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To Marissa and Sharla—you know all my secrets and still love me.


My Summit Sisters, Julie, Amy, & Jamie—you never left me (or the purse) behind.


Lindsey, Jamie, Brad, & Kenzie—you’re always in my heart.


And,
to Mike—
you always knew.
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Would the neighbors notice if I set fire to their hedge? Lark tightened her grip on the jogging stroller. Just one match, maybe two would do it. She held her breath and increased her pace until the border of yellow roses was behind her. A rose by any other name still smells like a funeral spray.


She drained her lungs and glanced over her shoulder at five-year-old Jamie. Despite Houston’s Jell-O-thick humidity, the boy pedaled wildly. Ding. Ding. Ding. Jamie thumbed the bell on his “big-kid bike” and slowed at a grassy space residents had nicknamed “Doggy-Doo Boulevard.”


“Mom, what’s that mean?” he asked, pointing to a sign staked below a belt of loblolly pines.


“Means I’m paying too darn much in HOA dues.”


“Says that?” His forehead crinkled.


“It says, THERE IS NO POOP FAIRY.” She shook her head at the latest on the subdivision’s common grounds and Jamie’s mouth bent into a half-smile, suggesting she’d piqued his interest.


Braking, he shot her a thoughtful look, like he was rolling the words around in his mind. “A poop fairy? What’s a poop fairy?” he asked. “Like a tooth fairy?”


Lark’s gaze caught on the boy’s dark eyes—so much like his father’s. But Jamie didn’t just share his father’s name and dark features. The pair were cut from the same squeaky clean, impeccably folded fabric.


“It’s a funny way to ask people to clean up after their dogs,” she explained. Jamie seemed satisfied by that, and they continued their trek through Bayou Cove, a neighborhood shoehorned between Memorial and River Oaks where, in recent years, affluent young professionals like Lark and her late husband had breathed new life into houses built during the Nixon era. This Saturday morning was especially quiet; many families had sneaked off to Galveston and Lake LBJ for a long weekend before their children returned to school.


A cloying bitterness gripped Lark’s throat as they passed an idle T-ball tee awaiting Daddy’s return and a wooden placard boasting a family’s loyalty to the All Saints football team. Wherever she looked, stately homes brandished the trappings of domestic life like trophies.


The hollow whomp of a basketball hitting a backboard drew Jamie’s attention, and he stopped pedaling to gape at a man and his teenage son shooting baskets in their driveway. The man waved to Lark as the teen stood still to watch the basketball arc and drop into the basket.


“Did you see that?” Jamie asked, his eyes wide.


Like children staring into a toy store, Lark and Jamie watched with envy.


“Sure did.” She swallowed and turned away to peek over the top of the stroller.


Charlie was unusually quiet. His cheeks were rosy from the heat, and a hand covered his eyes as he dozed—a rarity for the toddler, who’d jettisoned naps before his third birthday. The pint-size force of nature, who had his mother’s wavy blond hair and clear blue eyes, had remained in constant motion since he screamed his way into this world.


Stillness is overrated.


For three years, their house had been a hub of activity—relentless visits from friends, family, and nursing staff. A brief season of sympathy and casseroles had ended abruptly, after which point Lark felt like their home had been relocated to another planet.


People hadn’t trickled back into their lives as she had expected. Spontaneous run-ins tended to fall on the side of a distant wave, the other parties careful not to get too close in case widowhood, like a virus, was catching. Most couldn’t mask their pity with a paper sack, and if Lark heard “bless your heart” one more time, she’d scream.


The ones who knew Lark and James least intimately were boldest. They’d stare at Lark and her boys like a family of homeless refugees, or nose around like gossip reporters.


“Are you keeping the house?”


“Are you staying in Houston?”


“Are you dating?”


“Is it hard doing it all by yourself now that he’s gone?”


She glazed over these queries with polite smiles, repaying their sympathy with her own. As her father said, “It takes a certain breed of stupid not to know when you’re being offensive.”


Women in James’s former law practice sent text messages—“How are the boys?” and “Praying for you” and “Anything we can do for you?” But they didn’t invite her to their homes, and they didn’t say, “Let’s do lunch.” Their texts were like one-and-done greeting cards—once sent, forgotten.


In part, her loneliness was her creation. The same wall she’d erected to keep prying eyes from witnessing her husband’s rapid decline had remained standing, formidably tall, after his death. Recognizing her part in this, she’d taken charge and reached out to old friends after the memorial, only to find that while she cared for her husband, life had gone right on by for everyone else. New jobs. Fresh hobbies. People were busy—so, so busy. Tennis. Junior League. Church. Yoga. Pilates.


Whatever.


She was beginning to wonder if she’d outgrown her old life—or, perhaps, it had outgrown her? Either way, something had to give.


Even Lark’s parents had stopped coming to town, not that she blamed them. They’d put their lives on hold, making the five-hour drive whenever they could, during James’s illness. Following the memorial, they’d begun remodeling their home and staying in touch via phone.


While her mother debated the merits of soapstone versus granite and discussed paint finishes and textiles, Lark listened and responded appropriately, hungry for adult interaction. She missed her family and had offered to pack up her boys for a weekend in Fredericksburg more than once, but her mother wasn’t having it, citing concerns about the boy’s safety. “It’s a full-on construction zone,” Millie maintained.


Had the fortress of Lark’s childhood memories fallen victim to the latest trends?


Turning onto their block, Jamie slowed, as he always did at that point in their route, watching for his mother’s signal.


Finally, Lark said, “Race you home.”


“Vroom, vroom!” he revved.


She followed his red bike helmet like a beacon. When a white Mercedes sedan slowed in front of their home, she directed him to move to the sidewalk and tossed a nonchalant wave at the car’s occupant.


Lark pulled the house key from the tiny pocket on the back of her running shorts and met Jamie on the porch. No sooner had she pushed the stroller over the threshold, she heard a car door snap closed.


“Somebody’s here, Mom,” Jamie said quietly, careful not to rouse his brother.


“Stay here. I’ll be right back.” She stepped back outside and pulled the door shut behind her.


“Mrs. Mead?” Auburn hair swept the shoulders of the woman’s Lilly Pulitzer shift dress, and her heels clacked against the brick pavers like tap shoes.


“Yes,” Lark said, not recognizing her.


“Sorry to bother you. Taffy Teegan—I’m a realtor. I have a client who looked at your house, back before you bought it?”


The hairs stood up on Lark’s neck, and she straightened her posture. Here comes another vulture, looking to pick over the leftovers. Houston’s market was tight, and since James died, the frequency of unsolicited real estate offers had increased.


