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Prologue


Ten Years Earlier




The rain that had been holding off for the graduation ceremony finally gave way to a torrential torrent, soaking the graduating class, their scrolls in hand, and their families and guests as they scrambled across the stadium field.


Darby Lane shouted to her friend Russell Gunn. He appeared at her side as if by magic, his handsome face alight with laughter. “Is this great or what?” he shouted to be heard over the melee. They held hands like lovers as they crossed the field, taking their time since they were already soaked to the skin. Though they weren’t lovers, they had been inseparable friends since the age of three, and both of them knew the situation would never change. Their laughter rang out as they skipped and stomped in the puddles. Their classmates turned to look at them, shaking their heads in disbelief.


When they finally reached the parking lot, the couple separated. “Meet you back at your place, Darby. An hour at the most.”


“Okay,” Darby shouted to be heard over the pounding rain. “I’m packed and ready to go.”


“We need to make a stop before we head for home. Don’t forget anything because we aren’t coming back here. Five years is enough! Now we get to do the real thing, mold minds so they can go out and conquer the world. God, Darby, I can’t wait to settle into a school and take on a fifth-grade class that’s all mine. I hope you get the fourth-grade class you want, too. Look at it this way, you get to prime all those great little kids, then you pass them on to me.”


Darby laughed and crossed her fingers that it would happen just the way Russ said. She shrugged off the rain that was soaking into her graduation gown and used the hem of the gown to dry off her dark, curly hair. Russ was right, five years was long enough to spend expanding her brain base. All she wanted now was to go home to the Horseshoe and vegetate for the rest of the summer.


As she fought her way across the parking lot, she craned her neck to wave good-bye to Tulane University. She wondered if she would return for class reunions. Probably not. She knew Russ wouldn’t return. Russ’s philosophy was do something once, move on, and don’t look back. She tended to agree with most of his philosophies.


Darby wondered where Russ wanted to stop. Probably some watering hole to say good-bye to one of his earthy friends. She laughed. Russ was such a good friend. What would she do without him in her life?


She hadn’t wanted to come back here for her master’s, but Russ insisted. The aunts insisted, too. She’d given in gracefully, and now she had the degree. What she would do with it was anyone’s guess. She’d put her foot down, though, when it came to the doctoral program. She’d flapped her arms, screaming, no, no, no! The aunts had looked at her in horror. Russ just stared at her. She’d won that one. The good feeling was still with her.


The driveway leading to the small private house she’d rented for the last five years loomed ahead of her. She pulled in and cut the engine. It didn’t seem possible, but it was raining harder. She craned her neck to see if Russ’s car was in the driveway four houses down from where she lived, but she couldn’t see through the rain. Not that it mattered. If Russ said he would see her in an hour, she would see him in an hour. Punctuality was Russ’s middle name.


Darby ran through the onslaught of rain, up a path that bloomed with bright yellow marigolds, on up the four steps to the wide veranda, then indoors, where she dripped gallons of water. She started to shed her clothes, the clinging, graduation gown, her sodden tee shirt and shoes as she made her way to the second floor where her bedroom and sitting room were located.


Darby took a minute to notice the small living room, now bare of her treasures, things from home that made the five years bearable. Everything was packed and ready by the front door for Russ to load into her car.


Within minutes, Darby was stripped to the skin, toweling off and pulling clean, dry clothes from one of the packed suitcases. Sandals, wrinkled khaki shorts, bright green tee, and a matching circlet to pull back her long, dark hair. The heck with makeup.


The wet clothes and towel went into one of the lawn bags waiting to be taken to the Dumpster at the end of the street. Like she really wanted that gown or the sodden mortarboard. She was finished with Tulane. She had her diploma, which would go into a drawer someplace when she got home.


Free! No more books! No more papers to write. No more early-morning classes. No more late nights of studying. She felt giddy at the thought.


Darby leaned back on the worn sofa and propped her feet on the coffee table. How many nights had she and Russ sat on the floor eating pizza and studying together? More than she could count. She laced her hands behind her head and waited for her best friend in the whole world to arrive.


