Grace set her knife on the table. “I’m so happy you’ve made a decision.”


“I wholeheartedly approve,” Amelia said, waving a celery stalk at Hannah.




Hannah picked up a carrot and studied its circular markings and rough exterior. “What are you cooking?”


“Stew, for tomorrow,” Grace said. “I tutor twin girls at Caster Elementary School tomorrow, and I’ll be exhausted when I get home and won’t feel like cooking. Now, don’t you go changing the subject, Hannah.”


Amelia asked, “What made you change your mind about the church?”


“Something about Pastor Johnson. I remembered how alive he was the night of the block party, and then he got so ill, and we all thought we’d lose him. Without Denny seeing to his eating well and watching out for him, we would have lost him, I believe.” Hannah’s eyes clouded. “Frankly, he touched my heart.”


Grace placed her hand on Hannah’s arm. “You know, Hannah, you’re very much a part of this community now, and it’s important to everyone on Cove Road to be part of your marriage to Max.”


Hannah picked up a potholder and fanned her face. “Why is it so hot in here? You have something in the oven, Grace?”


“Oh, Lord.” Amelia hastened to the stove. “I do. I had a craving for good old-fashioned caramel custard. I found this recipe an aunt of mine gave to me. When I was little, she’d make custard just for me when I visited her.” Amelia opened the oven door, bent over, and tested the custard with the tip of a small knife. “It’s done.” Carefully, she removed the tray of water that cradled the Pyrex cups and placed it on top of the stove. “I love custard. I can’t wait for them to cool. Want one?”


Grace snapped off the greenery from the stalk of celery, then methodically lined up several more stalks on the chopping block. “Sure I do, but let them cool a little.”


With a dishcloth, Amelia lifted each cup from its hot bath and placed it on a wire rack.


“You really think our neighbors have fully accepted us?” Hannah asked.




“Yes, ever since the fire. Remember at the block party last fall, how people sat anywhere with anyone and not isolated in families? And then we all worked shoulder to shoulder to make the five weddings last Christmas happen.” Holding the celery under the fingers of one hand, Grace used a seesaw motion of the blade to chop, then shoved the small pile of chunks to one side.


In cleaning out the church attic, Grace and Pastor Denny Ledbetter had discovered yellowed papers that stated that five Covington couples, including the Herrills and the Craines of Cove Road, had been married years earlier by a minister who, it turned out, had never been ordained. For forty years these couples had unknowingly lived together, owned property, and raised children. North Carolina was not a common law state, so after the shock of that news wore off, remarrying became imperative. It then fell to newcomer Denny, with the help of the three ladies and the whole Covington community, to organize and bring to fruition five weddings on Christmas Eve.


“There’s something magical about couples our age getting married.” Amelia tapped the area over her heart with her fingers. “It touches people here. Takes them back to when they were young and in love. I’m glad you changed your mind about the church, Hannah. I would have hated going to some drafty courthouse for something as special as your wedding.”


Hannah’s palm struck the edge of the table. “Now, don’t you start with me about what I’m supposed to wear, or anything else about this whole business. I don’t want to hear that since it’s a church wedding I have to wear white, or a long dress, or whatever appeals to your romantic imagination, Amelia.”


“Oh, stop it, Hannah,” Grace said. “Wear whatever you want.” She touched the custard cup. “Amelia, I think your custard’s cooled.”


 


News of Hannah and Max’s church wedding spread rapidly. By eight that night, Brenda Tate, the principal of the elementary school where Hannah and Grace volunteered, phoned. “Lord, Hannah, we’re all pleased as punch to hear the news.”


Hannah feigned ignorance. “What news?”


“About you and Max getting married in church, of course.”


“Who told you?”


There was a long pause. “Well, let me think. My daughter Molly, maybe. Yes, it was Molly. She ran into Alma at the market about an hour ago. Everyone’s so excited.”


Hannah suddenly realized that she hadn’t said a word about her decision to Max. She’d better run across the road and let him know before the gossips got to him. “Thanks for calling and for the well wishes. Got to go now, Brenda.”


“Don’t go. Ellie wants to say something.” Brenda and Ellie shared a house farther down Cove Road.


