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Praise for Angela Hunt


Five Miles South of Peculiar


“Angela Hunt has penned another winner! From the opening scene, she had me wanting to find out what would happen next to the people of Peculiar, peculiar and otherwise.”


—Robin Lee Hatcher, bestselling author of Heart of Gold and Belonging


“Hunt folds into this recipe for family dramedy two men, tangled family history, and small-town dynamics. The result is deeply engaging characters who readers will care about.”


—Publishers Weekly


“. . . this small-town southern story has a big heart and refreshing characters.”


—Booklist


The Fine Art of Insincerity


“Hunt delves into some serious issues in this family drama centered around three sisters clearing out their grandmother’s house, yet still manages to add humor when it’s needed most. This emotionally compelling novel is a gem.”


—Romantic Times


“Angela Hunt’s The Fine Art of Insincerity is a tale of sisterhood and friendship. She not only addresses serious choices women face, but also will hold readers’ interest with Lillian’s eccentricity and no-nonsense wisdom. Readers will come away knowing judgment and insincerity lead to heartache, but truth releases forgiveness.”


—Christian Retailing


“Angela Hunt is a virtuoso of emotion. She is able to not only explore and explain feelings, but draw you into them with a deftness that’s nearly magical. All too soon, you’re reading these chapters and unable to put the book down. . . . Delightful, engaging, and rich with emotion. If you’re looking for a good weekend read or perhaps a book that will help bring you closer to your own family, this one is it. Angela Hunt hits it out of the park.”


—Fictionaddict.com


“Only Angela Hunt could write a relationship novel that’s a page-turner! . . . From one crisis to the next, the Lawrence sisters are pulled apart, then knit back together, taking me right along with them. I worried about Ginger one moment, then Penny, and always Rose—a sure sign of a good novel, engaging both mind and heart. Come spend the weekend in coastal Georgia with three women who clean house in more ways than one!”


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


“Angela Hunt’s womanly tale of sisterly affection and protective martyrdom is a well-woven story of self-discovery and personal growth that will melt your heart!”


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


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


—Traci DePree, author of The Lake Emily series
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Now after these events it was


That God tested Avraham


And said to him:


Avraham!


He said:


Here I am.


He said:


Pray take your son,


Your only-one,


Whom you love,


Yitzhak,


And go-you-forth to the land of Moriyya/Seeing,


And offer him up there as an offering-up


Upon one of the mountains


That I will tell you of.


—Genesis 22:1–2


From The Five Books of Moses,


Translated by Everett Fox,


Schocken Books







Chapter One





Marilee and I were trying to decide whether we should braid her hair or put it in pigtails when Gideon thrust his head into the room. Spotting me behind our daughter, he gave me a look of frustrated disbelief. “Don’t you have an important appointment this morning?”


Shock flew through me as I lowered the silky brown strands in my hands. Of course, this was Monday. At nine I had a tremendously important interview with the Pinellas County school system.


I glanced at the pink clock on my four-year-old daughter’s bureau. I had only an hour to shower and dress, drive across Tampa Bay, and find the school system’s personnel office. Somewhere in the mad rush I also needed to rehearse my responses to standard interview questions, calm my nerves, and call the grocery so they’d know I’d be late.


How could I have let time slip away from me on such an important day? Good thing I had a helpful husband.


“Gideon!” I yelled toward the now-empty doorway. “Can you call Mama Isa and tell her I’ll be late this morning?”


“Just get going, Mandy,” he yelled, exasperation in his voice. “Your coffee’s in the kitchen.”


I squeezed Marilee’s shoulders. “I’m sorry, sweet girl, but this morning we have to go with something quick.”


“Okay. Can I wear it like Princess Leia tomorrow?”


I frowned, trying to place the name. Was she one of the Disney princesses? “How does Princess Leia wear her hair?”


“You know.” Marilee held her hands out from her ears and spun her index fingers in circles. “She has honey buns on her ears.”


I laughed, placing the image—she was talking about the princess in Star Wars. “Sure, if you want to have honey buns over your ears, that’s what we’ll do. We aim to please.”


I pulled the long hair from the top of her head into a ponytail, looped an elastic band over it, and tied a bow around the band. Then I kissed the top of her head and took a moment to breathe in the sweet scent of her strawberry shampoo. “Love you,” I murmured.


She grinned. “Love you, too.”


I returned her smile and hurried into my bathroom.


Twenty minutes later I stood in my closet, wrapped in a towel and dripping on the carpet. What to wear? I had a nice blue skirt, but the waistband had lost its button and I had no idea where I’d put it. The black pantsuit looked expensive and professional, but sand caked my black sandals because I had worn them to the beach last weekend.


“Baby girl?”


“In here.”


The closet door opened and Gideon grinned at me, a fragrant mug in his hand. “Aren’t you ever going to learn how to manage your schedule?”


I grabbed the mug and gulped a mouthful of coffee. “Maybe I like living on the edge.”


“And Mama says I have a dangerous job.” He waggled his brows at the sight of my towel. “Pity you don’t have any extra time this morning.”


“And too bad you have to get Marilee to school. So off with you, soldier, so I can get my act together.”


Chuckling, Gideon lifted his hands in surrender and stepped away from the closet. “Okay, then, I’m heading out. But you’re picking up our little bug from school today, right?”


I dropped the blouse I’d been considering. “I’m what?”


“Our daughter? You’re picking her up this afternoon because I’m leading a training exercise.”


For an instant his face went sober and dark, reminding me of the reason he’d been so busy lately. The military had to be planning something, an operation Gideon couldn’t even mention to an ordinary civilian like me.


“Sure.” My voice lowered to a somber pitch. “I’ve got it covered.”


He nodded, but a hint of uncertainty lingered in his eyes. “Mandy—”


“I’ve got it, so don’t worry.” I shooed him out the door. “Tell Marilee I’ll see her later.”


Gideon nodded and left the bedroom, his combat boots thumping on the wooden floor.


A snap of guilt stung my conscience, but I had no time for remorse. I needed a better-paying job and Pinellas County needed a middle school cafeteria manager. Rarely did any school have a midyear opening, and this interview could be the answer to all my prayers. . . .