A moment later all six-foot-two of him was standing in front of her. He was dressed in baggy shorts and a wrinkled dark blue shirt with an alligator on the pocket. Worn Birkenstocks covered his size-twelve feet. He was grinning from ear to ear. “Hey, good looking. You ready?” Russ shouted—exuberantly. “We did it, Darby! Now we’re outta here. I have to stop at a lawyer’s office before we hit the road. It’s one of those mandatory things my trust fund calls for. I need to sign my will.”


Darby’s bright green eyes widened. “You didn’t tell me you made a will!”


“It’s not something I like to talk about. Usually people don’t do that until they’re old. What the hell, I figured I’ll do it now and forget about it. It’s not like I’m thinking about my mortality or anything.”


Russ ran both hands through his crop of dark curls. His tone might have been light, but his eyes were dark and angry. He reached down for two of Darby’s suitcases. “By the way, you’re the executrix.”


Darby stopped in her tracks. “No, Russ. What about your brother or your sister? No, I don’t want to be your executrix. C’mon, Russ, there must be someone else.”


Russ turned around. “Don’t go there, Darby. I chose you. You’re the only one I trust. Don’t even think about arguing with me.”


Darby bit down on her lip. She knew Russell, and she knew she could never wear him down or get him to change his mind. “Okay, but I don’t like it.”


“Don’t start fretting now. I plan to live forever, so you’ll never have to worry about it. Let’s go. You leaving the plants and the small carpets?”


“Yep, the student moving in promised to take care of the plants. She even has a dog, so the little carpets will come in handy. She’s moving in tonight. Does the place look clean?”


“Just the way it was when you moved in. Did you call your aunts?”


Darby took one last look around before she replied. “Yep. And before you can ask, Diddy is cooking. I don’t know if Dodo plans on attending or not. I think they were hissing and snarling at each other for a few weeks. They are both so damn temperamental.”


They were outside by then, and Russ was jamming the bags and suitcases into the back of Darby’s ancient Volvo. “And they live next door to each other! I swear, I don’t know which one is nuttier. There’s something obscene about a seventy-two-year-old woman who is a black belt.” Under his breath, he mumbled, “A seventy-two-year-old woman who only weighs ninety pounds.”


“I heard that! I heard that! You’re just ticked off that Dodo can wipe up the floor with you and never break a sweat. And Diddie is cooking your favorites, as you requested: jambalaya, shrimp fritters, and pecan pie.”


Russ licked his lips as he slammed the trunk shut. “Stay close. The office isn’t far from here.”


“Okay.” Darby slid behind the wheel and turned on the ignition. She eased backward and waited for Russ to get in front of her. He was right, the lawyer’s office wasn’t far at all.


The waiting room looked like any professional’s office. A middle-aged receptionist wearing glasses sat behind a shiny, glass-topped desk. A tired-looking rubber plant with brown edges stood near a table littered with periodicals, outdated business magazines, and a tattered, torn copy of People magazine on it. It was easy to see which magazine clients picked up while they waited to get billed, and fleeced. The chairs were burgundy leather and looked uncomfortable.


Darby was about to sit down when the plump receptionist, attired in a tight navy suit, said, “Mr. Lowell will see you now. Go through the door on the left. He’s waiting for you.”


Russ cupped Darby’s elbow in the palm of his hand as he ushered her through the door. “Time is money,” he hissed. Darby giggled.


Harrison Lowell rose from behind his desk and extended his hand. He pumped vigorously.


Darby stared at the lawyer. Like his office waiting room, he was classic. Gray hair at the temples, glasses, gray suit, white shirt, conservative tie. Two blank yellow pads waited for him on his desk along with a Mont Blanc pen. The moment the introductions were over, Harrison Lowell sat down and reached for Russell’s will. The paper crackled as the lawyer shook it loose. Darby’s eyes went to the video-cassette that had been attached to the will with a rubber band. It stared up at her like a square black eye. A chill ran up her spine. Why did Russ need a video?


Darby waited while Russ read through the will. He nodded when he was finished.


