








EVERYONE LOVES THE LADIES OF COVINGTON!


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


—Bookpage


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


—Booklist


“A must-read for women of all ages.”


—The Tampa Tribune


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


—Library Journal


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


—The Dallas Morning News


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


—Publishers Weekly


“A heartwarming adventure.”


—San Jose Mercury News




“There’s never a dull moment.”


—Atlanta Journal-Constitution


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


—Chatanooga Times/Free Press


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


—Booklist


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


—Jude Deveraux


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


—New York Times bestselling author Debbie Macomber


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


—Lynne Hinton, author of Friendship Cake


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


—Robert Morgan, author of Gap Creek




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


—Sandra Dallas, author of Alice’s Tulips


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


—Silas House, author of Clay’s Quilt


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


—Nancy Thayer, author of The Hot Flash Club


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


—Rosemary Rogers, author of A Reckless Encounter
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One


UNWELCOME VISITORS






It began as a light snowfall, barely covering the black macadam of Cove Road in Covington. By four o’clock, visibility from the farmhouse windows was restricted to the front bumper of Amelia Declose’s car in the driveway. As the world beyond the house darkened, so did the interior of the house.


Amelia switched on the lights and glanced at the kitchen clock: five past four, ten past four, fifteen past four. What if her housemates, Grace Singleton and Hannah Parrish-Maxwell, could not get home? What if the weather closed the roads or they had been in a serious traffic accident? Next door, the fast-falling snow obscured the cottage of Bob Richardson, Grace’s significant other, while across the road, George Maxwell’s farmhouse was blurred behind a screen of white.


Just glancing outside chilled her, and Amelia jerked the curtains across the kitchen window. Moving through the downstairs rooms, she lowered all the blinds and set the thermostat higher. Then she turned on the light in the living room and flipped the switch in the gas fireplace. Flames sprang to life behind the artificial logs, creating a sense of warmth and welcome.


The ringing of the doorbell, followed by someone knocking at the front door, startled her. Hannah? Grace? No, they wouldn’t ring or knock nor would Max or Bob. They all have keys.


Amelia peered through the peephole. Standing beside the door, rubbing her bare hands together and blowing into them, stood a young woman with light brown hair. Pressing close and tugging the woman’s jacket, a pretty, blond-haired little girl appeared close to tears. The child wore neither hat nor gloves.


The doorbell rang again, shattering the silence in the house.


“Who is it?” Amelia called.


“My name is Miriam Declose-Smith and this is my daughter, Sadie. Is this the home of Amelia Declose?”


With the storm raging outside, Amelia was uncertain that she had heard correctly. “Who did you say you were?” Amelia pressed her ear to the doorjamb. “What did you say? Who did you say you were?”


“My name is Miriam, and I’m Thomas Declose’s daughter.”


Amelia gasped and lurched back. Thomas’s daughter? Impossible. Our daughter died when she was nine years old.


The woman’s voice was louder now and pleading. “Please, won’t you let us in? It’s terribly cold out here. I can explain everything.”


Surely I heard her wrong. She must be Thomas’s cousin, someone he rarely saw, forgot to mention? Should I let them come inside? This could be a scam of some kind, and she could be using the child to gain my sympathy.


Amelia squinted through the peephole again. Through the blur of snowflakes, she saw Hannah’s husband, Max, stomp up the steps and stand beside the woman. She turned toward him, and they talked for a moment. Then he stamped snow from his boots and brushed the snow from his jacket and red scarf. The flaps of his red cap covered his ears almost to his chin. Max pulled off a leather glove, inserted his key in the lock, and entered the house, shepherding the woman and child before him.


Amelia retreated as if before an invading army. How dare Max escort this lying stranger into her house?


The little girl, no more than seven, walked unselfconsciously toward Amelia. Wide-eyed, she looked up at her. “You’re a very pretty lady,” she said softly. “Just like in my mama’s picture.” Her eyes were blue, the same blue as Thomas’s and Caroline’s. The child extended a small hand, red and chapped from the cold, and smiled. “I’m Sadie Declose-Smith.”


Unwittingly, Amelia kneeled beside her, took her hands, and rubbed them gently between her own warm hands. “There, Sadie. That’s better, isn’t it?”


Sadie smiled. “Yes, thank you. Being in here is much, much warmer. It was so cold outside.”