I opened a drawer and pulled out a pair of panty hose, then hesitated. No one wore hose anymore, especially not in the Florida heat, but for this job I’d wear rubber sheathing if they expected me to. I had to look my best, I had to dress to impress, and I had to get across the Howard Frankland Bridge in record time. No one expected a lunchroom manager to look like a fashion icon, but everyone expected her to show up on time.


A brown skirt hung behind Gideon’s gun safe. Though the suede material would be hot and heavy, at least the garment had buttons and a hem. I grabbed it, then yanked a utilitarian white shirt from a hanger. Ready or not, I had to get moving.


A few minutes later, as I fastened the buttons at the sleeve, I noticed a reddish stain on the cuff, probably from Marilee’s cranberry juice. With no time to change, I rolled both sleeves up to the elbow.


I brushed my teeth and hair, swiped mascara across my lashes, and thrust my feet into a pair of worn loafers. I stepped back for one final look in the mirror, then shook my head. I looked more like an absentminded blonde than a manager, but maybe the interviewer wouldn’t mind. I’d impress her with my professionalism.


I ran back into the bedroom, grabbed my oversized leather tote from a hook on the door, and hurried out to my car.







Chapter Two





I know I’m late and I’m sorry,” I called, pushing my way through the door of Mama Yanela’s, the Cuban grocery owned by my father-in-law, Tumelo, and his twin sister, better known as Mama Isa.


Amelia, Mama Isa’s daughter and my cousin by marriage, stood behind the checkout counter and pretended not to hear me. “Muchas gracias,” she told a customer, handing over a bag filled with freshly baked Cuban bread. “Please come again.”


I waited until the elderly customer had shuffled out of the building, then I stepped into the rectangular checkout stand in the center of the store. “Gideon called your mom, right? I had to drive all the way to Largo and back this morning—”


“You could have told me. You were supposed to open.”


I stared, remembering too late that I’d been entrusted with opening the store. In my excitement over the interview, I’d completely forgotten. “But Gideon called,” I whispered in a weak voice, knowing my excuse wouldn’t fly.


“He didn’t call me. And if he called Mama, I didn’t get the message.”


Amelia’s pretty face remained locked in neutral, but when she didn’t leave the checkout stand I knew she was royally ticked off. “You could have told me before this morning,” she went on, glaring at me from beneath her brown bangs. “I nearly panicked when I showed up at seven fifteen and found the doors still locked. At first I thought you’d been in a wreck or something—”


“I wasn’t in a wreck.”


“But how was I supposed to know that? All those old guys who come for coffee were lined up outside. Even Jenna was waiting, and she had two cakes to decorate for noon pickups. Now she’s hopelessly behind.”


“Jenna!” I swiveled toward the bakery at the back of the store, where Jenna Daniels decorated cakes and pastries behind a glass display case. “I’m sorry if I threw you off schedule.”


When I turned to Amelia again, her lips had thinned with irritation. “I don’t know how you can be so casual about everything. This is not funny.”


“I didn’t mean to be funny.” I sighed and stashed my purse in an under-the-counter niche. “Look, the interview I had this morning was a onetime thing. It was important.”


“Sometimes I think you treat the grocery like some kind of hobby.”


“A hobby?” I dropped my jaw. “I work my tail off at this place, just like the rest of you. So don’t tell me I don’t work hard.”


If Amelia had been a cartoon figure, steam would be blowing out her ears. “Okay, you work,” she said, shrugging. “But working part-time means you breeze in whenever you feel like it and take off whenever the mood strikes you.”


“That’s not fair. I’m not that erratic.”


“But this isn’t the first time you’ve been late. If you’re going to open the store, you have to be here before seven. You have to get everything ready, turn on the lights, set up the coffeepots.


I closed my eyes. “I know what I have to do.”


“I don’t think you do. Because somehow you’ve managed to reach adulthood without learning how to take responsibilities seriously. It’s about time you grew up.”


Anger flared in me. Amelia and I were the same age, but sometimes she acted like a worried old woman and seemed to think I behaved like a child. I wanted to tell her that I could be as responsible as she was, but just then the bells above the double doors jangled and Claude Newton, one of our regular customers, shuffled in wearing his usual costume: a Hawaiian shirt, a denim kilt, and bright pink flip-flops.


I covered my smile while Amelia turned and called out a welcome. “Hola, Claude. ¿Cómo estás?”


“Muy bien.” He moved slowly toward the canned goods. “Looking for goat’s milk.”


“Over there, right under la leche de coco,” Amelia told him. “You can’t miss it.”


My anger evaporated as I watched Claude navigate the aisle. How could I stay mad when our one and only resident nudist had popped in for his daily snack run? Working in a Cuban grocery might not be the most exciting job in Tampa, but it had to be one of the most interesting.


“Look.” I folded my arms and transferred my gaze to Amelia. “I’m sorry I forgot about opening the store. I’ll do better. I promise.”


Amelia drew a breath as if she wanted to continue arguing, then she blew out her cheeks. She never could stay mad at me for long.


“From now on, let me know if you’re going to be late, okay?” she said. “Mama wants to retire, so she needs to know she can depend on us. If you or Gideon needs to call about store business, call me, not Mama.”


“Okay. Got it.”


Her gaze softened. “Well . . . did you get the job?”


“I’m pretty sure I didn’t.” I pulled my apron from beneath the counter and tied it on. “I don’t have a college degree, so I shouldn’t even have bothered applying. I was hoping they’d be desperate enough to overlook my lack of education, but apparently I’m unqualified to oversee a middle school lunch line.” A bitter laugh bubbled to the surface. “I guess my experience here at Mama Yanela’s doesn’t count for much.”


Amelia stepped back to let me move toward the register. “Why did you drop out of college when you were so close to finishing? You invested all that money and time—”


“I didn’t plan on quitting in my junior year. I didn’t plan on falling in love and getting married, and I didn’t plan on getting pregnant—” I stopped when Amelia’s face twisted.