“Very good,” the lawyer said. “Now that everything is in order, my secretary and my associate will be the witnesses to Mr. Gunn’s will.” Russ signed, the secretary signed, and the associate, a bearded man with a limp who came through the second door to Lowell’s office, signed the document just as Russ let loose a huge sigh.


Then he bent toward Darby and whispered in her ear. “You have to watch the video and read the will. That’s so the lawyer knows you will carry out my wishes. Five minutes, Darby, then we can head home.”


“I don’t want to know what’s in your will, Russ. It’s not my business. I’ll do whatever you want where it’s concerned should you…should you die. Why do I have to look at it? I’m not family, I’m just a friend. Please, Russ.”


“Five minutes, Darby. Then we can be out of here,” Russ persisted.


Resigned, Darby picked up the will and video and walked toward a small room off Harrison Lowell’s office, the one through which his associate had entered. The secretary materialized and slid the video into the VCR. She left the room silently as Darby stared at Russ’s likeness. Her jaw dropped as she listened to him say that in the event of a terminal illness, no life-support measures were to be used. His voice rose several octaves as he continued. “In the event of my death my organs are not to be taken from my body. I do not wish to be a donor. Nor do I wish to be cremated. Ashes to ashes, in a traditional burial ceremony, is what I want. I’m trusting you, Darby, to honor my last wishes. Because I trust you, I’m leaving my entire estate to you.”


Tears puddled in Darby’s eyes when the screen went dark, and Russ’s face disappeared. She swiped at her eyes with the sleeve of her shirt. She skimmed the will, and her eyes grew wide: Russ’s beneficiary would receive 9 million dollars plus real estate valued at three times that. And Russ’s sole beneficiary was one Darby Lane. A lump settled itself in her throat. Oh, my! Okay, she could handle this. Russ wasn’t going to die. No one died at the age of twenty-five. Seventy years from now she wouldn’t have a problem with it.


Darby’s voice was froggy-sounding when she returned to Harrison Lowell’s office. “I read the will and watched the video. I’m so grateful, Russ…I can’t…I can’t even speak. I don’t want to imagine you dying. I do have a question, though. Why don’t you want to be an organ donor?”


“I can’t believe I’ve never told you this…but I guess dying’s not something I like to think about either,” Russ said with a crooked grin. “Remember my fraternity brother Adam Messner?”


Darby nodded. She didn’t know Adam well, but she remembered when he’d had an accident decorating the frat house for one of their big parties and fallen off the roof. He’d spent some time in a coma, as she recalled, and Russ and his other fraternity brothers had kept a constant vigil by his side.


“Well, what you probably don’t know is that after Adam had been in a coma for six months his parents said they were going to disconnect the life-support measures that were in place and donate his organs. I remember how Mrs. Messner cried; Adam was their only son. I begged them not to do it, but they wouldn’t listen to me. The doctors were going to disconnect at some point during the next forty-eight hours. During the nineteenth hour, Adam woke up. He’s a sportscaster in Philadelphia now.”


Darby shook her head in wonder. “That’s amazing. His poor family, how awful they must have felt, thinking of what they’d almost done!”


“Exactly,” Russ said, “which is why I don’t want that even to be an option for me. And now that I know you’ve seen the video, I know you’ll see to it that my wishes are followed,” Russ said as he jammed his copy of the will into his back pocket. He carried a copy of the video with him. “Let’s go home.”


Darby’s gaze went to the video on the desk.


“It stays with the lawyer,” Russ said. “Where’s Darby’s copy?”


“Right here,” the secretary in the blue suit said. She handed Darby a sealed brown envelope.


Harrison Lowell shook hands with both of them. Then he handed Darby one of his business cards. A crazy thought whipped through Darby’s mind. Seventy years from now, Harrison Lowell would probably be dead. What good would the lawyer’s business card do her then? She jammed the card into the pocket of her shorts.


Russ tweaked her cheek, then gave her a high five. “Okay, Baton Rouge, here we come. Thanks, Darby. I owe you one for this.”