“My clients are expecting. Three boys already, so they’re hoping this one’s a girl.”


“How nice.”


“They’re looking for a larger home and wondered if you were interested in selling?”


“No, thank you,” the words flew from Lark’s mouth like a song she knew by heart.


A tense smile remained on Taffy’s face but her feet didn’t budge.


“Taffy?” Lark asked in a near-whisper. “Is that your name?” She angled her head to one side and peered through the woman. Taffy was a name fit for a cat or a stripper, not for a seemingly professional woman.


“Yes.” She laughed. “When it came to naming me, my parents weren’t particularly kind.”


“Here’s the deal, Taffy.” Lark didn’t amend her expression. “Just because a woman’s husband dies, she doesn’t have to pull up stakes and run away. My sons and I are alive and well, and no matter how many times you people come by uninvited, I’m not changing my mind—we are not leaving.”


“I understand, and I’m sorry.” Taffy fidgeted with her key fob. “I’ve walked in your shoes.”


Like a lioness might play with a taffy-flavored gazelle before slicing into it with her teeth, Lark tossed out, “My shoes?”


Taffy lifted the pair of black sunglasses holding her hair back and gestured with them. “My twins were eight. Glioblastoma.” Her mouth clicked. “He went quick—I’ll give him that.”


A wave of guilt slammed Lark’s senses. “I’m so sorry.”


“For your loss?” Taffy grinned. “If I had a nickel.”


“Right.” Lark pumped her head and smiled. “How are your twins?”


“Thanks for asking. They’re good, in college, so I’m pounding the pavement to pay tuition.” She waved the solemnity away, gesturing to the other homes. “Anyway, I’m not sure if you’re aware, but some of these have doubled in value since you bought.”


Lark gave a skeptical tip of the head. “Doubled?”


“Last month, that colonial behind you sold for one point eight. Supply is slim and demand is high in Bayou Cove.”


The front door creaked open and a barefoot Charlie sneaked out and ran to Lark’s side.


“Charlie!” An exasperated Jamie chased behind. “We’re s’posed to wait inside.”


“He’s fine.” Lark ran a hand over Charlie’s head, teasing a curl with her fingertip. She cleared her throat, redirecting her gaze to the woman. “I’m sorry. I can’t help you.”


“If you want to talk—about houses, or . . .” She arched her brows. “Anything else, call or text me.” Short, nude fingernails held a business card. Lark took it, and Taffy’s mouth bent into an understanding smile. “Take care.”


“Thank you.” Lark lingered a second more. “Know what? Big guy’s starting kindergarten soon.” Lark winked at Jamie. “But . . .” she lifted the card and gave it a confident shake. “If I change my mind, I’ll call you.”


“I’d appreciate that. Until then, I’ll let you get back to your boys.” Taffy clacked back to her car.


After the front door snapped closed behind her, Lark stood in the foyer and fanned herself with the card. A second later, a mechanical whirr blasted a chill over her skin. “Thank you, baby Jesus, for air conditioning.” She dropped the card on a chest guarding the entrance.


“Yeah,” Jamie agreed, and fanned himself. “Are we getting a new house?”


“No, honey.”


“She said somebody wants ours.”


“Don’t miss a thing, do you?”


“No.” He gave her a shy smile.


“It’s not for sale, so they’ll have to find another house.”


“Oh.” He pulled at the shorts drooping below his narrow hips. “Wish we were.” His eyes widened. “What if we could live at Grammy and Poppy’s? That would be cool.”


“We’re good right here, sport.”


Jamie’s shoulder nudged up and he lifted Taffy’s business card. He turned it over in his hands and his lips twisted as he tried to read. “Two . . . I don’t know that one.”


“What’s it mean?” he asked, pointing to the writing on the back of the card.


She bent over his shoulder, and read, $2M, soundlessly.


“Means your mom might need to make a phone call. Can I have that?”
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AFTER LUNCH, LARK PEELED BACK the drapes flanking the windows of her formal dining room and smiled at the pair of palm trees bordering the front walk.


Those trees had caught their attention when they’d first looked at the house ten years earlier. Closer investigation had revealed flaking white paint, sagging gutters, and cracked concrete. But despite that—and despite the past owner’s attachment to avocado green and harvest gold finishes—Lark had seen a heart that she’d known would carry them through anything. James hadn’t been sure about a heart, but he’d agreed the house had good bones.


Emboldened by HGTV remodels, they’d taken a leap of faith—committed to sanding battered woodwork, stripping orange wallpaper and gold shag carpet, tearing out gold tile, and banishing every gaudy speck of the 1960s. A year later, they’d transformed it into a haven where they’d started their family and where James had spent his last days.


It had been a passion project and staying there now felt like a way to remain connected to the life she’d shared with James. In her heart, though, she knew he wasn’t there anymore. Little by little, that life they’d shared seemed farther and farther away, leaving Lark feeling like Miss Havisham, living in the past as she forced herself to relocate her identity.


Their home wasn’t going to bring James back to her and it wasn’t going to make the pain disappear, yet she wasn’t willing to move so another family could live the life she and James were supposed to enjoy.


She could hear Dr. Phil asking, “How’s that working for you, Lark?”


When she realized it wasn’t Dr. Phil’s voice but that of her brother Harlan, a forest ranger on Idaho’s Snake River, she picked up the phone.


“How’s life on the Snake?” she asked when Harlan answered.


“Quiet.” Harlan’s voice was as deep as Sam Elliott’s and smooth as if he gargled with single-malt scotch. “What’s up?”


“I can’t believe I’m going to say this, but I might sell our house.”


“Can’t blame you. It’s a lot of house for you guys. Heck, it’s a lot of house for the Brady Bunch, but whatever floats your boat.”


“Yeah, well, this morning while we were outside, a realtor showed up and said some of these houses have doubled in value since we bought.”


“Wouldn’t be surprised—you guys practically rebuilt the thing. Think you’ll stay in Houston?”


“Haven’t really given it any thought.”


“What’s keeping you there?”


“Kindergarten in a month.”


“Newsflash—they have schools outside of Houston. Look, moving there was about James. Now, it’s your turn to choose.”


“Where would I go?”


“Wherever you want. Now’s the time, before he starts school. I know it’s a fun city, but, man. That place stresses me out.”


“It can stress me out too.”


“Don’t want to end up like Dad.”


“Old and grumpy?”


“Rushing to the hospital with chest pain.”


“Come again?” she asked.


“His heart trouble.”


“What heart trouble?” An icy prickle flew up her spine.


“You didn’t know?”


“Does it sound like I knew? Spill it, Harlan.”


