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Prologue

Tuesday, May 2

En route to Lulu’s Café




“Where we goin’, Mommy?” four-year-old Megan Plaisance asked as she and her mother, Mimi, sat at a red light heading out of town.

Mimi sighed. What she really wished she could tell her daughter was that she was escaping for an afternoon of peace. But that wasn’t the case now that Megan was in the car. An hour earlier, Mimi had called Gladys, her trusted sixty-seven-year-old babysitter, to confirm her babysitting “date.” But Gladys’s husband, Wesley, had answered the phone and told Mimi that Gladys was in the throes of a kidney stone. He didn’t think she’d be up for watching a feisty four-year-old.

Ever the controlled person, Mimi had simply thanked Wesley, said she hoped Gladys felt better soon, then hung up. Inside, though, she’d wanted to yell, “One stinking afternoon—that’s all I ask for! I have to get away!” Instead she had sighed heavily, turned to Megan, and told her to get her coloring books together. They were going on an adventure.

Now Mimi glanced in the rearview mirror at Megan, who was in her car seat. “We’re going to have lunch at Lulu’s Café,” she said finally, trying to sound excited.

At least her other two children were in school, but Megan was underfoot. Constantly. And while Mimi loved Megan dearly—as she loved all her children equally, she was always clear to point out—she really, really needed a break. And not just a break from the kids. A break from the house, the church. But mostly a break from Red River, the community where if you took out your garbage, everybody knew it.

And now she had a backseat tagalong on her only sanity outing for the next two weeks. As a Rich Mullins’s song played on the radio, Megan looked out the window and belted out the lyrics, “Our God is an awesome God…”

Mimi bit her lip, wondering what the other women were going to say when they saw Megan.

Nearly a year ago, when Mimi and the other three pastors’ wives—PWs, as they called themselves—started getting together for lunch, part of their agreement had been no children. Just the four PWs, away from Red River and every busybody who lived there.

But what was Mimi supposed to do? She couldn’t leave Megan with her husband, Mark. He was at the church preparing his Sunday sermon. Gladys was not an option. And Mimi didn’t want to call anyone from the church. She was afraid they’d ask her questions about where she was going.

Either Mimi missed this week’s outing, or Megan had to come with her. And of everything she was involved in, these every-other-week get-togethers were the one time she felt calm and relaxed. The PWs’ lunch seemed to be the only thing keeping her sane nowadays. Mimi was desperate for peace.

 

Mouthing “lunch appointment” and pointing at the clock, Felicia Lopez-Morrison zipped by her always-on-the-phone secretary—who acknowledged Felicia with a nod as she handed her a folder—and practically jogged to her car.

Okay, lunch with the girls, Felicia thought as she mentally ran through the rest of her day. Then back to the office to get Jim’s contract written, then…

The thought of her new client stopped Felicia as she stuck the key into the door of her cobalt blue BMW Z4. How would she tell her pastor-husband, Dave, that she’d been hired to do PR for a bar owner who was being sued for “overserving” a patron who was now in prison on vehicular manslaughter charges? What kind of pastor’s wife would try to improve the image of a bar, for goodness’ sake?

“This pastor’s wife!” Felicia said defiantly as she opened the car door and got in the driver’s seat.

She’d always been confident in her career. But now, while she drove, a familiar frustration began to smother that confidence. Was she doing the right thing by taking on this particular client? Although Felicia was savvy at balancing the demands of her career with her home life (she thought so, anyway), the last year of her added role as a pastor’s wife had really begun to wear on her. The PWs’ forty-mile drive away from Red River for lunch was one symptom of that growing conflict.

Why does the church think they got a two-for-one when they hired Dave? she wondered. I certainly don’t see a First Baptist Church paycheck with my name on it every month. And why doesn’t anybody seem to understand that I like having a career?

Felicia sighed. She’d talk it over at lunch. The girls would understand. They always did.

Maybe they were the only ones who could understand how much she wanted to realize all of her ambitions as a wife, mother, professional, and pastor’s wife. Felicia was desperate for fulfillment.

 

Jennifer Shores sat quietly on a bench outside the diner as she waited for the others to arrive. She glanced at her watch.

11:40.

Jennifer had purposely left the church office early so she could have a few minutes to herself before the girls arrived at noon. After listening to Greta Hamlin, a forty-two-year-old mother of two teens, who was now eight months along with her oops-baby, go on and on about her aching back as she helped fold church bulletins, Jennifer was ready for some silence.

She chuckled as she remembered catching the rolling eyes of Sam, her husband and the church’s pastor, as he eased his office door shut to put a barrier between him and the chattering Greta.

Jennifer leaned her head back, stretching her neck. She breathed in the clean May air. Every year she had been witness to Ohio’s consistent springs that seamlessly moved from rainy and cool to sunny and warm. She found this year’s promise of spring even more comforting than normal, perhaps because it was the one thing she knew would not let her down. She couldn’t say that about much else in her life these days—except Sam. Yet even that relationship wasn’t so rosy after the disappointments they had shared.

Anger rose from deep within. Why was it that she couldn’t have the one thing she wanted—more than anything else? She blamed God for not answering her prayer, her only prayer, for the last several years.

Fine, she thought. If God doesn’t want to help me, maybe I won’t help him either.

Jennifer pictured Sam in the pulpit, glancing over at her with smiling eyes as he shared yet another bad warmup joke before he launched into his sermon.

How can I possibly tell Sam I don’t want to go to church anymore?