“Got something on the stove. I’ll talk to her later.”


 


Anna opened Max’s door. “Señora Hannah, you look good. Come in. Señor Maxwell, he in living room with TV.”


Last month, Max’s living room had been painted a pale robin’s-egg blue that she herself had chosen. Her eyes traveled to the floor. This old worn brown shag rug of ancient vintage must go.


“Hannah?” Max set down his paper and sat forward. The springs of the old recliner squealed in protest at being forced to assume an upright position. “Sit, sit. You look flushed. You feeling all right? Have you eaten? I’m sure Anna has some chicken and rice left from dinner tonight.”


“I’m fine. I’ve eaten, but thanks.” Hannah sat across from Max. She must get him a new reading lamp, something tall to stand behind his chair. How could he read his newspaper with only the light cast by that table lamp? “Pastor Johnson came by earlier today. I agreed that we’d be married in church, and the news is up and down Cove Road.”


“I apologize for not consulting you first, but I’m glad I got here in time to tell you before someone else did.”


Max’s grin was that of a schoolboy caught in some mischievious act. “Well, actually…”




Hannah sighed. “Who told you?”


“Word arrived on winged feet via Anna, who got it from God knows whom. April twenty-sixth eh? That’s a great day. Should be nice and warm by then, and the dogwoods in full bloom.” Max reached for his coffee cup and drank, HEAD HONCHO was written in big black letters on the white cup, which Hannah had given to him.


“You’re okay with the date, then?”


“Sure. It doesn’t matter what date, Hannah. Whatever pleases you, pleases me.”


“You do want a church wedding, don’t you?”


Max smiled. “Whatever you want is fine with me.”


Hannah studied Max’s expression and his body language. He was by nature a quiet, rather taciturn man, especially in private matters. His reply was all that she was going to get from him right now, but his eyes were kind and caring. At work, she could read him by the shifts of emotion in his face and eyes, from the slump or upturn of his shoulders, the animation or tiredness in his voice, the briskness or torpidity of his walk. At home he was different somehow, less transparent, more guarded, though why this should be, she could not fathom.


Hannah settled back in her chair and crossed her legs. “It felt like the right thing to do. Pastor Johnson was so kind to us after the fire.”


“He’s a good man. No wife, no kids. No home but that cottage behind the church.” A cloud passed briefly across Max’s face. “And yet, what’s family? Blood isn’t always thicker than water, is it?”


“I agree,” Hannah said. “Denny’s like a son to him. You can’t choose your relatives, but you can pick a surrogate family. Grace, Amelia, and I couldn’t be more committed to one another if we were related by blood.”


Max’s eyes fell to his newspaper. He rarely spoke of Bella, his first wife; was he still grieving for her? It had been almost three years since her passing. For a moment, doubts about their impending marriage derailed Hannah’s serenity.




Max’s hands gripped the arms of the big chair, as if he were about to get up. “Want to sit outside a bit?”


Hannah stood. “Don’t disturb yourself. I just wanted to tell you the news, but you’ve already heard it.”


“I’m delighted we have a date and place.” He squeezed the hand she extended to him. “Good night, now. See you tomorrow.”


Later, when she spied from her window, the newspaper lay haphazardly on his lap and his head was thrown back on the headrest. She could almost hear his snores. He was seventy-six, a year older than she was, yet between the park and the dairy, sometimes he worked a fifty-hour week. We’re a fine pair. Neither of us know when, or even how, to slow down.
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TEA ON THE PORCH






March had arrived not with a bang, but with a promise of a warm, delightful summer. On Sunday afternoons the ladies gathered on their porch. Tea was poured, finger sandwiches served, and a time of quiet set in. With the weather a gentle seventy degrees, it was pleasant watching Molly Lund’s boys and the granddaughters of Alma Craine ride their bikes on Cove Road. They raced back and forth, popped wheelies, and filled the air with peals of laughter. Alma’s daughter-in-law, Susan, kept a watchful eye on traffic entering or leaving Cove Road.


Susan’s husband, Timmie, had lost his job a few months back, and the young family had moved in with his parents. The strain showed on Susan’s face. Her mouth turned down, and she looked as if she would weep if you spoke to her. So the ladies waved to Susan but made no effort to detain her.