I could have kicked myself. I kept forgetting that after four years of marriage Amelia and Mario had no children. I’m sure they had their reasons for remaining childless, but I didn’t want to pry.


I shifted my gaze to the front window, granting her a measure of privacy.


“I’ll get out of your way now.” Amelia backed out of the narrow space behind the counter, then caught my eye and gestured toward the office at the rear of the store. “I’ll be at the desk. Mama and Uncle Tumelo are coming in later to go over the new order.”


I nodded. “Don’t worry. I’ll handle things up here.”


“If you need a translator, come get me.”


I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. Though I didn’t speak Spanish nearly as well as Gideon or his family, I’d been working at the grocery long enough to get a sense of what people were saying when they talked to me. Or I could at least guess what they wanted.


“Go on.” I waved Amelia away. “I know what I’m doing.”


Now, as I look back, I think that may have been the last day I could say those words and even come close to meaning them.





At two, after making sure Amelia had everything under control at the grocery, I drove to the Takahashi Early Learning Center and sat in the carpool lane. The teachers had already begun to lead their students to the front walk, and as soon as a bell chimed two fifteen they began leaning into cars and buckling in their students for a safe ride home.


I eased off the brake and let my car roll forward. Gideon and I had been fortunate to find this educational program for Marilee. Not everyone understood that we had been blessed with an exceptional four-year-old, but ever since we discovered our daughter’s musical talent, I knew we had to do our absolute best for her.


I smiled as her teacher opened the rear door and reached for the seat belt. “Hey, sweetheart,” I said as Marilee climbed into her booster seat. “Did you have a good day?”


Marilee responded as she always did—with a simple “Uh-huh”—then leaned back and looked out the window as I drove away.


“Did you learn to play any new songs in your piano lesson?”


When Marilee didn’t answer, I glanced in the rearview mirror to see if she was paying attention. Her eyelids were half closed and her head nodded like a puppet on a string. Poor kid. Gideon often wondered if we had involved her in too much too soon, but I thought she’d be fine as long as she remained interested and happy. I wanted her to play and have fun like a normal kid, but we needed to nurture her musical gifts, too. Not everyone was born with perfect pitch and total recall.


Now Gideon worried about what we would do when Marilee entered first grade and her tuition payments gobbled up an even bigger percentage of our income, but I had never been able to see the point in fretting. By then, I told myself, surely I’d have a full-time job, something that would pay far better than a part-time stint at the family grocery.


Yet after today’s disastrous interview, I was beginning to reconsider my opinion. People kept telling me I needed to get a college degree to snag any job paying above minimum wage, but where could I find the money to go back to school? We couldn’t take out a loan when we were already mortgaged to the hilt.


And I certainly couldn’t earn that kind of cash in a Cuban checkout stand.





“Whatcha doing, baby girl?” a man murmured in my ear.


“Gideon!” I turned and playfully swatted his bare arm with the newspaper I’d been reading at the kitchen counter. “You scared me to death.”


He wrapped his arms around me, nuzzled the side of my neck, then planted his cheek next to mine. “Whatcha reading? Looking for yard sales?”


“Not today.” Giving up my search of the classifieds, I dropped the paper and slid from my stool, grateful for my husband’s attention. Gideon wrapped his arms around me, his chiseled muscles flexing and bulging in easy rhythm as he drew me closer. I ran my fingers through his dark hair, long now, and curly, a far cry from the buzz cut he’d worn during his early years in the Army. Men who belonged to the elite unit Gideon led weren’t supposed to look like they were in the military, but I could spot one of his buddies from fifty yards away. Though they rarely wore uniforms, they carried themselves in a certain way—shoulders squared, backs straight, arms hanging loose, and eyes observant. They were supermen who could survive by eating grass and drinking dew, and they were prepared to take action anywhere, at any time.


Gideon looked around. “Where’s our angel?”


“Taking a nap. I put her down when we got home, and she hasn’t moved since.” I peered up into his dark eyes. “Good day?”


He shrugged. “We’re keeping an eye on a developing situation, so we might be heading out soon. But we shouldn’t be gone too long.”


I took a deep breath to calm my leaping pulse and didn’t ask any questions. Gideon led a counterterrorism unit under Special Forces Command, and though I knew he did important work, I didn’t want to know what his job entailed. He had always been intent on his training, but lately he had also been tense and cautious. I never knew when he would be called away—sometimes he left in the middle of the night—and he couldn’t tell me where or why he was going.


All I knew was my husband wasn’t allowed to travel more than an hour away from Tampa’s MacDill Air Force Base, home to USSOCOM, the Special Operations Command headquarters. He and his sixteen-man unit frequently disappeared for days, then returned to family life as if they’d never been away.


Though I found Gideon’s unpredictable departures frustrating—probably because I’d never been good at saying good-bye to people I loved—I was proud of my husband. He and the other secretive special operators were brave, dedicated, and skilled warriors, and I was always grateful when they came home unscathed.


I, on the other hand, was not an ideal military wife. I wasn’t good at saying good-bye, I wasn’t brave, and I didn’t feel an innate need to be all that I could be. Worst of all, I couldn’t sleep when I knew the pillow next to mine would be empty, so Gid had developed the habit of slipping out without telling me he was going. When I woke without him, if his duffel bag lay on the floor of the closet, I knew he had only gone out to the base or to run an errand. But if the duffel bag had disappeared, so had Gideon.


He tightened his arms around me, then nodded at the newspaper on the counter. “Why were you reading the want ads?”


I sighed and stepped out of his arms. “You know I adore your family, but I need a bigger paycheck. I could have had that middle school lunchroom job if I had a college degree. I could do a lot of things if only I had a degree, so I need to go back to school. I was looking through the classifieds and hoping to find some way to pay for it.”


Gideon’s brow furrowed. “I could talk to Dad about giving you a raise.”


I shook my head. “I already make more than the hourly employees. If Tumelo gave me a raise I’d be making as much per hour as Amelia. Considering that I’m only a cashier and she practically runs the place, that wouldn’t be fair.”