Amelia rose to her feet, her gaze traveling first to the woman’s face and then to Max’s. What kind of mother takes a child out in weather like this without a hat and gloves?




“This young lady claims to be a relative of your husband, Thomas.” Max nodded toward Miriam.


“I am his daughter.”


Amelia noticed that Miriam’s chin quivered. “That’s a barefaced lie, if I ever heard one. Who are you? Why did you come here? What do you want?”


Sadie backed away from Amelia, looking frightened. She grasped her mother’s hand and snuggled against her, and Amelia regretted having spoken so harshly.


Max turned to Amelia, then glanced at Sadie—implying “watch your language, your tone of voice.” “Could we settle this over a cup of tea or coffee? I’m chilled to the bone, and I’m sure these folks are too. Hannah and Grace are stuck over in Weaverville, so they’re going to check in at a bed-and-breakfast tonight. A couple of the roads out this way are impassable with high snowdrifts. Bob’s staying overnight at Martin’s condo. Your phone’s out. I know you hate being alone, especially in weather like this, and I thought you might want to stay at my place.”


“They should have stayed home! They knew we were expecting bad weather.” Amelia turned to face the woman. “How did you get here, if the roads are so bad?”


“It wasn’t snowing heavily when I arrived. I’ve been parked down the road for a long while, working up the courage to approach your house.”


Max took Amelia’s arm and gently urged her toward the kitchen. “I need coffee,” he said, and helped himself from the freshly brewed pot on the stove. He poured a cup for the woman, who accepted it and thanked him. Rankled by the way he had come in and taken over, Amelia declined the coffee. This was her home, not Max’s.


He said, “I didn’t believe them when they predicted light snow. This is the kind of storm we expect in March. You can barely see your hand in front of your face out there.” Max looked down at Sadie. “Want some milk and cookies, honey?” He lifted Grace’s cookie jar from atop the refrigerator and placed it on the kitchen table. “These are some really good homemade cookies.”


The little girl looked at her mother.


“You may have a cookie, Sadie,” Miriam said.


Sadie reached into the jar and removed one sugar cookie. Her politeness impressed Amelia, who was used to Melissa, Bob’s five-year-old granddaughter. She would grab a handful and scamper about the house, dropping crumbs and making a mess that someone else—usually Grace, or the child’s father, Russell, if he were here—had to clean up. It was easier than trying to force Melissa to pick up her mess. The child was particularly adept at having temper tantrums.


Max motioned to the woman and child. “Please have a seat. Now, tell us who you are and why you’re in Covington.” He rounded the kitchen table to where Amelia stood, pulled out a chair and motioned her to sit, which she reluctantly did. “What’s this all about?”


The woman addressed Amelia. “I am truly sorry to come here like this. I know this is very difficult to hear and must seem impossible, but my name really is Miriam Declose-Smith. My mother changed her name to Stella Harding-Declose, and my father was Thomas Declose.”




Amelia’s mouth fell open. She was certain that for a moment her heart stopped.


“Forgive me for intruding on you, for coming here, but I’m desperately in need of your help.” Tears filled Miriam’s eyes as they traveled from Max to Amelia, then back to Max. “Please, is there somewhere that Sadie can lie down while we talk? I have a storybook in my bag. She could look at the pictures.”


Max took the book from Miriam, pulled out the little girl’s chair, and reached for her hand. “Come with me, Sadie. We’ll go sit on the couch in the living room and I’ll read you a story.”


Her mother nodded. Sadie hesitated a moment. She looked up at Max, who smiled down at her. Then she took his hand, and they left the room.


The woman’s a barefaced liar. I’ll confront her, refute her claim, and order her from my home, Amelia thought.


But before she could speak, Miriam said, “It’s rather a long story. I’ll get to it straightaway.”


For the first time, Amelia noted her British accent.


Miriam rummaged in her purse, and extracted a plastic case, which she handed to Amelia.


Amelia stared down at a photo of Thomas, his arm about the shoulders of a pretty young woman with curly brown hair, a woman whom Miriam resembled. The woman’s head, tilted to one side, rested on Thomas’s shoulder. Trusting eyes looked up at him, and her smile was sweet.


Amelia slammed the photo on the table. “That is my husband, Thomas.” Her eyes narrowed; blood pounded at her temples. Soon she would have a splitting headache. “Where did you get it? Who are you? What do you want?”