Darby’s voice was sober and somber-sounding when she said, “No problem, Russ.” Little did she know how she would come to regret those very words.
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Ten Years Later



The houses on Thornberry Lane near the outskirts of Baton Rouge were always the main draw on the Historical Tour for tourists. No one could explain why or how a cul-de-sac with just five houses could be called a lane or why, since it was outside of the town’s historic district, it was on the tour. Some speculated it was because the Lane family owned three of the houses on Thornberry Lane. Others said it was because it was like an oasis, with each house sitting on a full acre of land with an enormous bed of flowers in the middle. Whatever it was, everyone in Baton Rouge agreed Thornberry Lane was the most beautiful sight they’d ever seen.


Gawkers and tourists aside, Baton Rougies, as some referred to themselves, were loyal to three of the inhabitants of Thornberry Lane. Not so to the inhabitants of the two houses on the end that belonged to the Gunn family. Outsiders, they said, nouveau riche, others said. The truth was that when Marcus Gunn was finally on the verge of being accepted by the Rougies, thanks to the Lane sisters, he up and married his second wife, Bella. The Rougies and the Lane sisters closed ranks, and it was a greased downhill slide for Marcus Gunn and his new wife. The Junior Leaguers, along with the members of the Garden Club, Historical Society, and Rotary sniffed that Bella’s shady past—which they were convinced included an out-of-wedlock child, something no amount of digging and searching could prove—her bleached hair, her pancake makeup, her faux jewelry, not to mention her hoity-toity attitude, would be a disgrace to the Rougies. And, the Rougies whispered, she was twenty-five years younger than Marcus, which could mean only one thing. Bella was a gold digger and after Marcus’s money, of which there was plenty. She was no stepmother to Marcus’s three children, they said. Wicked stepmother was more like it, they hissed among themselves after they said over and over, “Those poor children; thank God for the Lane sisters and the love they showed the children.”


The Lane sisters could attest to that fact, and they did, every chance they got. They fed and took care of the three children as much as was allowed. Bella didn’t care as long as they weren’t, as she put it, under her feet.


The final consensus on Bella Gunn was that she was not only white trash, she was tacky as well. That particular statement probably had something to do with the fact that Bella wore a tiara to church services on Sunday morning.


Lydia Lane, oldest of the Lane sisters, and known to friends and family as Dodo, stepped out onto her flower-bedecked veranda and stared across the wide acre of rainbow plantings and cobblestone paths that led out to the street and the main road. She cringed the way she always did when her gaze settled on the two Gunn houses situated at the ends of the horseshoe-shaped lane. They were a blight on the landscape. A deliberate blight, thanks to Bella Gunn. And there was nothing she or her sisters could do about it.


Dodo stared at the rotting wood, the broken windows, sagging verandas, doors hanging on one hinge, and the dilapidated steps that were a danger to any child wishing to explore haunted houses. Every night she prayed that the buildings would collapse or that lightning would strike them. What she was looking at was all the result of Bella Gunn’s being denied entrance to the Christmas tour. Bitter and angry over the Rougies’ refusal to accept her, she’d deliberately allowed the two Gunn houses in the shoe to fall into their present condition. That, and her hatred of the three Lane sisters, who were on the selection committee for the Christmas tour.


Not more than an hour ago, Mary Ellen Prentice had called and said she’d heard from Emma Rangley, who heard from the Baptist minister’s own lips that Bella had said in a fit of pique that the reason she was denied entrance to the tour was because of the location of the house she’d designed on the outskirts of town. Now Bella was going to concentrate on the houses in the shoe and reapply. According to Emma, Bella’s parting shot had been, “They won’t dare turn down a house in the shoe, much less two houses in the shoe.”


Just watch me turn you down. There’s a young man and his family that belongs here in the shoe, by right of inheritance, not by trickery and chicanery the way Bella was doing. A young man and his family she’d give up all she held dear to know again.


Shielding her eyes from the bright sun, Dodo whistled between her teeth the way a small boy would to attract a friend’s attention. Her sister Vivian, better known as Diddy, banged the screen door of her house, which was opposite Dodo’s, and waddled over to the veranda railing. “What? Why can’t you use the phone like other people do when you want to speak with me? It’s not ladylike to whistle between your teeth, Dodo.” She was breathless as she, too, leaned on the railing.