“I don’t know. I guess it was last month, Mom took him in with chest pain. They put him in for the night and inserted a stent the next day. Mom said he’s good to go now.”


“Mom and I must’ve spoken a hundred times about their frigging remodel. Not one word about Dad’s heart.” Anger seeped into her words. “Are you telling me everything? He’s really alright?”


“As far as I know. I didn’t know they hadn’t told you. I’ll bet they didn’t want you to worry.”


“I could’ve been there with them. What else haven’t they told me?”


“That’s all I’ve got.”


“Hey, I’ve got to go,” she said, her mind already forming her next conversation. “Love you.”


“Love you, too. Give ’em hell.” Harlan laughed.


“You can bet I will.”





Two
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“Damsel in distress, I am not,” Lark spat into the bathroom mirror. “When they call back, I’m going to give them hell, all right.” She tugged the elastic band holding her hair. Her curls shook loose and she leaned in for a tighter examination. “What the . . .”


She gave a cynical laugh at a new sprinkling of white hairs playing at her hairline. “Well, you certainly earned them.”


Her phone rang and MOM flashed on the screen beneath her mother’s face.


It’s go-time.


“What’s wrong?” Unease stippled Millie Lovejoy’s voice.


“Why do you ask?” Lark would make her mother work for it.


“Your message on the machine. You sounded upset. Are the boys okay?”


“If something happened with the boys, wouldn’t I call you?” Reel her in slowly. Then give her all you’ve got.


“I’d hope so. What’s this all about?”


“Hypothetically, let’s say you or Dad had a cardiac event. One of you’d call me, wouldn’t you?” There was a long pause. “Right, Mom? You’d call?”


“Yes.”


“Interesting, because Harlan and I were shooting the breeze earlier and he mentioned a trip Dad made to the hospital. Apparently, I was the only one in the family who didn’t know about it.”


“I’m sorry, honey. We didn’t want you to worry. They put in a stent. That’s all. He’s fine.”


“Now . . .” Lark infused a pound of sarcasm into that tiny word. “Tell you this much. If Harlan or I ever kept something like that from you, there’d be hell to pay.”


“We didn’t want to add to your—”


“Cut it out, Mom. I’m an adult.”


“Okay. Fine. Next time one of us goes to the doctor, you can haul the boys across half of Texas and see for yourself that we’re fine.”


“Dad didn’t just ‘go to the doctor.’ I would’ve wanted to be there for him. Things happen to people your age.”


“Thank you for the reminder.” Millie huffed a breath. “If the doctor said your dad was in trouble, I would’ve called you.”


“I wish I believed you, Mom. You have to stop treating me like I’m broken.”


“You’re not broken, but—”


“But what? You think I’m going to roll into the fetal position when life goes south? I’d say I’ve proven I can manage.”


“Honey, you’ve managed beautifully.”


“Don’t patronize me. What if every time you called to check in on us when James was sick, you heard, ‘Nothing to see here? Go back to your embroidery.’ Trust works both ways.”


“We do trust you, but you’ve been through so much—”


“Mom.”


“Fine. We should’ve called.”


“Next time, let me decide if I’m going to worry.”


“I’m sorry, and, yes. I will.”


“Thank you. How’s he doing?”


“Your dad? He’d be doing better if he’d finish the yardwork.”


“Not too concerned with the lawn, Mom. How’s his heart?”


“He’s fine. Tell you what, the house is almost finished. Why don’t you and the boys come for a visit so you can see for yourself?” Millie’s voice turned cheerful. “Can you manage a weekend before school begins?”


“Maybe more than a weekend.”


“How’s that?”


“Time to make some changes.”


“I don’t understand.”


True on so many levels.


“There’s really nothing for me here anymore.”


“What do you mean nothing for you there? All those friends? I never saw so many people at one funeral.”


“Those were James’s friends and coworkers, not mine.”


“You can go back to the domestic violence shelter.”


Fresh pain welled up at the mention. “I thought so.” Lark sighed. “But since they got a grant, they don’t need a pro bono attorney anymore. The new director said she’d call if they get into a bind. That was two months ago.”


She was walking through the house as she talked, and she peeked in on the boys on the sofa in the den. They were unaware of her presence, eyes glued to a PAW Patrol cartoon. She strolled into the ridiculously unused dining room.


“Oh, honey. I’m sorry to hear that,” Millie said.


“I’m not surprised. I canceled more than I showed up during James’s last year. Last time I went in, I felt like I didn’t belong. The staff didn’t know who I was.”


Most days, I don’t recognize myself either.


“Maybe James’s firm has something?”


Lark cringed. The firm was as cutthroat as law firms got. “They’re not interested in a fair-weather attorney.”


“What are you trying to say?”


Lark pulled back one of the twelve smoky-blue velvet chairs surrounding the dining room table and sat down. Chosen by a decorator, the chairs were attractive but as comfy as a metal bench. She set a hand on the table and ran a finger over the inlay—a line of silver embedded seamlessly within the wood. A lovely accent but cold, so very cold.


She jerked her hand back and pulled it to her chest. Deep in her bones, she knew what she had to do, but she wasn’t sure how to form the words; once she spoke them, she might not be able to turn back. She tamped down her hesitation and breathed out, “I guess . . . well, what if I came home?”


“Here, home? To visit or live?”


“To live.” Saying it was like coming up for air and being met by a warm spring rain.


“How can you leave that magnificent home?” Millie asked.


Is she kidding? There were days Lark felt like the house might swallow her whole. She closed her eyes and her mind was flooded with images of her childhood home—her old bedroom, the line of grapevines she and her father had planted, the live oaks, the scent of her mother’s lemony-clean kitchen.


“The schools are excellent here.” As a fourth-grade teacher at Gillespie Primary, Millie knew the lay of the land. “We don’t want Jamie’s bright mind to go unnoticed by a teacher overwhelmed with less prepared students.” Her voice rose with excitement. “Plus, there’s a fine nursery school for Charlie at the Methodist church. And your dad can ask his attorney friends about jobs for you. You’ll be back to work in no time. Oh, honey, I’m so excited!”


The next thing Lark knew, her father had been passed the phone.


“Your mom’s crying and smiling. Can’t tell if she’s happy or sad. What’d you say to her, kid?”


Lark filled him in while Millie chattered on in the background. Miraculously, Frank seemed to absorb both conversations.


“New Braunfels is close enough for James’s parents to see the boys whenever they want,” Lark said.


“That good or bad?” Frank asked.


“Be nice.”


“I am nice.” He chuckled. “Seriously, though, leaving Houston doesn’t sound like you.”