“I got the picture from my mother, Stella, before she died.” Miriam retrieved the photo and slipped it out of Amelia’s sight. “I’m sorry, but my father was Thomas Declose. He worked for the International Red Cross.” In a nervous gesture, she ran her tongue along her lips. “I thought and thought about how best to tell you, but there is no best way, is there? I guess I really botched it. I am so very sorry.” She was crying now, tears streaming down her cheeks.


“Wipe your face,” Amelia said, her voice hard-edged.


Miriam grabbed a napkin that Max had placed on the table and pressed it against her face. Then she straightened her shoulders and said, “I know what a shock this must be for you, but it’s true. Please believe me. I am Stella and Thomas’s daughter. I swear I am. I have a birth certificate to prove it. My parents met during the time you lived in Paris when my father traveled regularly to London.”


Amelia’s body slumped. After Caroline’s death Thomas had begun to travel excessively, and was never available when she needed him most. There had been many fights, mainly her screaming at him and him pacing, his hands clasped tightly behind his back, saying nothing, though she had seen the vein in his temple throbbing. After a time, he would leave the house.


Amelia closed her eyes. She could still hear his heavy steps on the landing outside their bedroom, then on the stairs, and finally the slamming of the front door. She would lie in bed alone, feeling miserable and berating herself for having driven him away. Miriam’s voice yanked her from her memories.


“Until a few weeks before my mother died, I believed that my father was a captain in the Queen’s navy, and that he had died at sea. I was devastated when my mother confessed to me on her deathbed that my father was a development director for the Red Cross, whom she had met when he was on a trip to London, and that they had been…well, involved with one another for over two years.” Tears clouded her eyes as she continued.


“I sat there in shock, while my mother explained that her pregnancy had not been planned, and that when she told him that she was pregnant, he made it clear to her that he would never leave you, his wife. She said that he first urged her to have an abortion. They argued about that for a long while.”


“An abortion?” The idea appalled Amelia. Still, she took comfort in visualizing Thomas standing over this woman, Stella, who sat weeping in a chain, and saying, “I love my wife, Amelia. You must have an abortion.”


“My mother, of course, refused,” Miriam said. “He agreed to provide some support. All my growing-up years, we received a check at holiday time—that’s all, one check. My mother had said that it came from the navy for my father’s war service, a yearly stipend they sent to widows.


“But now, here she was telling me that the money came from my father—your husband. He had extracted a pledge of silence from her in exchange for this, and set up a trust for my college education.”


The bitterness in Miriam’s voice melted. “I’m not being fair to her. My mother loved him very much. She said he was the great love of her life. She was also a woman of honor and integrity, and she understood what exposure would mean for him, for his career, and what it would do to you. She promised never to write or to phone him or contact him. She was faithful to that promise, and so was I—until now.”


Something inside of Amelia crumbled.


Thomas betrayed me? Thomas was unfaithful to me for over two years, and he produced a child? A roar, akin to an ocean pounding on cliffs, filled Amelia’s ears, and she covered them with her hands. This cannot be true. It’s a huge lie, concocted by this woman for some bizarre reason. “You’re a liar and a fraud.” Amelia’s voice sounded strained and hoarse.


Miriam did not move. They faced one another across the table. Neither spoke for a long while, then Miriam said, “I’m not a liar. It is not my fault that I was born. Sadie and I are innocent participants in this…this family tragedy.”


“We are not family,” Amelia said.


Miriam sighed. “I was twenty-two before I knew anything about any of this. After graduating from college in London, I married an American engineer and we lived in Connecticut. Sadie was five years old and I had been teaching part-time when my mother became ill and faced exploratory surgery. I flew home to England at once. We had so little time, she and I. It was just a few weeks before she died.


“When she told me, I was shocked and speechless, I was angry at him and at her, but I loved her, and she was dying. After the shock and the denial and anger wore off, I wanted to dash out and find my father, but my mother extracted a promise that I would honor her pledge to him. It was not easy for me to come here, and I am sorry I had to. I had no place to turn. I kept reminding myself that my mother thought so highly of you, Mrs. Declose. She said you were a very special woman, someone so good and loving that my father would never leave you, not even for her and me.