Just then Felicia’s car pulled into a space near hers. Jennifer erased the worry off her face—a PW skill she had learned early on—smiled, and waved.

Dare she share these dark thoughts with the girls at lunch today? Could they understand what she was going through? That she—a pastor’s wife— was losing her trust in God?

Jennifer was desperate for faith.

 

Lisa Barton glanced at her watch and pushed her foot harder against the accelerator. She was going to be late. She hated to be late to anything, but especially to her lunches with the PWs.

She glanced in the rearview mirror at her eyes. Yep, I knew it. They were puffy and red. Maybe if she rolled down the window, the brisk wind would ease some of the swelling.

She never thought life would be this way.

Even though this past year with her newfound friends had been the best year she could remember, she still felt uneasy telling them everything about her life. What would they think of me? she wondered whenever she imagined telling them her secret. Would they abandon me too? They’d probably say they understood, but would they…really? Or would they secretly judge me—like everyone else in my life?

No, she had decided each time she had considered telling them the truth. I can’t chance it.

After all, these PWs were the only women who seemed to like her—to accept her for who she was. At least the “who” she revealed in front of them.

Now, if only Joel would do the same…

Lisa’s eyes welled again with tears. She was desperate for love.









CHAPTER 1

Lulu’s Café

Tuesday, May 2

12:07 p.m.




“Sorry I’m late,” Lisa said breathlessly as she rushed to the three women seated in a cozy booth toward the back of Lulu’s Café. Lulu’s was a small dive in Cheeksville, a quaint four-red-light town in the rolling hills of southwestern Ohio, forty miles from Red River.

She slid in next to Felicia, dressed as usual in a business suit, and across from Jennifer and Mimi.

“Hey, Lisa, we were wondering if you got to praising the Lord and lost track of time,” Jennifer said with a laugh.

Lisa grinned. Her husband was pastor of the Red River Assembly of God, known for its drum-thumping, guitar-playing, hand-waving worship services. She plopped her purse under the table, pushing the strap onto her knee. “Well, I’ll tell ya, we did go more than two hours Sunday.”

Felicia raised her eyebrows. Her dark eyes shone with intensity. “I can’t imagine what would happen at our church if Dave wasn’t giving the altar call by 11:45. Every Sunday I see people checking their watches when someone goes forward, as if the roasts in their ovens are more important than that person’s salvation.”

“That’s why I use the timer on my oven,” Mimi chimed in, tucking her blond, bobbed hair behind one ear. “I set it to turn off at noon, so even if we get held up doing the pastor-and-wife thing after church, I don’t have to worry too much.”

Lisa noticed Mimi furrow her brows at the word worry.

“That reminds me,” Mimi said. “I need to call the oven dealer for service. Our oven’s been running hot. I discovered it when the Taylors, a family from the church, were over for dinner three nights ago. The turkey Tetrazzini was crusty. I was so embarrassed.”

“Don’t worry about it.” Jennifer laughed. “I’ve served more than my share of crusty creations.”

Lisa attempted to smile and act chipper, in spite of the morning she’d had. She hoped her hazel eyes didn’t reveal that she’d been crying.

Then she caught Jennifer’s gaze. Jennifer nonchalantly dabbed under her eyes, then looked again at her.

Lisa got the hint. Evidently the strain of the morning was showing on her face. Thought I caught everything in the rearview mirror. She began, nonchalantly she hoped, to wipe under her eyes.

Mimi reached across the table to pat Lisa’s arm. “Everything okay?”

“Hmm?”

Mimi mimicked Lisa’s under-eye action.

“Oh,” Lisa said, trying to act casual. “Allergies.”

Out of the corner of her eye, Lisa caught the suspicious glances that shot between Jennifer and Felicia.

“MJ suffers from allergies,” Mimi said, evidently missing the exchanged looks. “We can’t give him anything for it, though, or he acts like a zombie. I think it affects his inner ears or something. Can you take an antihistamine?”

Felicia rolled her eyes just as Gracie, their waitress, walked to the table and nearly collided with Megan, who was running to the booth from across the room.

“Whoa, there, little one!” Gracie patted Megan on the head and turned her toward Mimi.

“Mom!” Megan whined as she held out two pieces of an orange crayon. “My crayon broke.”

Mimi took the pieces and reached into her purse for the plastic sandwich bag filled with crayons, colored pencils, and watercolor markers. “That’s okay, sweetheart. Mommy has another one for you.” She handed Megan another orange crayon.

Megan skipped back to her table, where her coloring books and crayons were scattered.

Lisa glanced questioningly at Mimi.

“Gladys has kidney stones,” Mimi explained with a sigh about her usual babysitter. “And her husband said she didn’t look so good. So I had to bring Megan or I couldn’t come.”

Although the four PWs had made a pact a year ago that no children would be allowed on their lunches at Lulu’s, they had mentioned that exceptions—and only rare ones—would be permitted. All agreed that a baby-sitter with kidney stones qualified.

“Okay, PWs, what is it today?” Gracie asked as she pulled a pen from behind her ear. “Felicia, are you still on that Miami Beach diet or whatever it is? The one where you can’t have bread or potatoes, but you can eat a warm slice of apple pie à la mode?”

Felicia playfully hid her eyes as the other three women laughed at Gracie’s joke. Gracie had been their waitress the first time they visited Lulu’s, so when they made their meetings a biweekly event, they decided always to sit in her station. One day Gracie had overheard their discussion and figured out they were all pastors’ wives.