“Think I should stay?”


“Nah. Houston’s a madhouse. Wouldn’t raise a cat there. But you’re an adult. Doesn’t mean a hill of beans what I think.”


“Not true, Dad. I trust your opinion.”


“Hmm. Well, what can I do to help?”


“We’ll need a place to live.”


“Prepare to fork over big bucks—since the high rollers discovered the Hill Country, home prices have gone nuts. Why don’t you and the boys stay here for a while? Your mom has fixed it up nice. Then you can take your time. See how it works for you. If it doesn’t, you can pack up and try somewhere else while the boys are still young.”


“Counting my summer internship in Calistoga, I’ve lived four places in my life. Wandering isn’t my style. If I’m coming home, it’s to stay.”


“Music to my shell-shocked ears,” he said.


“Dad, I called earlier to talk about your heart.”


“My heart’s fine.”


“I heard that much . . . from Harlan,” she said flatly.


“SNAFUs happen to a body as old as mine. Doc’s got me all fixed up now.”


“I’m glad, but I sure wish you would’ve told me.”


“Didn’t want to bother you.”


“You’re never bothering me. Hearing about you from Harlan, weeks after it happened . . .” Tears pricked her eyelids. “You hurt my feelings.”


“Aw, kid. We weren’t trying to keep secrets, just didn’t want you to worry. I’m sorry we hurt you.”


“Just like you guys wanted to be there for me, it’s important for me to support you. Next time, promise you or Mom will call?”


“I hear you, kid. Here’s hoping, there won’t be a next time. But I promise.”


“Dad?”


“Yeah?”


“I love you.”
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THE NEXT AFTERNOON, LARK MADE a pitcher of iced tea and invited Taffy Teagan to join her on the rear patio. They enjoyed pleasant conversation while the boys chased invisible bad guys around the wooden play set in the yard.


Lark shook her head. “‘Everything happens for a reason’ is the one that just kills me.”


“That one has to be the worst,” Taffy said.


“What reason? I didn’t drop enough change into the Salvation Army bell-ringer’s bucket while I was rushing into Target for a pack of diapers?”


“A reason? How about this one? God needed another angel up there.”


“Holy Mary, mother of Jesus, if I never hear that one again it’ll be too soon.”


“Can I get an amen?” Taffy cocked her head to one side. “I loved him, but my husband was not angel material. And try explaining to two teary girls why their daddy got called up to the army in the sky.”


Lark set a hand on Taffy’s arm. “How about, ‘He’s in a better place’?”


Taffy eyed Lark’s house dramatically. “Must’ve been a hell of a place to make him want to leave this one.” She took a sip of her tea.


“Look, Mom!” Charlie screamed across the yard, waving from the top of the fort.


“Nice job, little man,” Lark shouted back. When he disappeared inside the wooden structure, she turned to Taffy. “Oh, what about ‘God only gives us as much as we can handle’?”


Taffy shuddered. “Most of the time, I tune out and remind myself they mean well. They don’t know what to say, so they just say whatever absurd line pops into their heads, and we’re so numb it flies right past us.”


“Isn’t that the truth?” For the first time since James died, Lark felt understood. “The one that really stuck in my craw was ‘In time, you’ll move on.’ Like, after a designated time, a buzzer will go off, and a voice from beyond will say, ‘Excuse me, Mrs. Mead. You’ve grieved enough. Now you can forget your husband and move along to the next one.’ Moving on, the myth of widowhood.”


“My niece forwarded a TED Talk about these Indonesians who keep their deceased loved ones around the house for months, even years.” At Lark’s shocked expression, Taffy added, “They’re preserved, and the family dresses them, moves them around, sets a place for them at dinner like their dead grandma’s still alive.”


“Are you still speaking to this niece?” Lark asked.


“Yes, she’s a sweetheart. Turns out she was on to something. See, that particular Indonesian community has grieving down to a fine art. They don’t throw together a memorial service when they’re in shock; they take their time adjusting to the loss. Out of sight doesn’t mean out of mind.”


“Amen.”


“They believe in honoring the relationships, and they don’t get into a rush or worry about other people’s expectations. It takes as long as it takes. When they find closure—whatever that means to them—they plan a lavish funeral and the whole town celebrates the person’s life. At the end, they sacrifice a water buffalo.”


“Ick.” Lark winced.


“The buffalo’s like a transport vehicle to the afterlife.”


“Interesting,” Lark said. And disturbing.


Taffy waved her hands. “I’m not telling you about it because I endorse the storing of dead bodies or the killing of innocent animals—I’m just saying that our emotional attachments don’t dissolve into thin air when someone dies. We can’t toss those feelings into a big box and hope a day will come when we can open it up and not feel anything. We can keep the love we feel for our husbands, carry it with us wherever we go, even into the next relationship.”


“Not sure there’s going to be a next relationship—ever.” Lark stared at the play fort, at Jamie and Charlie, and considered what she’d just heard. Can it be so simple? Can I carry my love for James wherever I go? “But I like that idea.”


Taffy raised her tea glass. “So, here’s to loving them, wherever they are.”


“And here’s to those poor water buffaloes,” Lark said, clinking her glass against Taffy’s.


“You’re funny,” Taffy said.


“I used to be. Not anymore. Not since . . .” Realizing her forehead was locked in a frown, Lark forced it to relax. “Speaking of moving on, tell me about these clients of yours.”


“No pressure, if you’re not ready.”


“Doesn’t commit me to anything to hear you out. If the price is right, I might become a disciple of the ‘things happen for a reason’ concept.”


“They’re willing to offer two.” Taffy added a wincing smile. “I don’t think they’ll go much higher.”


“Two?” Lark swallowed. “Million? Sight unseen?”


Taffy nodded. “I told you—they really want it.”


Lark could practically hear James screaming, “Get packing,” from the heavens.
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IN THE NEXT WEEKS, LARK deployed a burst of energy like never before in her life. She might as well have strapped a rocket pack to her thin frame. She buzzed through closets with abandon, donating clothing and toys and selling all but a few select pieces of furniture. She sent Charlie’s crib and a dozen or so boxes to her parents’ home, and movers carted the rest to a storage facility in Fredericksburg for safekeeping.


After the moving truck pulled away that afternoon, the neighbors commandeered Lark and her boys for a last-minute sendoff, complete with hot dogs, cupcakes, and bottomless margaritas for the adults.


The next morning—Lark’s thirty-eighth birthday—she woke in no mood to celebrate. Aside from having slept next to two whirligig boys on an air mattress, the previous day’s margaritas were now supplying a pulsing bass inside her head, leaving little room for normal thoughts.