“She gave me the address she had for him in Paris, and she made me promise to use it only in the most dire of circumstances. When I finally used it, the address was very old, but I knew he was with the Red Cross. When I grew desperate in my situation with Darren, I hired someone to find my father and ended up with an address in New Jersey, a place called Silver Lake. Then, things improved at home, the beatings stopped…”


Amelia gasped. Beatings? Who beat her? Did someone strike that little girl?


“Darren, my ex-husband, changed jobs. For a while he was happier, so life was less traumatic for a time…” Her voice trailed off and she was silent for a few moments. “I shoved the address into my jewelry box, thinking that perhaps I would never need it. Many times, over the last few years, I held that paper in my hand, but each time something stopped me from using it, and I would tuck it back into the box.”


Miriam placed two more photos on the table, where they lay like barriers between them. “This is the only picture I have of my parents together. This other photo, the one of my father and you, is the one that Sadie referred to when she first saw you. My mother said that she had sneaked it from his wallet.”


Amelia studied Miriam for any resemblance to Thomas, but saw none in the young woman’s light brown eyes and hair, her high forehead and cheekbones, or the shape of her mouth. It was Sadie, with her blue eyes and fair hair, her tiny cleft chin, who resembled Thomas.


If this story is true, what does she want from me? Money?


Miriam had spoken simply, seemingly from the heart, but scam artists could do that. Still, it had the ring of truth, and Amelia’s heart raced. She stared at the photo, unmistakably of Thomas and an attractive woman who strongly resembled Miriam.


Was it possible that the husband she had devoted her life to, whom she had trusted, had been involved with this woman? Was it possible that he had loved her? That idea was incredibly painful, and Amelia stifled the urge to snatch up the photo and tear it into bits.


That won’t change anything. It is definitely Thomas. I haven’t seen a picture of him in years, not since the fire destroyed our home and I lost almost everything. He was so handsome. He looks so young, smiling and happy. And he’s with another woman. She winced and closed her eyes. Is it possible this young woman is telling the truth?


Amelia’s hands pressed against her stomach. It was hard to breathe, to keep from kicking the table, throwing a chair, screaming, ordering the woman from her house.


Caroline! Her daughter’s name flashed like a neon sign across her mind. Amelia took a deep breath. After Caroline died, Amelia had failed to conceive again, not for lack of trying. The disappointment month after month was stressful. Several times, they had discussed adoption. Thomas’s work with the Red Cross brought them in contact with so many orphans, but he had adamantly resisted that idea and Amelia had resigned herself to being childless.


In her muddled state, Amelia struggled but failed to put dates to those years when they had tried so hard, when month after month she had wept into his shoulder. Was that when he had taken a mistress and fathered a child? How could he have done this to her? She had been duped, used, lied to! The very idea that if he were alive today, Thomas would have a child of his own and a beautiful granddaughter, and she had no family, none at all, was mind numbing and unbearable. She hated him, hated Thomas for his betrayal of her, hated herself for her gullibility. But most of all, she hated this woman and her child, who had appeared out of nowhere to torture her.


Amelia pressed her hands against her pressured temples. Then, struggling to stifle sobs, she lowered her head onto the table.


Go away, you awful woman! When I lift my head you’ll be gone, and this last hour will all have been a bad dream.


Max’s laughter, followed by the light laugh of the child, drifted in from the living room. This was no dream.


“What do you want?” Amelia asked, not lifting her head.


Miriam leaned across the table, and Amelia smelled the faintest trace of lavender. “A place to hide,” she whispered.


Amelia raised her head and stared in disbelief at the young woman. For a moment, her spirits lifted. Miriam was a criminal fleeing from the law, or maybe a psychiatric patient escaped from a hospital. “Hide from whom? Who are you running away from? What have you done?”




Miriam’s shoulders sagged; she seemed on the verge of collapsing. “I haven’t done anything but run for my life and Sadie’s life.” Her hands, resting on the table, curled into fists. “My husband, Darren Smith, was physically abusive and growing more violent all the time. I was terrified that he would hurt Sadie, too, so I ran away to a shelter. They were kind to me. They helped me, and after a truly frightening time, with counseling and good legal assistance, I was able to get a divorce.”