“Y’know, church just ain’t for me,” she told them at the time. “And I figure if it hasn’t been for me in sixty-eight years, it’s probably not going to be. But you girls, you’re the salt of the earth, as they say, and I know those husbands of yours appreciate what you do. And the Lord too.”

“Gracie, I thought you said church isn’t for you. Yet you believe in God? Why don’t you want to go to church?” Any other person asking that question might have received a turned back for an answer, but Mimi’s sweet, honest approach made people feel at ease.

“Ah, girlie, don’t take this personal or nothing, but churches are for praying and paying. I can pray at home, and I don’t got nothing to use for paying. Besides, all I hear about churches is that this one’s splitting up or that one has a pastor who’s seeing some other woman or who knows what. Now who wants to be part of that?”

All four women had stared down at the napkins in their laps. They couldn’t argue with Gracie’s point. After all, the reason they’d started meeting forty miles outside of the community where they all lived and worshiped was to avoid running into people from their churches. Later they’d prayed for Gracie as they blessed their food, but her plain-spoken words stayed with them.

“What’s the special today, Gracie?” Jennifer asked as Gracie stood at their table, pen poised, ready to take their order.

“Same as every Tuesday,” they all chimed together and started to laugh.

Gracie cocked her head toward Lisa. “Girl, what’s the matter with you?” she asked bluntly. “You got troubles with that pastor husband of yours?”

Lisa forced a smile. “No—”

“Oh, Gracie,” Mimi interrupted, “she has allergies. Do you have any green tea or something that will make her feel better?”

Lisa cringed inwardly. Mimi always saw the best in everyone and wanted to help. But this time Lisa didn’t want any help—or any attention.

“Green tea?” Gracie chuckled. “Honey, this is a family restaurant, not some Starbucks.”

“Okay, how about chicken noodle soup then?”

“I’m fine,” Lisa said. “Really. I don’t need anything special.” She just wanted the attention off her. “What’s everyone getting today?”

“I’ll have that apple pie à la mode.” Felicia winked.

Gracie played along. “Well, it does have fruit and calcium. Would you like a chicken Caesar salad with that?”

“You know what I like. Dressing on the side. Hold the croutons—and the pie,” Felicia added.

“Megan will have the chicken fingers and fries,” said Mimi. “And a chocolate milk. And I’m going to have the burger combo. I’ve been so hungry lately. I can’t seem to get enough food into me.”

Jennifer looked up from her menu. “It’s that ‘I could be pregnant’ time of the month again, so I can’t have my usual shrimp—no shellfish, they say, just in case. So I’ll go with the Reuben, and a milk.”

“Okay, and what about you, Miss I-Have-Allergies?”

“Go with the chicken soup,” Mimi urged helpfully. “I’ve had it before. It’s really good.”

“Isn’t chicken soup supposed to be good for colds?” Jennifer asked.

“Allergies, colds—it’s the same difference.”

“Well, I’m not really that hungry,” Lisa said. “I’ll stick with coffee for now.”

After Gracie completed their order, she plodded off to her next table.

Lisa felt the other women’s eyes on her.

“Lisa, is everything okay?” Jennifer finally asked. “I’m not buying the allergies thing.”

Lisa held her hands to her cheeks. Did they look as warm as they felt? “Really, I’m okay,” she insisted, even though she felt horrible for lying to these women who had become so dear to her. “I had a late breakfast anyway.”

The others didn’t seem convinced, but they let it slide.

Megan ran back over to the booth, this time holding a sheet of paper that had multicolored scribbles all over it. “Here!” she said excitedly as she presented it to Jennifer.

“For me?” Jennifer took the sheet and held it to her chest. “Thank you! I’ll keep this forever.”

“I’m hungry, Mommy.” Megan had obviously moved on.

“I just ordered for us, punkin,” Mimi said sweetly.

Megan ran back to her spot to grab another piece of paper.

“You don’t have to keep that,” Mimi whispered to Jennifer. “She makes hundreds of them.”

“What is it?” Jennifer whispered back and held out the picture, turning it on all sides.

“Who knows? We’ve killed more trees for that girl. I wouldn’t be surprised if she becomes an artist.”

“Well then, of course I’ll keep this. It might be worth a fortune someday.”

Megan ran back to their table with another picture and handed it to Lisa.

“Thank you, honey,” Lisa said.

Megan tugged on her mother’s shirt sleeve. “Mommy, why are we so far away from home just to eat lunch? There are places to eat in Red River.”

Mimi pursed her lips as the amused others waited for her response. “Well, Megan, sometimes it’s good to get away and see new things. You know, like when we went to Florida last summer and you got to play at the beach and go on all those rides at Disney World.”

“Oooh, does Mickey Mouse come see the kids at this restaurant too?” Megan asked with such excitement that she dropped a crayon and had to dive under the table to retrieve it.

Jennifer leaned out of the booth. “Where’s Gracie with that water pitcher?” Then she shot back around, looking half-terrified, half-shocked. “Oh, you guys, it’s not Mickey Mouse. But it is the woman with the biggest ears in Red River.”

Before anyone could ask “who?” she was at their table. Katherine Fleming Katt, more casually referred to as “Kitty,” and wife of Norman Katt, the pastor at First Presbyterian, Red River’s largest and oldest church. Kitty towered over the table in her lime linen suit, her trademark yellow pumps on her feet. She placed her well-manicured hand on their table and tapped it lightly.