The skinny little woman with the spiked hair waved her sister’s comment aside. “I swear this is the worst day of my life. I should have killed that woman or, at the very least, pushed her into that grave yesterday. But no, you had to stop me!”


Diddy Lane’s plump cheeks flushed crimson. “No Lane has ever been in trouble with the law. I wouldn’t do well visiting you in prison, and that’s where you would have gone if you had done that. If it’s any consolation to you, Dodo, I wanted to do the same thing. We’re ladies, and ladies do not go around pushing people into open graves. I just wish…Lord, I wish so many things, but mainly I wish Marcus hadn’t had that last stroke. He’s so out of it he doesn’t have a clue as to what is going on. Bella calls the shots these days. Then again, she’s been doing that forever, it seems, so I guess it’s not new at all. It’s just so sad that someone as vital as Marcus could be felled like this.”


Dodo looked down from the railing at a border of begonias that were so lush and colorful they looked like they’d been painted on the cobblestones lining the house. “And where is that wayward sister of ours? She loved Russell as much as we did. She said she would be at the funeral. She wasn’t there! I’ll tell you where she is, she’s probably out lollygagging with some young stud forty years her junior,” she said vehemently.


Diddy’s plump cheeks flushed again. “At least she does her lollygagging off scene in New Orleans. Oh, God! There she is! Would you look at her!”


Dodo reared back as her sister Harriet, known to her sisters—and those in town who still remembered her—as Ducky, stepped out of the stretch limousine. She wore a dress that resembled gossamer, or maybe a thousand sheer hankies sewn together, draped on her voluptuous frame. A wide lacy straw hat, with real flowers and satin ribbons trailing down the sides and back, adorned her head. Outrageous designer sunglasses finished off her look. Ducky never wore anything that didn’t carry a designer’s name on it. A purse as big as a suitcase was the only thing she carried. She was boohooing behind the dark glasses as she made her way up one of the cobblestone paths that led to her sisters’ houses. The stylish, pointy-toed, backless heels made it a difficult task. Both sisters watched as their sister kicked them off. One landed in the middle of the begonias, and the other settled atop one of the oleander bushes.


Both Dodo and Diddy pursed their mouths at the sight. “Such a lady,” Diddy muttered.


The wayward, free-spirit sister removed her sunglasses to see her siblings better. What she saw made her say, “Oh, will you two stuff it already. And before you can ask me where I was, I was attending to business, and as much as I tried, I just couldn’t get back in time. I feel awful.”


Ducky met Diddy by the steps, and together they walked up them to Dodo’s house. “I take it our niece isn’t here yet. How are we going to handle all this?” Ducky asked as she quickly bussed each sister on the cheek.


Dodo, a martial arts expert in her prime, pivoted on the balls of her feet before she smacked one hand into the other. “Very carefully,” Dodo responded. “I was just telling Diddy I think this is one of the worst days in my life. Darby,” she said, “is devastated. She’s blaming herself, which is silly, but what can you expect? Russell was her best friend since they were three years old. Why am I telling you something you already know?” she dithered.


The Lane sisters looked at one another. Dodo, age seventy-two, Diddy, age seventy, and Ducky, age sixty-nine, a hair away from seventy, were suddenly squabbling like teenagers as they started to blame one another for their niece’s trip to Scotland.


Diddy drew herself up to her full five feet and glared at her sisters. “Tell me, how does one tell one’s niece, who, by the way, is thirty-three years old, that she shouldn’t travel outside the country. She went on business. Darby does what she wants when she wants. We are not her wardens, Ducky. Is that a nightgown you’re wearing?” she sniped.


Ducky hitched up the front of her gossamer dress. “No, it is not a nightgown. It’s the latest in fashion. I bought it in Paris two months ago. It certainly beats that…that…whatever it is you’re wearing, Diddy. As for you, Dodo, give up the ninja crap already and dress like a female.” Exhausted with her little speech, Ducky sent her straw hat sailing across the veranda. It landed with precision on one of the wicker chairs. She then strode barefoot across the grass-green carpet and sat down on the swing. “Sit! Sit already. We need to make a plan here. Refreshments would be nice.”