The sky grew increasingly cloudy, and Susan hustled her girls down the road and into the house just as a light rain began to fall.


“I love spring rain. You know that soon everything will be green and lush,” Amelia said. “I’ve been waiting for spring to complete the series of landscapes I shot last fall. I need about half a dozen more for the exhibit Mike’s arranged at the museum at Pack Place in Asheville. Then, much as I hate to fly, Mike’s scheduled a gallery opening in New York.”




“Why go, then?” Hannah asked. “Seems to me, you worry yourself sick before getting on a plane, and it’s worse since nine-eleven.”


Before Amelia could reply, a slick new Volvo turned into their driveway, and Ellie Lerner got out. She waved at them, rummaged in the back seat of the car, then started up the driveway, plastic bags draped over her arms.


“What is that woman doing?” Hannah muttered.


“Looks like she’s bringing wedding dresses from her shop for you to check out,” Grace said.


“I guess she assumes since you’re being married in church, you need a gown,” Amelia said, an impish look on her face.


Ellie climbed the steps. “Hi, there. I’m glad I caught you all together.” She looked about, but with no table to lay out the dresses on, she deposited the bags on the floor of the porch, as if it were common practice to sell wedding dresses in this manner. She smiled at them. “I heard the news, Hannah. It’s so exciting! I thought you might want a gown, so I brought some for you to look at.”


Had she recognized Ellie’s car, Hannah would have fled the moment it turned into their driveway. “I consider it rather idiotic for a woman my age to wear a wedding gown.”


“Miss Lurina wore one when she married Old Man, and she was far older than you are,” Ellie said.


“To each his own.” Hannah rose from her seat and marched into the house, letting the door slam behind her.


“You might as well take them away,” Grace said. “Hannah’s quite determined not to wear a wedding gown.”


“They’re not all long, and they’re not all white,” Ellie said. “I deliberately selected several cream-colored dresses to show Hannah.” She pointed to the bags. The plastic of one bag was torn, and tiny pearl buttons could be seen descending neatly from the neckline of one of the gowns.


Amelia kneeled and pushed back the plastic hugging the bottom of a bag from which delicate lace emerged. “This is lovely. Makes me wish that I were getting married. I’d love to wear a gown like this.”


“It’s gorgeous. Here, let me show you.” Ellie lifted the bag and slipped off the plastic. “It has fine Chantilly lace at the end of the sleeves, also, and around the top of the bodice.”


“Beautiful.” Amelia sat back on her haunches. “Hannah’s more likely to wear something she drags from the inner reaches of her closet.” A grimace formed at the corners of her mouth, and she shook her head. “An occasion like this, and Hannah doesn’t care what she looks like.”


“Hannah is Hannah,” Grace said, “and best left to her own devices.”


Amelia helped Ellie reinsert the dress into its plastic shield, then Ellie gathered up the dresses. “I’m sorry I upset her, but I still think she could find one she likes among these.” She hesitated. “Shall I leave one or two?”


“It was kind of you to bring them, but better not,” Grace said.


“It doesn’t take much to upset Hannah these days. You’d think she was waiting to march to the guillotine,” Amelia said.


Grace rose. “I’m going inside and see how she is.”


Ellie and Amelia toted the plastic bags to her car, laid them across the back seat, and shut the door.


“I wanted to talk to you about something.” Ellie leaned against her car. “Brenda and I’ve been thinking that it might be fun to start a chapter of the Red Hat Society, and we wondered if you, Grace, and Hannah would be part of it with us.”


“I’ve seen ladies with red hats in restaurants. What’s involved?” Amelia asked.


“The whole idea is to have fun, pamper and enjoy ourselves.”


“That sounds hedonistic. No good works? No fund-raisers for this or that charity?”


“None,” Ellie said. “We’ve all done plenty of that. The whole purpose of Red Hats is to pay attention to ourselves and to have a good time. Brenda and I thought maybe we could call our group ‘the Covington Cookies.’”


“Or something slightly more sophisticated, perhaps?” Amelia asked. “Rural Rascals, or Sexy Covington Gals?”