“Well hello, ladies,” she said, breaking into a large, toothy, and very fake smile. “Is this a pastors’ wives’ convention?”

All four laughed. None voluntarily. Lisa could see by her friends’ faces that they were all thinking the same thing: they’d been caught. Kitty may have been the best-dressed and most “glamorous” pastor’s wife in all of southwestern Ohio, but she was also the most annoying. She never seemed to let an opportunity pass when she didn’t remind the other pastors’ wives that she was “special.” After all, she was the one who hosted each month’s Southwest Ohio regional pastors’ wives’ tea…which Lisa, Felicia, Jennifer, and Mimi refused to attend anymore. Lisa wondered how they were going to explain not including Kitty in their own get-togethers.

“Oh, Kitty, you know, we uh…” Jennifer couldn’t seem to find words to create a story.

“We’re here to see new things,” said Megan, who was crawling into her mother’s lap after having successfully rescued her orange crayon. “Mommy says it’s good to get away sometimes.”

Mimi shot Megan a hush-up-now look. “Yes, well, we thought it might be good to check out some other restaurants…for church functions.”

“So, Kitty, what brings you all the way to Lulu’s on a Tuesday afternoon?” Felicia asked.

Kitty hesitated, her smile fading. “I had some business to take care of near here, then I thought I’d swing by for one of Lulu’s pies to surprise Norman at dinner tonight.”

Lisa eyed Kitty more closely. Would the woman’s perfectly straight nose start growing? After all, Kitty was renowned for her delicious baking, especially pies. Why would she buy a cheap restaurant pie to “surprise” her husband?

But Kitty’s smile was back…and bigger than ever. “I hope to see all of you at our next pastors’ wives’ fellowship. We need each other, you know. Don’t think for a minute that just because my husband has a large staff and a big budget that I don’t know the heartaches you smaller churches face.”

Lisa wanted to exhale in exasperation. Kitty’s condescension was subtle, but sharp.

“And, Felicia,” Kitty added, “I’ve heard that Dave is under the gun at First Baptist to keep that church from dying out. Good for him that he’s trying to get some new programs going! Of course, there are only so many young families in town, and we’ve already attracted quite a number of them.”

Just as Felicia opened her mouth to respond, Gracie arrived at the table, arms loaded with plates—like the cavalry coming to save the day. “Ma’am, I need to get in there,” she said, wedging herself between Kitty and the table.

“All right then I’ll leave you ladies to lunch, and I’ll be on my way.” Kitty turned to leave while fake-smoothing her lacquered hair.

After the women called their good-byes, they looked at each other before saying a prayer over their lunches.

“She’s something else, isn’t she?” said Lisa.

“She sure is.” Felicia removed her plaid suit jacket and folded it neatly over the back of the booth. “I still crack up every time I think of her name.”

The women laughed, breaking the tension.

“She couldn’t help it that she fell in love with a Katt,” Jennifer managed between giggles.

“Okay, but she could have changed her name to Kate or Kathy,” Felicia shot back. “Or, even easier, she could have hyphenated, like I do.”

“Oh, Felicia.” Mimi spread some mayonnaise on the hamburger in front of her. “You have a lot to learn about Miss Kitty.”

“Hmm. I think we all do.” Jennifer pointed toward the window.

Lisa turned to follow Jennifer’s gaze and saw Kitty getting into her car—without a pie.









CHAPTER 2

Mimi

Thursday, May 4

1:25 p.m.




Brrrrinnnnng.

Mimi jumped at the sound, making the icing on the cake she was decorating burp and splatter off the side.

“Oh, shoot,” she muttered, not sure if she was more bothered by the icing mishap or the phone intrusion.

She debated letting the answering machine pick up, but figured it might be her husband, Mark. She grabbed the yellow-and-blue-checkered dish-towel by the sink and wiped her hands as she ran toward the phone.

“I’m coming! Hang on,” she yelled at the phone, wishing it wasn’t interrupting her schedule. The phone had been ringing all morning—first people from church wanting to know about the upcoming progressive dinner and Bible study, then her sister, her next-door neighbor, and three solicitation calls. All the interruptions were making her run behind her perfectly planned schedule.

Little tow-headed Megan chose that instant to want a hug from Mimi.

“I love you, Mommy. Can I have some cake?” Megan asked sweetly.

“I love you, too, sweetie. Now let go of Mommy’s leg so she can answer the phone. It might be Daddy.”

“Daddy, yea!” Megan clapped her hands. “I wanna talk ta Daddy!”

Mimi grabbed the wall phone. “Hello, this is the Plaisance residence.”

“Hey, Mimi,” Mark said.

“Oh, hi. I just messed up the—”

“I wanna talk ta Daddy!”

“So Megan’s up from her nap, huh?” Mark said, a hint of a smile in his voice. He knew Megan hated naps.

“What nap? I tried to put her down an hour ago, and she’s been following me around ever since.”

Mark chuckled. “Well, maybe she can help you in the kitchen.”

“You helped enough with that. The phone ringing made me mess up my decorating. Now it’s going to take me twice as long to fix it. The icing went all over the sugar roses I made.”

“Oh no!” he mimicked. “Not the sugar roses.”

“All right, smart aleck.”

“I’m sure you’ll fix it beautifully. You always do.”

“What’s up?” Mimi asked, wanting to get back to the cake. She was known for having the best and most elaborate cakes in town, and today’s had to be the best ever. Her position in the PTA demanded it.

“Would you mind going into my office and checking to see if I left the letter from the insurance company there? I’m supposed to bring it to the finance committee meeting today.”