“I could see about earning some money on the side—”


I brushed my fingers across my husband’s lips. “You can’t do that. I’m sure there’s a regulation against it, and even if there isn’t, I don’t want you worrying about things at home. This will be my way of contributing to the house fund.”


“You already do plenty.” His arms slipped around me again. “You’re a great mom and a good wife.”


“Only good?”


His eyes twinkled. “Okay, you’re a fantastic wife. And we’ll get our own house, I promise. We just have to be patient.”


“But being patient is hard.”


“My team has a saying: The path of least resistance is the path of the loser. Good things usually hurt.”


I smiled, only slightly amused at his he-man humor. “Have you always dreamed of being Captain America?”


He tipped his head back and laughed, the warm sound filling our small kitchen. “Maybe I have. America is a great country, you know? My grandparents may talk about Cuba all the time, but they wouldn’t want to leave Tampa. Neither would my parents.”


“Neither would I.” I settled my head against my husband’s chest, reassured by the strong and steady sound of his heart. “But I’d follow you anywhere.”







Chapter Three





¿Cómo está, Claude?” I smiled at our quirkiest and best-tanned customer. “Did you find everything you need?”


The old man dropped a bag of beans on the counter, then scratched at his grizzled white beard. “You don’t carry suntan lotion. You should order some.”


“Mama Yanela’s is a Cuban grocery. We don’t carry everything.”


“But this is the only place I like to shop. So be a dear, will you, and ask your boss to stock some suntan lotion? I like Hawaiian Gold.”


“But this is Florida, not Hawaii.”


I waited, expecting him to chuckle at my little joke, but he only crinkled his brow. “Hawaiian Gold, okay? When you tan all over”—he winked, reminding me that he lived in the local nudist colony—“you need the best.”


“I’ll ask about it,” I promised, dropping his beans into a bag. “And, um, then you can tell everyone at the colony that we have the good stuff. Suntan lotion, I mean.”


He grabbed his bag and turned for the door, twiddling his fingers in a backhanded wave as his pink flip-flops slapped the floor.


From the canned goods aisle, Amelia snickered.


“Hola, Mandy.” I looked up as Mario, Amelia’s husband, entered the store wearing his butcher’s apron. “¿Está bien?”


“Bien,” I called as he hurried past. “Hope you’re good, too.”


Gideon’s family spoke Spanish almost exclusively at home, making an exception only when they had to stop and translate something for me. Even Gideon’s mother, Elaine Lisandra, had learned to speak Spanish fluently, though she was as much a gringa as I was. I tried to learn Spanish, honestly I did, but I couldn’t see much point in learning when they all spoke English as well. And they lived in America—shouldn’t they adapt to us instead of the other way around?


But some of our older Cuban grocery customers apparently believed in the adage about old dogs not learning new tricks. So I tried to maintain a working vocabulary in Spanish, practicing how to meet and greet and count back change, along with reciting the names of fruits, meats, and delicacies such as octopus salad (ensalada de pulpo), our special of the week.


I had just scribbled a note to ask Mama Isa about suntan lotion when a hugely pregnant woman came toward the register, one arm holding her shopping basket, the other supporting her back. The woman looked slightly familiar, but I couldn’t place her face.


When she lifted her basket onto the counter, I tilted my head. “You look familiar. Do you attend Calvary Chapel? Or maybe you just shop here a lot.”


The woman smiled. “I’ve seen you in the car pool line at the Takahashi school. My little boy goes there.”


I nodded. “Okay, now it makes sense. This is my daughter’s first year at the school.”


“I’ve noticed her—she’s cute. Does she like the school?”


“Marilee loves it. And she’s learned so much! I keep telling my husband we may have a budding Mozart on our hands, but he just laughs and tells me to rein in my imagination.” I shot a pointed glance at her protruding belly. “I see you’re expecting another child. Your second?”


“This?” Her free hand fell protectively on the mound beneath her breasts. “This baby is responsible for my being here—I’ve a desperate craving for flan. Though I don’t know why I’m eating anything. I feel like I’m about to pop.”


I studied her belly again. “When’s your baby due?”


“Any day—and it’s not my baby.”


I had been about to lift a can of evaporated milk from her basket, but my hand froze in midair. “Did you say—Wait. What did you say?”


The woman pressed her hand to her back again and grimaced. “This kid belongs to a couple in D.C. As soon as I feel the first honest-to-goodness contraction, I’m calling them so they can fly down. And I don’t mind telling you, I’m more than ready to see my feet again.”


I lifted a brow, then rang up the leche evaporada and a package of flan mix. “So the other couple is adopting your baby?”


She gave me a weary look, wordlessly letting me know she’d been asked the question before. “It’s their baby—they defrosted a frozen embryo and I’m carrying it for them. A friend of mine convinced me this would be a good gig for a military wife.” The woman reached for a bag of merengue puffs and tossed it onto the counter. “Those look good, too.”


“They are good.” I ran the puffs under my scanner and stuffed them into a grocery bag, glad to hear the woman and I had something else in common. “Your husband’s stationed at MacDill?”


“He’s in Afghanistan. By the time he gets leave, I should have my figure back.”


“So . . . you’re a surrogate?”


The woman shifted her weight and leaned forward, bracing her arms on the checkout counter. “That term’s gone out of fashion because it usually means the birth mom is supplying the egg. No couple wants Mary Beth Whitehead drama, so most intended parents either supply the egg or buy it from an egg farm.”


I shrugged to hide my confusion. “Wow. I had no idea that kind of thing went on around here.”


“It goes on everywhere, I guess. Most people just don’t talk about it.”


“But you do?”


The woman tossed the Cuban version of a Twinkie into her basket. “Lots of women on the base do. Surrogacy agencies love military wives because they know we tend to be independent, we have access to great health care, and our husbands are underpaid. Plus, they’re always saying we have an unusual willingness to serve others. While I don’t know about that, all the other stuff adds up to a lot of willing women.”


The word underpaid vibrated in my head. “You do this for money,” I whispered, thinking aloud.


“Not only for money.” A suggestion of annoyance flashed in her eyes. “I’m doing it to help a couple who couldn’t have kids otherwise.”