Ellie opened her car door. “Ask the ladies if they’re interested. Then we’ll get together, the five of us, choose a name, and decide who else we’ll ask to be part of our group.”


“Will do,” Amelia agreed.


 


Hannah sat in her chair by the fireplace in the living room staring at nothing. “That darn Ellie. I hate being pressured. I have enough to do. I’ve got to get out invitations, and there’s hardly time to have them printed, addressed, and mailed.”


“Why send out invitations? With so little time, we can make phone calls. Who would you like to ask?” Grace said.


“Just you, our neighbors, of course; the staff from Bella’s Park, I guess; Amelia, Bob, Russell, Emily, Tyler. Melissa’s almost three. Think she could behave for a short ceremony?”


Grace laughed. “I’m not sure she can be trusted not to run up and down the aisle. We could give her a basket with rose petals and let her walk in front of you and throw them. Emily could walk with her, and keep her in check.”


Hannah buried her head in her hands. “Oh, Lord, now we’re talking flower girl. What next?”


“Ring bearer?”


“Spare me.”


Grace ticked them off on her fingers. “Maids of honor, matron of honor, a best man for Max, music, flowers, wedding photos.”


Hannah pulled the small pillow from behind her and threw it at Grace. “Stop, or I’m going to run away.”


Grace caught the pillow and grinned. “Hannah, my dear, dear friend, I wish you would relax. Whatever you do or don’t do, or whomever you ask or don’t ask, the wedding will be done and over with in no time.” She grew serious, held the pillow to her chest, and leaned toward Hannah. “All this angst isn’t just about the wedding, is it? It’s about what comes after, whether you’ll come home or stay at Max’s house? Have you even discussed this with Max?”


From the driveway, Ellie’s car door slammed, and Amelia’s footsteps sounded on the porch. The front door opened and closed.


“Later,” Hannah said. “We’ll talk about this later.”


“They were pretty gowns,” Amelia said as she entered the living room.


Suddenly Hannah began to laugh.


“What’s so funny?” Amelia asked. “Are you laughing at me?”


“No. I’m laughing at the thought of me walking down the aisle with you and Grace on either side, giving me away.”


“Us giving you away? Not your son-in-law, Hank?”


“No. You and Grace.”


The phone rang. Hannah put her finger to her lips to shush the others, and picked up the receiver. “Yes, this is Hannah. Yes, Grace is here.” Silence followed, and the laughter went out of Hannah’s eyes.


Grace leaned forward. “What is it? Who is it?”


Hannah covered the mouthpiece with her hand. “It’s Emily. A court date’s been set for Ringo’s trial.” She turned her attention back to Emily. “I understand. I’ll tell Grace. Thanks, Emily.”


“Tell me what?”


“April fifth is the date they’ve set for the opening of Ringo’s trial. Emily wants us to attend. They wanted to put Lucy on the stand, but she’s convinced the judge to talk to the girl in his chambers the day before and she’d like you, Grace, to go with them.”


 


Later that evening, Hannah slipped into Grace’s bedroom. The room was dimly lit by the lamp on the bedside table. The white wicker rocking chair and table sat like oversized opals on the emerald-green carpet. Grace closed the book she was reading and set it facedown on her lap. She smoothed the sheet across her chest. A lightweight frame, with prongs to hold it steady shoved under the bottom of the mattress, lifted the sheet off her toes. The stinging, burning sensation her doctor said was symptomatic of diabetic neuropathy, a deadening of nerves in her toes, kept her awake if even the lightest sheet rested on top of them.


“That looks so funny…” Hannah touched the frame with her hand. “Anyone coming in here would think you had Bob hiding under the sheet.”


“I’d rather have Bob than this thing, but peculiar looking as it is, I sleep much better since Bob ordered it for me. He got one for his bed, too. He says it’s to keep the sheets from wrapping around his legs, but I think he got it so I’d be comfortable when I sleep over at his place.”


“You’ve been lucky with Bob.”


“You’re lucky too, Hannah. Max is a good man and very considerate of you.”


“Considerate, yes—but does he care for me? You know, really care?” Her eyes teared. “Otherwise, this wedding seems like a sham.”