“Can this wait?” Mimi asked. “I’m supposed to have this cake done and be at the PTA meeting in less than an hour.”

“Well,” he hedged, “that’s just it. I really need that letter, and I was hoping you’d drop it off on the way.”

“Why can’t you come get it? You know I’ve got a full plate right now.”

“I would, but I’ve got a counseling session with the Bryans in a few minutes.”

“That new couple? I thought they were scheduled for tomorrow.”

“They were, but they called to reschedule.”

Mimi sighed. Mark was always forgetting things, and she always had to come to the rescue. Usually she didn’t mind so much, but today was an important day. Hemmings PTA was holding its board elections, and Mimi was up for PTA president. She wanted to win. She had to win. There were so many changes she wanted to suggest to the school and to the board, but she knew she couldn’t push them through without being in that position.

“Mark, is there any way you can come get it?” she asked, already knowing the answer and starting to walk toward Mark’s office.

“Mommy,” Megan interrupted, pulling at Mimi’s pant leg.

“I know, babe,” Mark said. “I wouldn’t ask if it weren’t important.”

“Mommy.”

“Megan, you can talk to Daddy later.” Mimi moved around her daughter. “It’s just that the phone hasn’t stopped ringing,” she continued to Mark. “Megan hasn’t stopped bugging me, and now you’re interrupting me.”

“Mommy!”

“Megan, I told you—”

All of a sudden, the smoke detector blared. Mimi turned quickly toward the kitchen. A heavy haze was seeping toward her.

“I tried to tell you,” Megan said, standing next to Mimi.

“The cupcakes!”

“What’s going on?” Mark started.

“Nothing! Gotta run.” Mimi disconnected the call and dashed toward the kitchen.

With the leftover cake batter, Mimi had decided to make a batch of cupcakes to drop off at MJ’s and Michaela’s classrooms while she was at the school. Between the phone and the smothered sugar roses, she’d completely forgotten about the cupcakes.

Mimi plugged her ears and ran into the kitchen, looking for some way to stop the blaring noise. She grabbed the dishtowel that was now on the island next to the cake.

Megan followed her in, standing in the middle of the kitchen with her hands covering her ears. “Maaaaaaahhhhmmmm!”

Holding the towel with one hand, plugging an ear with her other hand, and shrugging her left shoulder to try to plug her other ear, Mimi made a poor attempt to fan the smoke detector.

“Megan,” Mimi yelled above her daughter’s scream, “go open the back door.”

While Megan ran to the door and threw it open, Mimi went to the hall closet and grabbed the stepstool.

“Now do this with the door,” Mimi said as she stepped on the stool, making a back-and-forth motion with one hand and continuing to wave the towel back and forth with the other.

Megan started to fan the door. Nothing was working. They needed a stronger fan to blow out the smoke.

“Megan, get me Michaela’s notebook—there on the desk,” she said loudly, pointing and still trying to fan the detector with the towel.

Megan looked shocked. “But Mom, you told me never to touch Michaela’s stuff!”

“I know, and I mean that. Just not right now. Megan, please hurry!”

“But Mommy—”

“Megan. Now!” Mimi reached up and poked the detector, hoping some button would make it shut off.

Megan rushed to the kitchen desk across the room, grabbed the pink, flowery notebook that had Girl Power written across the front, ran to Mimi, and handed it to her.

“Thanks, sweetie!”

Mimi threw the towel toward the sink and began frantically waving the notebook as close to the detector as she could get it until, finally, it abruptly stopped screaming, let out a single chirp, and fell silent.

“Whew,” she breathed, then remembered why the smoke detector went off in the first place. Jumping from the stepstool, she hurried to the oven to turn it off. She was almost afraid to open the oven door. When she turned on the oven light, she saw only smoke and dark blobs protruding from a muffin pan.

Before she opened the door, she reached into a drawer next to the oven and grabbed a potholder. Then she peeked inside.

Out spit dark smoke and the stench of burning cupcake papers.

“Eeew!” Megan scrunched her nose. “That stinks.”

Mimi ignored her and pulled out the pan of burnt cupcakes. Well, there’s no saving these, she thought ruefully. She placed them on the stovetop, closed the oven door, and stood and surveyed her disaster. I’ll just have to make a fresh batch tonight.

Then she snapped out of her misery. The cake!

Mimi glanced at the rooster clock on the wall above the sink. 1:30. She had thirty minutes to make it to Hemmings.

Okay, I can do this.

She glanced at Megan, who had picked up Michaela’s notebook and was looking through it.

“Megan, put down your sister’s notebook, and go put on your shoes. And the rule about not touching the notebook is back in action again, got it?”

Megan dragged her feet toward the desk to return the notebook. “It smells in here.”

“Yes, I know. Now put on your shoes.”

“I mean it really smells in here. Michaela won’t want to eat those.”

“Yes, I know, Megan.”

“I bet even Buster won’t want to eat those.”

Buster, their six-year-old fluffy black cockapoo, who had raced upstairs when the blaring started, would eat anything. Megan knew that because she fed Buster anything.

“Megan!”

“Ethan might eat them, though,” Megan said as she stopped to ponder this possibility about her friend Ethan who lived down the street.

“Ethan will not eat them either. Now go put on your shoes.”

“Well, I wouldn’t eat them—”

“Megan,” Mimi said, frustrated, “I have to finish this cake and I have about zero minutes to do it in, so move your little backside to go find your shoes, and don’t make me have to tell you again.”