“Oh, I’m not blaming you,” I added quickly, “because I know how it feels to stretch a dollar until it rips. I don’t fault you at all, in fact, I think what you’re doing is great. You’re doing it to help your family, right?”


“Why else would I go through this kind of agony?” The woman stepped back, looked pointedly at her bulging belly, and gave me a lopsided smile. “Trust me—at first it’s all about helping a childless couple, but as the months go by that good feeling fades and you keep reminding yourself that you’re doing something good for your kids. By the time I hand over this baby, I’ll have earned as much in nine months as my husband does in a year. Helping other people is great, but helping your family is better.”


I snapped my fingers as a realization took shape. “The base—you must shop at the PX.”


“When I’m not shopping at Walmart, yeah.”


“Maybe I’ll see you again. Marilee and I shop there every couple of weeks.”


“Well, I hope I’m skinny the next time you see me. I can’t wait to pop this baby out.”


My mind bulged with noisy thoughts as I finished ringing up the woman’s order and ran her credit card through the machine. “Good luck with your delivery,” I said, handing over her grocery bag. “I hope things go smoothly for you.”


“They had better.” Her mouth lifted in a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “I’m giving these people nine months of my life. That’s enough.”


I crossed my arms as the woman slowly waddled out of the store. Amelia stepped out from behind a display and followed my gaze as I watched our heavily pregnant customer get into her car.


“Who was that?” Amelia’s brow wrinkled. “And isn’t she about to drop that kid?”


“Her husband’s in Afghanistan, and her son goes to Marilee’s school.” I turned to face my cousin. “We were just talking about her pregnancy.”


“I was wondering if we should call an ambulance. She looks like she’s at least a week overdue.”


I didn’t answer, but stared at my cousin as a series of thoughts toppled like dominoes in my brain. Gideon and I needed money, we were a military family, and I had time and a strong constitution. We wanted other children, but not right away, so I could carry a baby for someone else. I’d have to do some research and convince the family, though, and Amelia knew la familia better than I did. I could talk Gideon into almost anything, but the other members of his clan weren’t as susceptible to my powers of persuasion. . . .


“What?” Amelia’s expression shifted to alarm. “Something wrong with my face?”


“I need a coffee break.” I uncrossed my arms. “Want to come with me?”


The question hung in the air between us, shimmering with significance, and Amelia seemed to understand that I didn’t really want coffee at all. “Jenna!” she finally called. “Can you watch the register a few minutes?”


“I’m busy.”


“Mario?”


“Claro. Un momento.”


We waited until Mario stepped out from behind the meat counter, then I led Amelia toward the back of the store.





Amelia and I stepped out into a blindingly bright Florida morning. November had brought cooler temperatures, and with it the promise of something resembling winter, but not even the appearance of decorator pumpkins, dried cornstalks, and harvest scarecrows could convince our tropical sun that autumn had arrived.


Amelia sank into one of the cheap plastic chairs by the back door, Mama Isa’s idea of furnishing an employee break room. “So what’s on your mind?” Amelia said. “Mama said you might be needing a raise.”


“I don’t want a raise.” I pulled the other chair into the thin strip of shade cast by the overhanging roof. “But Gid and I do need extra money. Marilee’s tuition will go up every year, and her teacher has already mentioned that we need to think about buying her a piano. I wouldn’t worry about finances if I had the sort of job I thought I’d get after college, but I can’t get anything close to that until I finish and get my degree. Going back to school will cost money we don’t have.”


Amelia propped her sneakered feet on an overturned plastic bucket. “Things are tough all over. Mario and I are trying to tighten our belts, too. Someday this store will be ours, so if we invest in it—”


“Gideon and I can’t wait to invest, we need more income now.”


Amelia hauled her gaze from the shrubs behind the store and squinted at me. “What’s your hurry?”


I shook my head. “We’ve been married five years and we’ve never had a home to call our own. I’m sick of renting. And there’s Marilee’s school; the tuition goes up every year. Finally, we want to have more kids someday, in a house with a real backyard and room for a dog.”


Amelia nodded. “Have you thought about a loan?”


“We applied for a loan a few months ago; the bank turned us down.”


“You could talk to Mama or Elaine or Abuela Yanela—”


“Gideon doesn’t want to borrow money from the family. He says his parents and grandparents worked hard to get what they have, so he’s not about to take it from them, not even as a loan.”


Amelia pressed her lips together, then shrugged. “If you’re planning to ask me and Mario, I hate to disappoint you, but—”


“I didn’t bring you out here to ask for money. I came because I wanted to ask your advice about something.”


Her mouth twitched with amusement. “I would advise you not to clean out the cash register.”


“Don’t be silly. I was thinking about that pregnant woman.”


“Whatever for?”


“Because she’s not pregnant with her own child—she’s having a baby for some people in D.C. It’s their kid. She’s only carrying it.”


Amelia gaped at me like a woman facing an IRS audit. “Don’t tell me you think that’s a good idea.”


I blinked, momentarily intimidated by the intensity of her reaction. “I don’t know what I think. First, I don’t know if I could do it. When you’re pregnant, you’re so aware of everything the baby is doing—you can feel it moving, kicking, and turning around. I’m not sure, but I think I could even tell when Marilee burped. I sang to her, I stroked her through my skin, I was so completely in love with her. . . .”


A warning cloud settled on Amelia’s features. “Would you have been in love with her if she belonged to someone else?”


She asked the question I’d been avoiding. “I don’t know. I don’t know how I’d feel. The idea never crossed my mind until today.”


We sat in silence for a long while, then Amelia leaned forward and looked me in the eye. “You’re seriously thinking about this?”


“I think maybe I am. The money’s good.”


She snorted. “It’s crazy. Who does that? Ordinary people do not rent out their uteruses. Or uteri. Whatever the word is.”


“But apparently it happens a lot these days. Maybe more often than we realize, and right under our noses. It’s just not talked about.”


“You don’t think people would notice if someone showed up with a baby when they were stick thin the week before?”


“Maybe they’d assume her kid had been adopted.”