Damn if that car refuses to pack itself.


The boys darted through the vacant house, caught up in their own superhero adventure, while Lark deflated their temporary bed. With the press of a button, the mattress crinkled into a dispirited, unwieldy pancake.


But then came the hard part. Lark worked herself into a sweat trying to cram the mattress back into its bag. Whoever had packaged the mattress had failed to include a warning label: RETURNING MATTRESS TO EASY CARRY BAG MAY INDUCE THE DROPPING OF F-BOMBS.


“Easy carry bag, my ass. This is like cramming a baby elephant back into his mother’s womb.”


After a considerable amount of time, she managed to stuff most of the thing into the bag and decided that was good enough. She heaved it to the attached garage and dropped it into the already overfilled way back of her Toyota Sequoia.


Mother trucker, this isn’t my day for Tetris. Lark willed the mess to reorder itself. “Fit. C’mon. Fit. Fit. Fit. Dammit.” To make space for the bag, she shifted items, knocking loose a lidded plastic box and sending it crashing to the garage floor in a clicking, thwacking, clunking LEGO tsunami of epic proportions.


“Mooommmm,” Jamie called from the house. “Mommm.” His voice dampened as he appeared beside her with her phone in his hand. His shoulders wilted forlornly when he saw his precious blocks scattered across the floor.


“Don’t worry,” she said. “I’ll get them before we leave.”


“Okay.” He pushed some blocks to the side with his foot, then blinked a few times and pushed the phone at her. “You got a picture.”


After squinting at the screen for a few seconds, Lark felt herself blush. “Happy birthday to Mommy,” she murmured at a GIF containing a half-naked Chippendales dancer jiggling his happy-birthday-wishing hips.


“Yeah,” Jamie said, unaware his mother was enjoying Hottie McChippendales’s slippery six-pack. He rubbernecked into the crook of her arm. “Why’s he wearing his swimsuit?”


The question jerked Lark from Beefcake Station and reawakened her mom brain. “Um, well.” Lark rummaged for a child-friendly explanation for the man’s shimmery gold . . . what were those? Pants?


Sure, pants.


“Well, he’s at a party, like the one you went to for Nate?” After a long blink, she swiped the image away and shoved the phone into the waistband of her yoga pants.


“Nate had a clown at his party, Mom.” His mouth pinched to one side.


“Yes. Yes, Nate did have a . . . clown.” She swallowed on the last word and cut her chin to the side, glancing at the ceiling. “An interesting choice.” She shrugged. “To each his own. Can you help me pick these up?” She slid to her knees, and her kneecap met the knife edge of a LEGO figure. “Holy shhhh—”


“You okay, Mom?” Jamie patted her arm.


She bent down and picked up the offending gray toy, teeth clenched.


“You found my Aquaman Black Manta shark!” His eyes sparkled with elation.


“Make you a deal—you keep an eye on your brother, I’ll finish up here?”


He nodded, and she set the toy in his hand.


“Charlie, Mom found Aquaman,” he shouted as he ran into the house.


Lark removed the phone from her waistband and relaxed against the bumper for a second assessment of the baby-oiled, bedroom-eyed, buff-beyond-words gentleman. It was her birthday, after all.


Her ringer cut the moment short, however, and her brother’s photo replaced the GIF.


“Harlan,” she said in a lackluster voice.


“Happy birthday,” he said.


“You remembered?” She laughed. “How’s your day going?”


“Not bad.” Harlan Lovejoy was a man of few words. “You’re really doing this?”


“Yep.”


“Hope Mom doesn’t make you crazy.”


“Why would she make me crazy?” Lark affected her mother’s voice: “Sashay your pretty little self into the ladies’ room, wipe the raccoon from your eyes, brush your hair, and swipe a touch of color on your lips—not too much or you’ll look like you’re trying too hard. Voilà. You’ve got life handled.”


“Scary how much you can sound like her.”


“Years of practice.”


“CHARLIE,” Jamie growled from the house.


“Duty calls. I’d better run.”


“Drive safe. Love you.”


“Love you too,” she said.
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AFTER SHE CONFIRMED THAT HER boys weren’t killing each other, Lark sneaked up to the master closet and dragged James’s ashes from the shelf. She carried him protectively down to the garage, placed him in the passenger seat, and padded the surrounding space with a baby quilt. “You’ll ride shotgun, right here beside me.”


She returned to inspect the house. In the emptiness, earlier days came into view—romantic dinners, crawling babies, their best memories—and she was determined to take those with her when she left.


When she’d finished her final walk-through, she and her boys climbed into their crowded car.


She turned the key and then hesitated, her hand hovering over the gearshift. She turned to look at her boys; their eyes sparkled with hope and excitement about their next adventure.


“Here we go,” she said with a confidence she didn’t quite feel. “On our way to our bright and shiny future.”





Three


[image: Images]


With the big-city skyline in her rearview mirror and nervous energy pulsing through her body, Lark drove toward Fredericksburg. The road unraveled before her with possibility, and that possibility scared the hell clean out of her.


With shaky hands, she held it together, and the ride went as smoothly as any cross-country drive with two young children could go. By the time her Sequoia crossed Austin’s city limits, her boys had consumed every morsel she had packed, and had watched the same movie twice.


When the whines and stomach growls intensified, she pulled off the interstate. Her mouth watered at the sight of In-N-Out Burger, but she yielded to the majority. As much as she loathed clowns, if she ever met Ronald McDonald, she’d lay a big wet smooch on him for the joy his tasty meals left on her children’s faces.


Two Happy Meals and a Diet Coke later, three satiated Meads left Travis County and coasted toward the Hill Country on a sodium high.


Lark imagined their life in Fredericksburg. A cute bungalow off Main Street came to mind—a place the boys could ride their bikes to the malt shop and Lark could jog to the Pioneer Museum without stopping for traffic. They’d attend community festivals, and Lark would show her boys the peaceful beauty of the Enchanted Rock. Going home made all the sense in the world.


The backseat went silent when the post–French fry carb crash set in, leaving her free to marvel at the growth of the Hill Country wine industry, as evidenced by the breathtaking landscapes. From Dripping Springs to Johnson City, grapevines marched like disciplined armies over former ranchlands. The sight poked at bruises Lark believed had healed sixteen years ago.


Memories of a summer in Calistoga flooded her mind—the cool air, the vines, the taste of an oaky chard, and her fellow interns, nine good old boys who’d edged her out of prime learning opportunities.