Megan walked out of the kitchen in search of her shoes.

Mimi eyed the cake. She still had the icing spill on the sugar roses to deal with. She started to step toward the island where the blotchy cake sat when the phone rang again.

Great. Now what?

“I’ll get it,” cried Megan excitedly as she raced back toward the kitchen.

“Oh, no, you won’t, Megan Marie! Shoes. Now.”

Mimi contemplated not answering the phone. She glanced at the clock and ran a mental checklist of what she had to do: finish decorating cake, get Megan and cake secured in car, put on makeup, take insurance letter to Mark, drop off Megan at Gladys’s, and drive to school. The drive alone would take at least fifteen minutes. She decided to let the answering machine get the call and grabbed her icing bag to mend the mess.

“Mimi, I know you’re there.” Mark’s voice floated across the room. “Pick up.”

So much for making it to the school on time.

She marched to the phone and yanked the receiver from its cradle. “What?”

There was a slight pause. “Are you all right? What happened?”

“The oven overheated again and ruined my cupcakes. Honestly, Mark, do we have to go through the church finance committee to get a decent oven for this place?”

As much as Mimi appreciated living in the parsonage and having a convenient place to live near their church, Trinity United Methodist, it drove her crazy that the church finance committee made all the decisions about anything they wanted to do to the house. Just getting a new washing machine, approved the year before, had nearly caused a church split.

“I know. I’ll bring it up again today at the meeting.”

“That’s not why you called.” Mimi tried to bring the conversation back to its point so she could finish it and get back to her cake.

“I called to remind you about that letter, since I figured the high drama may have made you forget.”

“Ha, ha,” she said. “I didn’t forget. I also didn’t say I’d drop it off.”

“You will, though, you sexy thing.”

“Nice try. Okay, can I go now?”

“Yep,” Mark said. “See you in a few.”

“Okay, okay! Just let me get off this phone. And stop calling!” She hung up and glanced at the clock again. Twenty-five minutes and counting…

 

1:58 p.m.

Mimi pulled into the school lot and found the closest space to park. She wasn’t sure how, but she had managed to fix the cake, change clothes, put on makeup, leave Megan at the sitter’s, drop off Mark’s letter, and still make it to the school on time. Of course, most of the makeup was applied at red lights on the way, and she felt as though she barely slowed the car to let off Megan. But she’d made it.

She reached for her purse and dug to the bottom, fishing for her favorite lipstick. As she looked in the mirror to put it on, she noticed Gloria Redkins—her presidential opponent—pulling into the lot. Gloria had been nominated for president every year, and every year she had lost. She tries too hard, Mimi had thought after the last election.

Good. I’m not the last one. Mimi stepped from the car and went to the backseat for the white-and-pink rose cake. She’d received the rose-swirled glass cake plate when she hosted a Lovely Living party earlier that year. That party had been the talk of the town—hers always were. Mimi prided herself on hosting the most elaborate, elegant parties, in which everyone oohed and aahed over her decorations and desserts.

“Mimi,” called Gloria, walking briskly to catch her, “hold up.”

“Oh, hi, Gloria!” Mimi slowed, as if just seeing Gloria, but didn’t stop walking.

“I’m running a little late,” Gloria said, holding her own plate of covered goodies. “But I’m surprised to see you late.” She smiled as she caught up with Mimi.

“I know,” said Mimi sweetly as she tried to peek at what Gloria had on her plate. “So many crazy interruptions today! I feel as though I can never get anything accomplished. I didn’t even have time to ice the cupcakes I made for MJ’s and Michaela’s classes, so I couldn’t bring them.”

Gloria bit her lip, as if she were regretting she hadn’t thought to bring her children any sweets.

“Oh, well,” Mimi continued, “it’s nice to have someone to walk in with.”

“Yes,” Gloria said halfheartedly, falling into step with Mimi.

They entered the building and spotted a few other PTA mothers hanging around, chatting before the meeting.

“Hi, Mimi!” said Louise, a chunky, red-haired mother of three. “What delicious thing did you bring us this month?”

“Oh, just a little something I whipped up.” Pleased, Mimi walked a little taller. “Hope you like it.”

“I’m sure we will,” Samantha, another mother, chimed in. “We always do.”

Gloria followed Mimi in, holding her plate of cookies close to her.

“Good,” said Amanda, when Mimi and Gloria arrived. “Let’s get this meeting started.” Amanda was the current PTA president. She couldn’t run again because her son, Henry, was graduating to Madison Middle School. Amanda was kind but disheveled and devoted entirely to Henry—to the point where she rarely paid much attention to herself, Mimi thought.

The first time Mimi had seen Amanda, she had wanted to give the woman a makeover. At least a nice outfit or two, Mimi had thought. But she was also drawn to Amanda. While Amanda’s overly devoted mother routine got a bit wearisome for Mimi, she did like the way Amanda had a devil-may-care attitude about others. If someone liked Amanda, Amanda was fine with that. But she didn’t go out of her way to impress others. Amanda said what she meant, whether you liked it or not. But she’d give you the shirt off her back if you needed it. She was genuine.

Mimi loved that Amanda didn’t really care what people thought of her. There was a tiny part of Mimi that wished she could be that way too. Sometimes she wanted so much to be able to say whatever she wanted. And what glory to be so free that she could even walk out of her house without makeup and her hair done!