“What about a woman who walked around with a big belly and then—poof—she was thin and childless? And flashing a wad of cash?”


“Maybe her belly and her finances are nobody’s business. All I know is the money is really, really good. It’s enough to solve our problems, at least for a while. And I think it’s enough for a down payment on a house.”


Amelia leaned back and closed her eyes. “I didn’t know you and Gideon wanted more kids.”


“Sure we do, but we have to be able to afford them. Right now we can’t even afford to eat out more than once a month, so how could we pay for another baby?”


“You have good insurance.”


“It’s not the hospital expense that kills us, it’s the living expense. It’s schools and college funds and clothing and all the gadgets kids want these days—it adds up. Once I have my degree and a good job we could get pregnant again. Then we might have a couple more kids.”


Amelia sighed and appeared to study her hands. “I don’t know, prima. A baby is a gift from God, so maybe that privilege shouldn’t be for sale.”


“Couldn’t God work through a surrogate? He works through doctors to help people overcome infertility. Why couldn’t he work through a surrogate to help a couple have a baby?”


“Okay, but it’s so expensive! It hardly seems fair that some people can buy a biological baby when other people try so hard to have one—”


“Those would be the people I want to help.” I leaned toward her, eager to make her see my point of view. “Infertility is on the rise, haven’t you heard? And this is a way to do something for those people. Just think—I could help create a family for a couple who can’t have their own babies.”


“You want to have a baby for a poor woman? There’s no money in that, Cousin.”


I stared into space, lost in my thoughts, and then realized that Amelia had risen and was opening the back door.


“I think the idea is loco,” she said, her voice drained and distant. “And I think Gideon would hate the thought of his wife being pregnant with some other guy’s child. You forget you married a Latin man, chica.”


“That’s a stereotype.”


“Stereotypes exist because they are usually true.” Amelia stepped into the doorway, then hesitated. “Better get back to the register. Mario has meat to cut, and he won’t be happy if you make him stay too long at the checkout.”


“I’m coming.” I sighed and stood to follow her, but my thoughts remained miles away.





Somehow I made it through the rest of the morning without spilling my thoughts to everyone who crossed my path. I left the grocery at two, picked up Marilee from preschool, then went home and put her down for a nap. When she had dozed off, I went to the laptop in the kitchen and clicked on the Google icon. I typed “surrogate mother” in the search box, then sat back and watched the screen fill up with links.


I never dreamed I’d find so much information—links to websites about surrogate motherhood, finding a surrogate mother, surrogate agencies, being a surrogate mother, ethical problems with surrogacy, surrogate mothers for hire, cost of surrogate mothers, surrogate parenting, surrogate mothers wanted, affordable surrogacy, gestational surrogacy, surrogate mother compensation . . .


The woman in the grocery was right—surrogacy was more common than I’d realized, and apparently it was happening right under my nose. One website featured state-by-state listings of agencies that arranged surrogate pregnancies, and I was surprised to see the names of several agencies in Florida, including one near me.


Maybe surrogacy wasn’t such a big deal after all. Maybe I’d been so wrapped up in my little life that I’d missed the big picture. Even though the listing about ethical problems with surrogacy had raised a warning flag in my brain, surely people had figured out how to make the arrangement work.


Still . . . what would people think if they knew I was carrying a child for someone else? What would they think if I told them the baby in my belly wasn’t Gideon’s?


I picked up the phone and called my mom.


Ordinarily, my mom wasn’t the first person I’d use as a sounding board. Usually I would toss my wild ideas at Gideon, but he was out on a training exercise and I didn’t want to interrupt him while he jumped out of a plane or shot at cardboard terrorists. Sometimes I would talk to Amelia or Mama Isa—thoroughly grounded, they usually gave good, godly counsel when I needed it. Sometimes I listened to Oprah, though my life wasn’t nearly as dramatic as the issues she usually discussed on her program.


Being a surrogate mother, though, seemed like a fairly dramatic situation.


Fortunately, Mom happened to have her cell phone with her. My mom, who had turned into a social butterfly shortly after I left home, lived ninety-three miles away in The Villages, a golf cart retirement community in north-central Florida. With dozens of ongoing activities for the thirteen thousand mostly retired residents, I rarely managed to reach my mom on the first attempt.


But today, wonder of wonders, Mom answered her phone. Knowing that she probably had a bridge club meeting or some other event to get to, I explained my idea as quickly as possible, then bit my thumbnail and braced for the backlash.


“So,” I said after a long moment of total silence, “what do you think?”


“I think you’ve lost your mind.” Mom’s voice, calm and cool, rolled over the airwaves. “Honey, have you been working too hard?”


She wasn’t taking me seriously. “I’m not working too hard, that’s the point. We’ll never manage to—”


“You know Gideon would never go for such a thing. He’s such a man’s man—I can’t see him understanding why his wife would want to have another man’s baby.”


“But I don’t want to have another man’s baby. I want to carry another couple’s baby and then give it to them. All I’d be doing is renting out my uterus. Gideon wouldn’t see this baby as a threat.”


“What about Marilee? How would you explain that situation to my granddaughter?”


I bit my lip, surprised by a question I hadn’t fully considered. “She’s only four years old. She may not even notice—”


“Good grief, Mandy, you were plenty observant when you were her age. Of course she’ll notice, and what are you going to say? How do you explain that you’re planning to have a baby and then hand it off to someone else? What’s to stop her from thinking that you might give her away, too?”


I flexed my fingers in exasperation. Mom would argue with me if I said the sky was blue, but today she was probably more worried about explaining my condition to her friends than to Marilee. But why should my pregnancy bother her? I wasn’t planning to visit The Villages any time soon, so she shouldn’t have to explain anything to anyone.


I gulped a breath. “If I do this, I will simply tell Marilee the truth—that I’m having a baby for a couple who can’t have a baby of their own. I’m sure she’d understand. Kids are more sophisticated than they used to be, and Marilee’s exceptionally bright. She’ll understand when I explain that the baby isn’t related to us.”


“You don’t have to be related to get your emotions all in a tangle. Love is a lot more binding than blood, let me tell you.”