“You love him, don’t you?”


Hannah’s face reddened. “I think maybe I do.”


“You want more from this marriage than the business deal he proposed, is that right?”


Hannah hesitated. “I’m not sure what I want, exactly. Some reassurance, perhaps. Max suggested that after the wedding, we go away to Virginia for a few days. Is that for show, or does he want to spend time with me someplace other than at work?” Hannah paused a moment. “He said we could take separate rooms.”


“What did you say?”


“I was tongue-tied. I can never think what to say when I ought to have a quick reply.”




“What would you have liked to say?” Grace asked.


Hannah’s eyes grew dreamy. “I’d like to think I have a chance at love, even this late in life. But my mind can’t go there—not since I got that diary and relived the past with Dan. And…I can’t imagine going to bed with Max. It seems improper, somehow, at our ages. He held me once, in the office, and said he’d been wanting to for a long time. I felt the same and said so. Then someone knocked on the door, and that was that. Sometimes when we sit on his porch, we hold hands. But then he says we can go away after we’re married and take separate rooms. What am I supposed to think or feel?”


The hurt in her friend’s voice pained Grace. “Can you tell him you’re upset?”


Hannah shook her head. “Absolutely not.”


“I’m sorry.”


Hannah lowered herself into the rocking chair. Through the open window, a soft breeze nudged the raised shade and elbowed the curtains. “The stream sounds wonderful from here. I understand why you enjoy it so much.” She leaned forward, rested her hands on the windowsill, and, as the screen had been removed to be brushed and washed, poked her head outside. A soft breeze cooled her hot face. “If we had a swimming pool, I swear I’d jump right into it. It’s a wonderful night; you’d never guess it’s March. When it gets warm early like this, you begin to expect the dogwood trees to burst into bloom. If they did, of course, we’d have a freeze, and that would be the end of the flowers.” She pulled her head back inside. “I should have had the builders add a south-facing window in my bedroom. My windows face Cove Road so I can’t hear the stream at all.”


“But you can see the sun go down behind Snowman’s Cap.” Grace smiled. “It’s going to be all right, Hannah. Whatever feels right is what you’ll do.”


Hannah turned worried eyes to Grace. “Is it really that easy? Is that how it was for you with Bob?”


“Don’t you remember how I worried about intimacy with Bob? And when it happened, it was the most natural thing in the world. If you feel that Max doesn’t love you, Hannah, you won’t want to share yourself with him.”


Hannah nodded. “I remember how concerned you were and how you told us it was all so easy when it finally happened.” She shoved up from the rocking chair. “I’ll hold that thought. Whatever happens, happens.”


“Good,” Grace replied. “Relax and enjoy planning the wedding. It’s not as if you have a year to worry about it; it’s just a few weeks. Anything you need me to do, just ask.”


Halfway to the door, Hannah spun about. “I’m going to ask Lurina to be my matron of honor.”


“What a great idea. She’ll love that.”


“And I really would like you and Amelia to walk me down the aisle. You two are my closest family: family by choice.”


“But your daughters?”


“Like I said, you and Amelia are my closest family.” She blew Grace a kiss and departed.


 


While Grace and Hannah talked upstairs, Amelia lay on a blanket on the grass in their backyard. Endless stars stretched to eternity. The winding silken path of the Milky Way reminded her of something her father had told her: his Swedish grandfather called the Milky Way the “winter street” that led to heaven, and ancient Norsemen considered it to be the path of the ghosts.


She was sure that other cultures had different interpretations and tales about the Milky Way. Amelia offered a silent thank-you for the gift of its great beauty and wished that she could replicate it in her photography.


She had tried setting up a tripod and time-exposing the shots, but had only gotten a white undefined lane and points and clusters of lights. None of the grandeur that the “great white way” offered to the naked eye. Perhaps some things should not lend themselves to replication, she mused.




Amelia’s visit to Maine last winter lingered in her memory. She saw Maine’s rugged coastline, the small villages, the pristine night sky, and she smelled, again, the salty sea, and heard the swish and whoosh of the ocean. The solid quality of life in those harbor towns had resonated deep within her soul.