But Mimi wouldn’t do those things. Couldn’t do those things. She blamed her “bondage” on being a pastor’s wife. I have a reputation to uphold, she always told herself, as if that were an acceptable excuse. But the reality was that even if Mark weren’t a pastor, she’d still be that way. And that was a part of herself that Mimi didn’t like—and didn’t want to think about. For Mimi, it wasn’t so much about being accepted as it was about having all the pieces of her life in perfect order. Reaching her expectations meant achieving serenity. But the problem was, every time she thought she was getting close, some new challenge presented itself, and she moved that much further away from her goal.

The ladies, and Todd, the one dad in the PTA, took their seats, still chattering about any gossip and last night’s television lineup.

“All right, ladies. And Todd.” Amanda nodded toward the lone male.

Todd smiled and waved. Several moms at his corner of the table clapped.

“Today’s a busy day, so let’s get started. We need to get a final status report on Spring Fling, discuss the teachers’ appreciation luncheon we have planned for next week, and the biggie—elections for next year’s cabinet. Then everybody’s favorite, desserts and coffee.” Several more people clapped at that, and a few winked at Mimi.

Mimi smiled politely as she waited for Amanda to continue. I’m going to win. I have to win.

The meeting worked its way through the appointed agenda until, at last, it was time for the elections.

Amanda took one of the ballots in front of her and read the nominations for each office. Then she came to the one Mimi was most interested in. “And now for president. We have two nominees this year: Gloria Redkins and Mimi Plaisance. That’s all the nominees, so if Judy would pass out the ballots, we can vote.”

Judy, the secretary, a slender mother of five, passed out the ballots. She was wearing a fitted pink blouse and matching Capris. Stepping over to Mimi, she handed her the sheet of paper.

“You look so good in pink,” Mimi said sweetly.

“Thanks!” Judy smiled brightly. “Wal-Mart just got these in.” Then she moved to the next person.

Mimi eyed her ballot and marked her choices, until she saw her name, Mimi Plaisance, printed neatly under President. She paused, feeling a twinge of guilt. I should probably vote for Gloria. She’s wanted this forever.

She sat there with her pen, ready to check Gloria’s name. But then another voice started to argue with her. What am I doing? I can’t not vote for myself. Especially when I know I’m going to win. They need me.

She sighed and marked her name, folded the ballot once, and walked over to hand it to Judy.

“Thanks, Mimi,” Judy whispered. “Good luck.”

Mimi nodded. But, strangely, all of a sudden she didn’t want the job. She was worn out, and she knew this position would only be more of a hassle. I don’t have time to be president. I already have way too much on my plate.

“Your cake looks awfully good,” Judy whispered again. “You make the best desserts. I don’t know how you do it. You make things look so easy!”

“Thanks, Judy,” Mimi said absently, still thinking about the new position. “You’re sweet.” She sat down to await the results.

Amanda picked up the ballots from Judy. “Let’s start with president, shall we?” She glanced at Mimi and smiled. She counted the ballots. “Well, it looks like Mimi is our next president. Congratulations, Mimi.”

Everyone clapped politely, including Gloria, who attempted a smile.

Then Judy got up and hurried to Amanda. She whispered something in Amanda’s ear and passed her two pieces of paper.

Amanda glanced down at Judy’s hand. “It seems Judy missed two ballots,” Amanda said, a bit disgruntled.

“Sorry, everybody,” Judy apologized. “I accidentally put them in with the treasurer’s ballots.”

Amanda opened the ballots. Her eyes widened ever so slightly. “My apologies, Mimi. It appears Gloria is our new president.”

Gloria’s head shot up in surprise. Everyone was silent, then Amanda began to applaud. “Congratulations to Gloria.”

Mimi was stunned. She couldn’t believe it. Gloria Redkins had won! And she had lost. Mimi was supposed to have this position. It didn’t matter that she could admit she didn’t want it. She’d lost.

And Mimi Plaisance wasn’t used to losing. Especially to somebody like Gloria Redkins.









CHAPTER 3

Felicia

Friday, May 5

8:25 a.m.




Felicia looked up from her computer just in time to see her assistant, Delores, making her way through the outer office door, juggling a large box. Delores smiled and waved as she dropped her tote bag from her shoulder while carefully balancing the box. Then she burst into Felicia’s office.

“Sorry I’m late, but you won’t believe the deal I found at Sam’s Club,” she explained breathlessly.

No, what I can’t believe is that you’re late for the fourth time this week, Felicia thought as Delores waited for her response. Felicia managed a shrug and a wide-eyed head shake.

“It’s pantyhose. A whole case! And only a dollar a pair. You can’t beat that with a stick, can you?”

Felicia felt the blank look on her face.

“I’ve noticed you get runs a lot,” Delores explained, “so I thought we could have a drawer full of backups in case you have an emergency. We don’t want our director of public relations to be walking around with ripped hose, now do we?”

Delores leaned over Felicia’s desk, eyed her boss’s empty coffee cup, and promptly yanked it off the desk before turning to leave.

“Uh, no, I guess not,” Felicia answered after her, not sure if she should take Delores’s purchase as kindness or reprimand.

Until Felicia had arrived in Cincinnati a year ago, Delores’s boss had been an older man, now retired, who saw Delores’s key duties as making coffee and ordering his lunch. Felicia sensed that Delores didn’t approve of her twenty-years-younger boss, especially one who was a mother (“young children need the full-time care and nurture of their mother,” she once told Felicia in a terse tone) and a pastor’s wife (“I thought pastors’ wives weren’t allowed to work anywhere but the church”). And Felicia wasn’t so sure she approved of Delores either.