“Thanks, Mom.” I couldn’t keep a shade of cynicism from my voice. “I really appreciate your support.”


“You asked what I thought, and I’m telling you: I think you’d be borrowing trouble if you went through with this crazy notion.”


“Okay, then.” I slid from the barstool. “Thanks for offering your opinion.”


“You’re not going to listen to me, are you? I know you, Amanda, and when you get your mind wrapped around a thing, there’s no prying you away from it.”


“If I’m stubborn, I must have picked it up from you.”


Mom exhaled a heavy sigh. “You must not remember your father at all.”


“I remember enough.”


“Then you have to remember that he was as contrary as a mule. I could never get him to—”


“I’ve gotta go, Mom.” I turned, ready to be done with the conversation. “Marilee will be waking up soon.”


“All right. Just promise me you’ll think about this before you go ahead and do something rash. And one more thing—if you convince Gideon to go along with this, you have that man entirely too wrapped around your finger. Men should be more independent.”


I lifted my gaze to the ceiling, certain that my wonderful father was watching and laughing at us from heaven. “Okay, I’ll think about it. And I’ll meet you at the river.”


“Yeah, I’ll be waiting under the tree.”


I disconnected the call and sighed, imagining Mom’s reaction if I’d had to leave a message on her voice mail—she would have dialed my number before the recording even finished playing. My mom could be a wonderful advocate when she agreed with a course of action, but when she disagreed, she could be as inflexible as an oak.


Her inflexibility usually drove me to lower my head, dig in my heels, and become even more determined to do whatever she didn’t want me to do. Yet when it came down to it, I didn’t need her approval to pursue my plans because only one person really mattered. The only person whose opinion could stop me was Gideon.





Mom probably thought I would spring the idea on Gideon as soon as he came through the door, but I decided to keep my thoughts under wraps for a while. I wanted to sleep on the idea, I wanted to do some more research, and I wanted to see how I felt about surrogacy when I woke up to a fresh new day. Why start an argument with my husband if after some reflection I decided that having someone else’s baby was a stupid thing to do? So I simply made dinner for my family, Gideon and I watched TV together, and then we went to bed, same as always.


But before we fell asleep, I rolled over and stroked Gid’s strong jaw. “Baby?”


“Hmm?”


“I’ve been thinking about something.”


He rolled to face me and caught my hand. “Well, if you’re not too tired—”


“Not that. I was thinking about the house we’re going to have someday. I think we should look for something with at least three or four bedrooms.”


He chuckled. “How many kids you planning on having?”


“I don’t know. But you need a place for your exercise equipment, and I might want a sewing room or a study. And it’s always nice to have a guest room for when Mom visits. She tries not to grumble about it, but I know she hates sleeping on the sofa bed.”


“I’ve never heard her complain.”


“Then consider this—if she were sleeping in a guest room, you and I wouldn’t have to clear out of the living room at nine o’clock. And you wouldn’t have to tiptoe around when you’re making coffee in the morning.”


His fingers threaded through mine. “Why are you talking about houses? You know we haven’t saved near enough for a down payment—”


“And we never will. Not with all our expenses.”


The darkness filled with the sound of his exasperated sigh. “Then we’ll just have to rent until I get the store going. If I ask my father to be a silent partner—”


“I love your dad, Gid, but I don’t think he ought to invest in a music store. He’ll want to help us out, but he’s nearing retirement age, so he needs to save his money.” I squeezed Gideon’s hand before he could sigh again. “But I learned about a potential job today—something I can do without a college degree. Something that might help us get a house sooner than we expected.”


He lifted his head to peer at me through the gloom. “It’s not some government program, is it? You know how my family feels about government programs.”


“It’s not any kind of handout. I’ll be working for the money, but it’s the kind of work I love.”


“Are you going to tell me what it is?”


“Maybe tomorrow. I want to sleep on it first.” I pulled my hand free of his, then rolled onto my back and tucked the comforter under my chin. “Good night.”


“That’s not fair, baby girl. You can’t leave me hanging like that.”


“Don’t worry, just go to sleep. If the idea’s any good, I’ll tell you about it tomorrow.”


Obviously too tired to argue with me, Gideon grunted in resignation, then turned over and went to sleep.





The next morning I woke with the idea of surrogacy heavy on my mind. But instead of tarnishing in the stark light of a new day, the notion had taken on a golden glow, an aura of altruism. By having someone else’s baby, I would not only be helping my family and another couple, I would be doing something positive in a world that had seen far too much darkness and despair. I would be striking a blow for freedom. I would be taking a stand for a woman’s right to control her own body in a way that celebrated motherhood and unborn life.


“Now,” Gideon said, coming out of the bathroom with a loaded toothbrush in his hand, “I want to hear about your great moneymaking idea.”


I lifted my chin and let him have the no-frills version. “I could earn a lot of money by having another couple’s baby as a surrogate. I love being pregnant, so why couldn’t I be pregnant for someone else?”


“No way.” Gideon thrust his toothbrush in his mouth and stepped back into the bathroom, brushing like a maniac while voicing his opinion through a mouthful of suds: “No way are you having some other man’s kid.”


“But it happens all the time. A lot more than we realize.” I slipped off the bed and stood in the bathroom doorway, watching my husband’s face in the mirror. “The baby won’t mean anything to us—it will be someone else’s kid. But I could earn a lot of money by helping them out.”


“Uh-uh.” Gideon shook his head, then leaned over and spat into the sink—and on my idea, or so it seemed. I waited until he had rinsed and wiped his mouth, then I walked toward him and wound my arms around his neck. “You do so much for us, babe,” I whispered, looking up into his dark eyes. “Why don’t you let me do something important for our family?”


He caught my arms in his firm grip and removed them from his neck. “You do plenty,” he said, smiling as he released me. “And I love having you all to myself. Maybe I don’t want to share you with some other man.”


What do you know—Mom was right. My Latin male was behaving exactly like the stereotypical Latin male.