She remembered sitting at the end of a weather-beaten dock in Maine. Her legs dangled over the water as she listened to the lapping of the sea against the pilings that supported the dock and provided a perch for seagulls. And there were other sounds, soft sounds, which she did not recognize. Mermaids, she had told herself. I’m listening to the mermaids sing.
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BUT DO YOU LOVE HER?






It came as a surprise and a sign to Amelia when, the next morning, she found a letter in the mailbox from Maggie Smelter, the owner of the B and B where she had stayed in Maine.




Dear Amelia,


March arrived with its usual blast this year, with lashing winds and beating rains. But summer, when it finally comes, will be glorious. These past few months, old man winter has beat hard against my door, and my good friends at Joe’s Bar have helped me batten down. I enjoyed our lovely visit last year and our open, honest talks. I invite you, as my guest, to return this spring, before the summer tourists fill my rooms and make it impossible for me to accommodate you or to spend time with you. Think mid-May, and do plan to come.


Your friend,
 Maggie





The letter stirred a longing in Amelia’s heart. “I’m going back to Maine,” Amelia yelled as she entered the house.


But there was no response.




“Mes amies. Where is everyone?” she called.


No one replied. In the kitchen, her eyes fell on a white sheet of paper on the table.


“Didn’t want to wake you,” it said. “We went to ask Lurina to be matron of honor and then to shop for a dress for Hannah. Grace.”


Just as well. Watching Hannah shop would bore her to death. Hannah’s selections would be without style, and she would have to smile and say how nice Hannah looked. Thank goodness they hadn’t asked her to go with them. Unfortunately, it meant there was no one with whom to share her news.


Amelia took the cookie tin from on top of the refrigerator, set it on the table, and pulled out a chair. She was reaching absentmindedly into the tin when she remembered that it was filled not with Grace’s delicious sugar cookies, but with oat bran muffins, which she found dry and tasteless. These days, Grace was intent on cooking healthy food. Why can’t healthy food taste as sweet and delicious as sugar cookies? Amelia covered the tin and returned it to its home on the refrigerator.


Then she remembered Hannah’s daughter. She would tell Laura her news. She’d be at Bella’s Park, at work. They had grown close during those months after Laura, all banged up from that horrible storm that sank their yacht and killed her companion, Captain Marvin, first came to live with them. That young woman had been a sorry sight and a psychological wreck.


It was she who had sat with Laura on the porch late into the night and listened patiently to her lamentations. In time, she had convinced the young woman to accompany her on photography jaunts, which helped wean Laura’s mind from the past and encouraged her to face the future. Now Laura was Mrs. Hank Brinkley, and the mother of six-month-old Andy, whom Amelia loved as if he were her own grandson.


 


When she reached Bella’s Park, Susan Ellis, the receptionist, informed Amelia that Laura and her assistant, Molly Lund, were off on a field trip. Their jobs included verifying the authenticity of furnishings, clothing, tools, and other elements that went into life in an 1800s homestead.


Disappointed, Amelia closed the front door behind her. Suddenly she heard her name being called, and Max came running toward her from around the building.


“Amelia, hold up.” He took her arm. “Come on into my office and have a Coke or something, please. I’d like your advice on a personal matter.”


Flattered by his words, she agreed.


They sat across from each other in leather chairs with bottles of Snapple iced tea. Max drank deeply, then smacked his lips. The lines of his craggy face seemed deeper and longer. Amelia had sensed Hannah’s feelings for Max, and she wondered what it was about him that Hannah found attractive. He wasn’t suave, urbane, or sophisticated, qualities she appreciated in a man.


Max said, “I want to buy something special for Hannah as a wedding gift. I thought with your sensitivity and eye for beauty, you could suggest something she’d like.”


Amelia sat straighter. Smart man, to recognize my sensitivity. “Well, let me think. The kinds of things I’d like aren’t necessarily what Hannah would like.” She wrapped her hands about the Snapple bottle and tapped the rim with a finger. “Jewelry. Have you thought about a nice piece of jewelry?”


“Hannah doesn’t wear jewelry. I doubt she’d even wear a wedding ring after the wedding, what with having her hands in the dirt so much.”
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