She’d earned high marks in the viticulture program at Texas Tech, and she’d been desperate to apply her bookwork to the vineyard. But when she’d complained about how the other interns were treating her, the vineyard manager had shrugged and reassigned her to the tasting room, limiting her exposure to the vineyard, grape presses, and bottling rooms. At summer’s end, she’d returned to college jaded by her internship.


In viticulture, there’s a theory about growing grapes. Struggling Plant Theory suggests that giving plants everything they want—ample growing space, water, and optimal soil conditions—results in fatty, bland fruit. Make them work for it, on the other hand, and the plants take on a mind of their own. They fight for water, sun, and space. The strongest plants wind their tendrils onto the trellises. They push past the others. They learn to do with less water, and they press their roots deeper into the soil to find moisture and skim nutrients from their leafy vines, allocating nutrients to the fruit and creating succulent winemaking grapes.


All her big talk about becoming the next Kathryn Hall or Heidi Peterson Barrett had been just that—big talk from a girl who didn’t have what it took. Those winemaking dreams sailed with the Nina, Pinta, and GD Santa Maria. Olé!


With these two boys, she couldn’t afford a wound-licking recalibration. “Time to wipe that raccoon from your eyes and get on with it,” she muttered to herself.


“What?” Jamie asked.


“We’re almost there.” Not a moment too soon after that last Diet Coke.
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THE LAND ON THE EDGE of town bustled with construction activity. At its center, a limestone tower advertised HARTMANN-HAAS CELLARS in gold script. From the size of the buildings, Lark assumed one was a tasting room and the other was an event center. A masterful blend of metal, distressed brick, limestone, and stucco created the illusion of an estate deserving of a historical marker.


A mile farther along, a metal sign read WILLKOMMEN TO FREDERICKSBURG.


“That’s German for ‘Welcome to Fredericksburg,’” Lark said.


“Why’s it in German?” Jamie asked.


“The first people to live here came from Germany.”


“Huh.”


She wanted to take her time pointing out other landmarks, but that Diet Coke was sending a merciless pulse to her bladder. If she’d stopped twenty miles sooner, at the Buc-ee’s mega-station, they could’ve used the bathrooms, filled the fuel tank, bought a week’s worth of groceries, and posed for pictures in front of the giant beaver statue. But the convenience store up ahead would have to do.


“What’s this?” Jamie asked as she turned into the parking lot.


“Mom’s going to the potty.”


“Can we get a snack?” Jamie asked.


With a resigned, “Sure,” Lark parked beside the gas tanks.


“Shy-nee.” Charlie waved at the window, and Lark pulled him from the car and ushered both boys inside the store.


Before leaving them alone, she bent down and tapped Charlie’s nose. “Stay with your brother.”


“I’ll watch him, Mom.” Jamie threw in a poorly executed two-eyed wink and used one of his father’s favorite sayings: “We’ve got this.”


Lark rushed toward the glowing RESTROOM sign, claimed a vacant stall, and slid the barrel-lock closed. A second later, a pair of red flats appeared outside.


“Tweety Bird?” the woman’s twangy whisper delivered a wave of déjà-vu, and Lark shot a death stare at the silver door. Never would be too soon to hear that horrible nickname. And how about some manners?


“Lark Lovejoy?” the woman said.


Oy! My name is Lark Mead.


Lark sat in silence, wondering what Emily Post might recommend regarding bathroom etiquette. Lark decided to improvise. Holding it was impossible, and the acoustics made every drop sound like a gulley washer.


At last, the woman cleared her throat. “Sorry, I must’ve been mistaken.”


The bathroom door whooshed closed and Lark finished her business and washed her hands in front of the water-spotted mirror. She peeled a hair tie from her wrist and twisted her curls into a lopsided bun. “Good as it’s gonna get.” She gave a wry laugh and narrowed her eyes. “Goodbye, Lark Lovejoy, whoever you used to be.”


She pushed the door open and scanned the store for her boys, only to have her view blocked by a woman with long, sable hair and hopeful eyes.


“Why, Lark Lovejoy, it is you.” Southern warmth cuddled her words. “It’s me—Bianca.” Like a child reuniting with her long-lost puppy, she wrapped her arms around Lark. After a few seconds, she let go and stepped back.


“Hi.” Lark squinted, trying to place a child she’d last seen in sixth grade.


“I know, right? I told my girls I thought Lark Lovejoy was here. Lo and behold.”


“Oh, I’m here.” Lark lifted up on her toes. “My boys are here, too . . . somewhere.”


“My girls have to meet you.” Bianca’s commanding gaze drew a girl closer. “This is Riley.” She pivoted the girl by her shoulders, displaying her like an entry in the Gillespie County stock show.


Seeing Riley helped Lark visualize her childhood friend. At the girl’s age, Bianca and her daughter could’ve been twins, assuming Bianca traded her pink-foam-rolled curls for a fuchsia-striped pixie cut.


Riley gave an unenthusiastic wave and a tinsel-tracked smile. From skinny jeans, her meager calves poured into black high-top Chuck Taylors. A Ramone’s T-shirt suggested a teenage rebellion on the horizon. This one was going to give her momma a run for her last dollar.


“Annnd . . .” Bianca pointed to a younger girl. “This is Sydney.”


Sydney smiled around her red plastic straw. Chestnut braids fell upon her shoulders, and she wore pastel leggings and shimmery pink Mary Janes. She was all girl.


“Got one more at home. Dale insisted we try for a boy—Garth’s three.” Bianca lowered her voice and tilted her head. “He’s a little pisser, but he’s my little pisser.” She let out a hoot. “Xerox copy of my husband. Can’t wait to introduce you to Dale—just the sweetest man. He’ll be tickled pink to meet Tweety after hearing me talk about you all these years.”


“You live here?” Lark asked.


“Last year, that husband of mine plucked us out of Austin and dropped us smack in the middle of Green Freakin’ Acres.” She mocked his voice, “‘Better place to raise kids.’ Man’s content so long as he can run around the corner and find a big ole hardware store.”


“Men and their tools.”


“Mm-hmm.” There was a pause, and Bianca gave a maternal smile. “Scoot around. Let me have a look at you.” She made a circle with a finger. “Can’t believe Tweety’s a . . .” She mouthed, “Grown-ass woman.”


A quarter-turn later, the absurdity of the request hit home and Lark righted her stance. As she did, her eyes caught a flash of Jamie’s yellow shirt.


“Bianca, I’ve enjoyed catching up, but my parents are expecting us.” She gave a gratuitous wave and Bianca’s smile fell.


An aisle away, Jamie stood in front of a novelty toy display, driving a tiny truck through the air.


Lark tapped his shoulder. “Where is your brother?”