“Don’t say that,” I answered, my voice sharper than I intended. “This is the twenty-first century. You wouldn’t be sharing me with anyone; I’d be giving some couple the child they can’t conceive any other way.”


“No.” Gideon flashed a quick smile and planted a kiss on my forehead. “Not interested.”


My heart dropped, but I wasn’t willing to give up. I knew Gideon had a tendency to react quickly and instinctively. While that tendency undoubtedly worked in his favor on the battlefield, it didn’t work so well in our marriage.





That afternoon I set Marilee on a barstool and let her stir a bowl of brownie mix while I pulled a chicken out of the freezer. I wanted to make Gideon’s favorite dinner, but the phone rang before I could defrost the bird in the microwave. Gid was on the line, and he only had a minute before he had to catch a chopper.


“Sorry, baby girl,” he said, his tone warm and reassuring. “We have to go. I love you.”


I caught my breath, silencing the questions any other wife would have asked: where were they going, would the mission be dangerous, and how long would they be gone? But I couldn’t ask those questions because not even wives were allowed to peek beneath the veil of secrecy.


So I whispered, “Oh,” and tried to swallow the fear and disappointment rising in my chest. Then I said something even more stupid: “I’m making barbecue chicken and Marilee is making brownies.”


Since I wasn’t supposed to voice the crucial questions in my head, what else could I say?


“Save me some of everything,” Gideon said, a smile in his voice.


“I wish you didn’t have to go.”


“You know the old military saying: You don’t have to like it, you just have to do it.”


I slumped against the counter. “Spoken like a true GI Joe.”


“Hug Marilee for me. And I’ll meet you at the river.”


Somehow I managed to whisper my reply: “I’ll be waiting under the tree.”


The phone clicked and he was gone, leaving me with nothing but a scrap of news and a boatload of worries.


As Marilee hummed and stirred the brownie mix, I stuffed the chicken back in the freezer, then picked up the newspaper and scanned the headlines. I searched for signs of trouble around the world, though in my gut I suspected Gideon and his team were headed to Afghanistan or Iraq, maybe even Pakistan. Or anywhere in the troubled Middle East . . .


A chill shivered the pit of my stomach, as if I had just swallowed a huge chunk of ice.


Closing the paper, I stood at the kitchen counter and whispered a prayer for my husband’s safety, then followed with the completely selfish request that he and his team remain stateside for as long as possible. When I finished, I glanced over to see Marilee watching me, her eyes bright with speculation under their long silken fringes. She had stopped stirring.


“Mama”—she tilted her head—“why do you always talk about the tree?”


“Because”—I smiled and kept my voice light—“I don’t like saying good-bye.”


My daughter pressed her lips together as thought worked in her eyes. “But what are we gonna do under the tree?”


I drew a deep breath and sat on the stool next to her. “When I was a little girl about your age, my daddy told me about heaven. He said it was a huge place with a dozen gates in four big walls and millions of people. The holy city has golden streets and a river flowing straight out from the throne of God. Beside the river, all around it, grows the tree of life.”


“Can you fish in the river?”


I laughed. “I don’t know. But when I was little I worried about not being able to find my mom and dad in heaven because of all those people. So Daddy told me he’d meet me by the river, under the tree of life. So every time we could have said good-bye, instead he’d say, ‘I’ll meet you by the river,’ and I’d answer, ‘Right under the tree.’ He always knew what I meant.”


Marilee’s brow wrinkled, then she smiled. “So I say, ‘I’ll meet you by the river—’ ”


“And I say, ‘I’ll be waiting under the tree.’ Or something like that.” I kissed her forehead, then ran my finger along the rim of her bowl. “Yummy. Do you want to bake these brownies for supper?”


“Is that all we’re having?”


“Well, we ought to have some vegetables and meat, too. Or mac and cheese. Or”—I gave her a conspiratorial grin—“we could go see what Mama Isa’s cooking.”


As Marilee squealed and clapped, I slid from my stool and put ClingWrap on the brownie batter. We’d take it with us and bake brownies in Mama Isa’s oven.


Years before, I’d established the habit of heading to Mama Isa’s whenever Gideon went out on a mission. Being with family, especially a noisy, happy clan like the Lisandras, took my mind off my fears and helped me feel less alone. The way I figured it, la familia was cheaper and more effective than Prozac.


So I put Marilee in the car and we drove to Mama Isa’s house. I knew that once we arrived, Isa and Jorge would call Yanela and Gordon, Tumelo and Elaine, Amelia and Mario. Someone would be dispatched to pick up Carlos and Yaritza, who no longer drove. Within an hour or so, the house would brim with la familia, food, conversation, and the comforting confusion that didn’t allow me time for worry.


And while we cooked and ate and talked and laughed, Gideon would creep through whatever dangers faced him and know his family had united, we were praying for him, and a place had been reserved for him at the table.





Over a generous bowl of arroz con pollo, I smiled at my in-laws and tried to maintain a stiff upper lip. The Lisandra family knew plenty about risk, struggle, and patriotism. In 1960 Gordon and Yanela had fled Cuba with nothing but their dreams and the clothes they wore. After a fitful start in Miami they migrated to Tampa, where they met Carlos and Yaritza Fernandez, a childless older couple who welcomed the newlyweds and helped them make a new start. With the support of Carlos, Yaritza, and the Cuban community, Gordon and Yanela established Mama Yanela’s grocery in Ybor City.


At sixty-three, Gordon Lisandra still cut a formidable figure. After finishing his dinner, he pushed back from the head of the table and drew Marilee onto his lap. While my daughter giggled, he bounced her on his knee and sang a Cuban song I couldn’t understand. Yanela sat by his side, trying to follow various after-dinner conversations and occasionally asking Mama Isa, “¿Qué dice ella?”


Mama Isa, who spoke English far better than her parents, watched Marilee and me with compassion in her eyes. Tumelo and Elaine, my reserved in-laws, ignored these pity-filled glances, but I welcomed them, desperate for someone to understand the terror that overflowed my heart every time Gideon boarded a helicopter. I wanted to be brave; I wanted to be as independent as the military wives I met at family support meetings, but my spine lacked the iron others had developed.
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