Her voice tightened, but she took a sip of coffee, gained a measure of control, and continued. “I thought I was free of him. We had a restraining order, but Darren ignored it. A month ago, he broke into the house where we were living and he beat me. Sadie saw it. It was the first, the only time she’d seen me being thrown against a wall, slapped, and kicked. She stood there screaming. That was the worst of it for me—worse than his fists.”


Miriam’s voice cracked. “He threatened Sadie, said that if she said anything to anyone, he’d come back and kill us both. We left that night, drove to another state, holed up in a motel, and started looking for my fa…for Thomas Declose. When I discovered he had died, I didn’t know where to turn, or what to do. I have no one—no aunts or uncles, no one. Only you, if you will help us, just for a little while…” Her voice trailed off. “I am so tired and so frightened.”


An empty silence followed.


“How did you find me?” Amelia asked. She would not let this woman wheedle sympathy from her.


“The search agency that I hired to locate my father sent me your address in Pennsylvania, and I persuaded the woman who answered the phone to at least tell me that you had moved to Covington, North Carolina. Your name and address are in the phone book. We drove down and stayed for a week at the motel in Mars Hill. We drove past your home many times, but I hadn’t the nerve to ring your doorbell.” Miriam paused and wiped her eyes with the napkin. “I am so sorry I’ve caused you pain. I took a huge chance in coming here, but I’m desperate. I hoped that since my mother and your husband are both dead, you might understand and help me.”


Understand? You expect me to understand? “Help you how?”


“By letting us stay with you for a week or two, until I can figure out what to do, where to go. I have a little money, but I need to find work and a place to live where Sadie will be safe.”


Under different circumstances, Amelia would have opened her home and heart to Miriam, but Thomas’s breach of faith outweighed that. “You can’t stay here,” she said.


“She can stay at my place.” Max’s large frame filled the doorway to the kitchen.


Amelia stared at him. No, she wanted to yell. No.


Max looked at Miriam. “Sadie’s asleep on the couch. I heard some of your story. If there’s one thing I detest, it’s a man who beats up on a woman. You and Sadie can come home with me, stay as long as you’d like. We have plenty of room—three extra bedrooms.”


Miriam had risen and stood with one hand on the back of the chair as if for support.




“I’m like family,” he assured her. “I’m married to Amelia’s friend Hannah, and I live just across the street. My housekeeper, Anna, will have a big pot of stew ready for everyone. Amelia, how about a blanket to cover Sadie? I’ll carry her.”


At Amelia’s nod, Miriam hesitantly said, “Thank you. What about my car?” She glanced at Amelia.


“Leave it in the driveway here,” Max said. “We’ll sort it all out after the storm. What about you, Amelia? Are you coming? This is gonna go on all night. I don’t want to leave you here alone.”


Amelia shook her head. “I’m not going anywhere.” She walked out of the kitchen and returned with a blanket, which she handed to Miriam, who wrapped it about her daughter.


Even in sleep Sadie looks like Thomas. “Cover her head, Max, and wrap her up tight,” Amelia heard herself say.


Max pointed to the umbrella stand by the front door. “Take one, Miriam. It’ll at least keep the snow off your head.” He turned back to Amelia. “It’s gonna be dark and very cold if the electric goes out, and it’s bound to. I have a generator. You ought to come with us. I don’t want to leave you here like this.”


She shook her head. “I’d rather not. I’ll be fine. You go.”


“I’ll leave my front door unlocked in case you change your mind. If you come over, be sure you wear high boots. Bundle up good and use a strong flashlight. It’s slippery out there, and dark.”


Amelia didn’t care if she froze, or if she died that very moment. She wanted them gone.


They stepped from the porch and vanished into the white snow that separated her from the rest of the world, her friendly world now suddenly turned unbearably painful.


Amelia locked the front door, the back door, and all the windows. At the foot of the stairs, she grasped the railing for support. She felt old, incredibly tired, and as drained and disoriented as she had been in those terrible days following Thomas’s death.


She couldn’t climb the stairs tonight. Turning, she walked slowly into the living room and sank down onto the couch.













Two


THE PAST IS PAST, OR IS IT	?






Amelia lay on the couch, not caring if her shoes smudged the light-colored fabric, or if the down pillows tumbled onto the floor. Outside the house, the storm raged; within the house, Amelia raged—one moment assuring herself that the woman was a fraud and a liar, and the next moment knowing in her gut that Miriam’s story was true.
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