“Jamie . . . will . . . find . . . Charlie.” Jamie’s robot voice was no match for his mother’s fiery gaze. Without breaking eye contact, he returned the truck to its display shelf.


Shame churned in Lark’s belly. Why did I waste time chatting with someone I hardly remember? On her tiptoes, she took a panoramic view of the store, but she couldn’t locate Charlie.


Terror beat at her chest like a Morse code operator. Grainy pictures on milk cartons . . . dot, dash, dot . . . America’s Most Wanted . . . dash, dot, dash. An AMBER Alert . . . dash, dot, dot . . . John Walsh showing Charlie’s face on TV . . . dash, dot, dash . . .


Charlie was gone.


Her feet zigzagged through the store; her heart pounded. She performed a mental inventory of Charlie’s clothes—denim shorts, a blue shirt, white socks with a yellow stripe, and red Adidas sneakers.


“Charlie-baby, where are you?”


At once, a tiny voice crept into her senses. Desperate to hear it again, she stilled herself and stared ahead at a shelf filled to the brim with incompatible groceries—Wonder Bread, dusty cans of green beans, and toilet paper.


Nothing made sense. Nothing but . . .


“Shy-neeeeeee.” Charlie’s voice sliced through the clatter in her head.


In front of a beer display, her eyes fell on the red sneakers she’d fastened that morning, and anxiety drained from her body. “Charlie, you don’t need a beer . . . although Mommy might,” she muttered.


“Charlie.” Jamie stood behind Lark, his arms crossed indignantly.


“Ma’am?” A tall, tanned man with warm eyes, a generous smile, and a strong chin stepped forward, impeding access to those red sneakers.


“Mommy?” Charlie popped out on the man’s right, looking as delighted as if he’d just awakened to snow on Christmas morning.


The man ran a hand over his toast-brown military-grade haircut and he bent to one side so he was tilted at a peculiar angle; it reminded Lark of the metal cowboy in front of a roadside diner they’d passed earlier on their drive.


Lark stepped toward Charlie.


Charlie gazed up at the man. Then his hand fell to the metal leg like he might memorize it by touch. “See ta-shy-nee leg.”


Lark curled down on one knee and swiped his hand away like the leg was on fire. “I’m sorry he bothered you,” she said without looking up.


“Don’t worry,” the man said. “I don’t bite.”


“No, I’m sure you don’t, but kids need to learn how to act around strangers.”


“We can fix that stranger problem, ma’am. My name is Wyatt Gifford.”


“Okay, not the point here,” Lark shot back.


With a stare, she directed Charlie toward his brother. Then she pushed back up to her feet—too hard. She tilted back and, and she lost her footing, her hand flew backward and caught the grip of a refrigerated case, only to have the door swing open and catapult her toward Wyatt’s chest with an inelegant grunt.


“Whoa.” Wyatt curled an arm around her waist. “I’ve got you.”


What is that? Cedar? Vanilla? Maybe oranges? Stop smelling the man, and step away, woman!


Lips pursed and brows dipped, she slipped away from him. “Thanks,” she said in a “no thanks” tone and shot a wary look at him.


“Wait.” He narrowed his eyes and crooked his head in a sideways stretch. “I didn’t lure your kid over here, if that’s what you think.”


“You didn’t walk away.” She lifted a shoulder.


His jaw grew tight and he turned to the beer cooler.


“I’m just trying to protect my kids.” She spoke to his backside. “Sir?”


“I heard you.” He pulled a twelve-pack of Shiner Bock beer from the case and walked away, ending their conversation.


In the next aisle, Jamie held a bag of Sour Patch Kids candies and flashed a hopeful face. To his left, Charlie pointed to a package of yellow cakes. “Twinksies?”


“Go ahead.” She waved her permission.


Charlie grabbed the package like a starving orphan but had already lost interest by the time they reached the checkout.


Wyatt paid for his items in front of them.


“Stop it, Charlie. It’s rude to stare at people who aren’t normal,” Jamie’s voice was loud and clear. All eyes fell on him, including Wyatt’s.


“Wuz you do, Jay-mie?” Charlie angled his palms forward.


Lark tugged them aside as Wyatt silently made his exit.


“Jesus,” she breathed out as the door jingled shut, “take the wheel.”





Four
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Wyatt


Wyatt Gifford, war hero, electrical engineer, and part-time carnival side show freak, was bone tired. Since eight that morning, he had dressed and redressed himself four times and shared secret after secret with the fine nurses, therapists, surgeons, and physiatrists at the Brook Medical Base and the Center for the Intrepid.


The staff were as nice as they could be, but Wyatt couldn’t breathe right until he slipped back into his civvies, clambered into his truck, and slammed the door shut. At least for the next forty miles, he could be just another guy driving down the highway.


All those appointments didn’t leave time for lunch. When he reached Fredericksburg, he pulled into the convenience store by his house. He wasn’t looking for company, just the necessities: beer, chips, and a tin of salsa.


He picked up a bag of Tostitos and his gaze fell to a set of the bluest eyes he’d ever seen. They belonged to a boy with curly blond hair who pointed at Wyatt’s prosthetic leg, which was protruding from his khaki shorts.


The kid mumbled as he pointed, though it was beyond Wyatt what the hell his garbled words meant.


Then, his mother found him—and man, she was a tough nut to crack. Or, maybe, just a nut? Either way, it wasn’t Wyatt’s problem.


Happy to escape the whole scene, he paid for his items and tossed the receipt in the bag. While the automated doors dragged open, he glanced behind him and his eyes snagged on a familiar darkness shrouding the older boy’s eyes.


Wyatt had seen that look before, in war-torn areas where tragedies had marred childhood innocence. Even when Wyatt and his buddies had worked to coax smiles, they hadn’t come easily. That was Afghanistan, where kids couldn’t tell if the camo-clad strangers were friendlies or junkyard dogs barking English.


Unease threaded through him—that look didn’t belong on a kid in a Texas convenience store. He tried to shake it off and trained his eyes on the door.


Walk away, or you’ll regret it.


A woman’s voice crept into his ears. “That wasn’t very kind, Jamie.”


With a sigh, Wyatt set his bag on an empty newspaper stand and wandered toward the family, but the mother didn’t notice him until he spoke.


“Hey,” he said. “Ma’am?”


“Lark,” she said through her teeth.


“Okay, Lark. Your boy didn’t mean any harm.”


Lark’s head tipped to her chest in a gesture Wyatt read as defeat. After an awkward pause, she glanced up and her mouth quirked into an apologetic half-smile. “We’re so sorry.”