Chloe, Felicia’s assistant at the LA office, had been a young go-getter who arrived every morning before Felicia and stayed late every night. Felicia had even confided in Chloe before marrying Dave that she didn’t want to give up Lopez, the maiden name she had used while building her career.

“So hyphenate,” Chloe had said in her flip, California-girl way. “Lopez-Morrison sounds good together.”

Dave wasn’t so sure. “Felicia,” he’d said with a heavy sigh, “that’s fine for now, but when I get out of seminary and we get our first pastorate, you can’t be using a hyphenated last name. People will think you’re pulling a Hillary Rodham Clinton on them.”

Felicia had rolled her eyes at the time, but she’d continued to use the hyphenated name, even after arriving in Red River last year. Hearing “Lopez” brought her a sense of identity as she sought to be everything to everyone: wife, mother, professional, and pastor’s wife. It was a constant in her life, a life that had seen a lot of changes over the last several years.

The office line rang, and Felicia started to answer it, then realized Delores was back at her desk from the coffee cart.

“Yes, Mrs. Morrison is available.”

Felicia cringed. She had asked Delores to refer to her as “Ms. Lopez-Morrison” with clients, but the message couldn’t seem to get through to her. Or at least Delores pretended it didn’t.

Felicia’s intercom buzzed. “It’s Melinda at the Happy Times Day Care.” Pause. “Again.”

Felicia shot a glare through the window at Delores, but she was busy offloading her bargain nylons into a file drawer. Felicia sighed as she picked up the receiver.

“Felicia Lopez-Morrison.”

“Oh, I was calling for Mrs. Morrison.”

“Yes, this is Felicia Lopez-Morrison.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t know you were remarried. ‘Mrs. Lopez,’ is it then?”

“No, I’m not remarried. I wanted to keep my maiden name because it was the name I’d had my whole career, but my husband…well, it’s complicated. Anyway, is Nicholas okay?”

“Well, that’s just it, Mrs.—”

“Call me Felicia. Please.”

“Okay. That’s just it, Felicia. He’s been biting again. We can’t have a biter in our program. It’s scary for the other kids, and we risk getting sued by the parents of the kids he bites.”

The day-care worker went on to explain how Dave and Felicia could discipline Nicholas. “Maybe you could try taking away a favorite toy or putting him in time-out. Of course, he probably doesn’t bite at home, so that might not work so well for this particular situation. Hmmm. Is he maybe acting out here at the center because of a situation at home?”

Felicia had tuned out the day-care worker and gone back to reading e-mails when she realized there was silence on the other end of the phone. “Okay then. We’ll be sure to talk with him about it tonight,” she said with a fake cheerful tone, eager to end the “conversation.”

“Mrs.—uh, Felicia—we need you to pick him up now. We can’t have him in our program until we have some assurance from you that he won’t be biting anymore.”

Felicia consulted her watch. She had to be across town for a press conference in forty minutes. “But it’s only eight-thirty! I have a million things to do today.”

“Maybe your husband can come?”

“This is his sermon-writing day.” Felicia bit her lip. “One of us will be there within the hour. Thanks for calling.”

She glanced at her watch again as she clicked over to another phone line and dialed.

“Good morning, First Baptist Church.”

“Hi, Linda, it’s Felicia. Is Pastor Dave available?”

“I’m sorry. He’s in conference with Nancy Borden. She’s leading vacation Bible school this summer, so he’s—”

Felicia inhaled as the familiar stress pangs hit her. She knew Dave was as busy as she was and couldn’t drop everything to pick up Nicholas either. Plus she didn’t want Dave to think she thought his day was any less important than hers. He was already hassling her about not being more involved in church. If she started pulling him away, things could get more difficult.

“Felicia?” Linda said with that you’re-not-listening-to-me, are-you tone.

Delores set down a fresh cup of coffee behind her.

Doesn’t she know I’m getting ready to leave?

“Sorry I was distracted,” Felicia said, uncomfortable that Delores was hearing her personal business. “Linda, I hate to ask this, and I wouldn’t if I didn’t have a press conference I have to be at, but would you do me a big favor? It’s Nicholas. He’s over at Happy Times and—”

“Felicia, I’m on my way. Call and let them know to release him to me. I’ll keep him occupied until my Lauren comes by after marching-band practice. Then she can take him home and watch him until one of you is free.”

“Thanks, Linda. I owe you one.”

As Felicia hung up, she expected to feel relief. Instead a huge sense of guilt and failure washed over her. Grabbing her briefcase, she stood to head out for the press conference. But as she turned to leave, she spied a small box next to the steaming coffee mug on her desk. On it was a sticky note from Delores:

Here’s one to put in your car, just in case


If only my life were more like pantyhose, Felicia thought, tossing the box in her briefcase. I could go and go until I hit a snag, then start all over again with a new one.

 

6:45 p.m.

The smell of half-burned pizza greeted Felicia as she walked up the driveway—and told her that she had missed dinner again.

“Mommy!” Nicholas yelled as he ran to grab Felicia’s legs before she was barely in the door. The thrust of his hug made her briefcase drop from her hand onto a paper plate on the floor that was smeared with half-eaten pizza.

“Hey, Nicholas Nickleby.” She cradled his chin and noticed anew what a striking little boy he was with his olive skin, dark hair, and bright blue eyes. And also what a messy boy he was! “Let’s go wash off that face. And my briefcase.”
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