Wyatt nodded and his eyes snapped to Jamie.


Through tears, Jamie hiccupped, “I’m . . . sor . . . ry.” The boy’s embarrassment was evident but a deeper sadness lingered underneath it, waiting to claw its way out.


“Hey, buddy.” Wyatt took a step closer and his mouth edged into a sympathetic grin. “I didn’t think you were being mean about my leg. I knew what you meant.”


“You’re not mad?” Jamie asked.


“No way.”


Lark stepped over to the snack bar and returned with a handful of paper napkins. She pushed one over Jamie’s nose.


“I’ll do it.” A shamed frown crossed Jamie’s face and he took the napkin.


Wyatt looked away and Charlie offered a grin that had Wyatt’s name all over it.


With a sigh, Lark put out her hand. “I’m Lark Mead. Thanks for being so understanding.”


Wyatt met her hand. “It’s really okay—”


“We should get going.” Lark put an arm around Jamie and tried to turn him toward the door, but he resisted and squinted.


“What happened to your—?” He pointed to Wyatt’s prosthesis.


“Well, I’m a soldier in the Army.” He scratched his neck. “I mean, I was.”


“Where is your—”


“Jamie.” Lark’s cranky face returned.


“He’s okay, ma’am.” Wyatt turned to Jamie. “There were bombs hidden under the road—not here, but on the other side of the world. Anyway, one exploded and hurt my friends and me.”


Jamie’s head shot back like the IED had just detonated right there in the store. “Why’d they put bombs in the road?”


Wyatt huffed. “They weren’t getting along with the folks we were helping.”


“That wasn’t nice.”


“No, sir, it wasn’t.”


“Is that your . . . body?” Jamie stared at the prosthetic.


“Might say that. I’ve got a metal leg.”


“Shy-nee.” Charlie’s mouth dropped open.


“Like a Transformer,” Jamie said.


Wyatt knocked his chin to one side. “I played with those when I was a kid, too.”


“You did?” Jamie gave a quivering smile.


“Sure I did. They were awesome.”


“Yeah, I like ’em too. Do you still fight bad guys?”


“No.” Wyatt cringed as the word left his lips. “I’m all through with the Army.”


The Army’s through with me.


“Was there lots of blood when that happened?” Jamie asked.


“Jamie,” Lark warned.


“He’s fine.” Wyatt waved her off. “Truth is, I don’t remember.”


Don’t even want to try.


“A good thing, right?” Lark said.


“Oh, yeah.” He arched his brows and held her gaze, drinking up the welcome change in her expression.


“Where’s your old leg?” Jamie asked.


Wyatt brushed a hand over his hair. “God’s honest truth? Not sure where it went.”


“Where do you get those legs?”


“Sweetie, we should let Mr.—I’m sorry, I’ve forgotten your last name.”


“Gifford. Call me Wyatt.” He raised a finger and pointed it at the boy. “I’ve got a minute, Jamie. This part’s super cool. These smart doctors at the Army hospital make arms and legs for people like me.”


Jamie’s eyes dropped for a pause and his expression curdled. “Mom? How come Dad didn’t go to that hospital?”


Lark bent toward him. “Baby, your dad wasn’t . . .” She gave Wyatt a helpless expression. “Only Army people go to those hospitals.”


“But he could’a gone there and that doctor could’a made him new arms, and he wouldn’t have died.”


Wyatt’s smile deflated like a pin-stuck balloon. No wonder the kid carries so much pain. Explains the mother’s pissed-off-with-the-world attitude, too. This family is covered in bad luck, just like another family I can’t stop thinking about. A lump hit his throat. Keep it together, man.


“Baby, we’ll talk about your dad at Grammy’s.” She bit her lip, and her expression told Wyatt this wasn’t a conversation for the Mini Mart.


Wyatt set a hand on a grocery shelf for balance and took a knee. “Losing your dad’s a tough one. I’m sorry, buddy.”


The nod Jamie gave him was an uncertain one, but even as he wiped a tear from his face with the back of his hand, he looked straight into Wyatt’s eyes.


Got to give it to this lady—she’s raising him right.


“Bet your dad’s watching over you, and I’ll bet he’s real proud. You’re brave, taking care of your brother and your mom.” Wyatt exchanged a grin with Charlie and shot a quick glance at Lark. “Sorry about your loss, ma’am.”


“Sorry about your injury.”


Wyatt nodded and pushed himself back to his feet. “You’ve got two fine young men here.” Wyatt winked at Jamie.


“Thank you.” Lark smiled, and the scar on her chin twisted into a dimple.


Lark


HOW DID A QUICK TRIP TO THE convenience store turn into a scene from a Lifetime movie? What little fight she’d had after the impromptu reunion with Bianca was toast after Wyatt’s eyes became glassy. It was high time she and the boys got on their way. To lighten the mood, she made a silly face at Charlie.


Wyatt ran a finger under his eyes but didn’t walk away.


“Well.” Lark sighed. “My parents are probably wondering if we got lost.”


“Don’t want to worry your grandparents.” Wyatt tapped Jamie’s shoulder. “Right, man?”


“Right, man.” A gleam of pride lit Jamie’s expression.


“Bye, shy-nee,” Charlie said.


“His name’s not Shiny.” Jamie exhaled a dramatic sigh. “It’s Wyatt.”


“Bye, Wy-tat.” Charlie waved.


Wyatt waved back and walked away, smiling. Heaving another sigh, Lark removed a credit card from her pocket, paid for their items, and passed the bag to Jamie.


At the car, she had just fastened Charlie into his seat and flung the door closed when she heard her name being called.


“Lark.” Bianca raced toward her faster than a prairie fire with a tail wind.


“Son of a bi—” Lark’s voice skidded to a stop. “Bianca.”


“You’re a speedy little one.” Bianca wiped her brow and pushed a lock of hair from her face. “Can’t leave until I get your number.” She pulled a phone from the bedazzled pocket of her denim jacket.


As they exchanged numbers, Bianca gestured for her girls to wait in their car and lowered her sinfully long eyelashes in a contrite expression. “I overheard your conversation back there with the Army man.”


Was it too much to ask for a few days to unpack before sharing my story with everyone in Gillespie County?


“Even though a heck of a long time has passed, I’ll be here for you.” Bianca’s hand rose and her glittery, French-tipped fingernails caught the afternoon light. “Hand to God.”


“We’re gonna be alright.”


“Mmm-mmm. Of course, you’ll be.” Bianca’s whiskey-colored eyes locked on Lark’s face. “Sweetie, I can see it, clear as day. That heart of yours is scraped raw as a skinned knee.”
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