“Yes, they would,” Dodo said as she sat down on the swing next to her sister. It was obvious to both sisters that there would be no refreshments forthcoming.


Ducky reached for one of the fans hanging off the arm of the swing. She started to fan her perspiring face. Fans hanging off chairs and swings on front porches was a Southern thing. “Now, I want you two to tell me what the hell happened to that darling boy Russell.”


Diddy glowered at her fashionable-looking baby sister. “He died, is what happened,” she snarled. A second later she burst into tears.


“And then they…they…they donated his organs. Every single one that was…donatable,” Dodo said as she dabbed at her own eyes. “They buried a shell of Russell. Everything was gone, his eyes, his heart, his lungs, his liver…”


Ducky stopped fanning herself to stare at her stuttering sister. “I’m getting the picture, Dodo. An organ donor has to be an exceptional kind of person. Russell was young and athletic. I’m sure his organs were in…excellent condition. How did the accident happen?”


Dodo jumped up and started wringing her hands. “Do you want the truck driver’s version or do you want Bella’s version?”


“Both,” Ducky snapped. She started fanning herself again.


Diddy whipped a wad of tissues out of her pocket and proceeded to shred them. “The truck driver said Russell veered across the yellow line and hit him head-on. He said he couldn’t stop in time. It was one of those eighteen-wheelers, and it happened on a main highway. Bella’s version is that Russell committed suicide. I don’t believe that for one minute, and neither does anyone else. Something was wrong with the brakes of his car, according to the police. For some reason he was driving his girlfriend Claire’s car. Russell was looking forward to Darby’s return. As a matter of fact, he was supposed to meet Darby in Atlanta, then they were going to visit friends and drive home together. Does that sound to you like someone who was contemplating suicide?”


A small brown bird flew onto the porch before it settled in one of the luscious green ferns hanging from the ceiling. A second bird flew straight to the fern and settled down between the thick fronds. “They have a nest in there,” Dodo said inanely.


The bright, sunny day beyond the front porch suddenly dimmed as gray clouds from the south moved across the summer blue sky. The scent of new-mown grass was like a heady aphrodisiac. Ducky eyed her sisters as they seemed to shrink into themselves.


Dodo started to pace the green carpet. The black-felt slippers she favored, to go with her ninja wear, made scratching sounds that grated on the ears. She bent down to pluck a yellowing leaf from one of the straw baskets full of yellow Gerber daisies that lined the veranda and steps. She tossed it over the railing.


“Marcus should have known his own son’s wishes as well as Bella. They didn’t bury Russell because there was nothing left to bury but his bones. What I mean is they buried Russell but not all of Russell. God, I don’t know what I mean. Now that Darby has inherited all of Russell’s money—which, by the way, is a dizzying amount—do you think she might finally settle down and buy a house of her own? She wouldn’t have to travel so much with her little business and could go the catalog route the way a lot of small businesses do. Being a home owner is almost a full-time job, don’t you think?” When no one responded to the question, Dodo sat down cross-legged on the porch, dropping her head into her hands.


Just then the rain started to fall, and Ducky said, “Refreshments would be really nice right now.”


Dodo turned to look at her sister to see if she was dying of thirst. Satisfied that she wasn’t about to expire, she said, “The door’s open, fetch it yourself. And, while you’re about it, bring something for Diddy and me.”


“Feisty, aren’t we?” Ducky said, getting up from the swing. “As a hostess you are sorely lacking, Dodo.” She swished her way to the front door, her hankie dress clinging to her voluptuous curves.


Diddy walked over to the railing to stare out at the rain, which was coming down like a waterfall. “We need the rain,” she said vaguely. “I think you should have thinned out the begonias, Dodo. I love the shell pink color. My lavender ones are just as pretty, don’t you think?”


“Shut up, Diddy. I’m not in the mood to discuss rain or begonias. That girl is going to have a nervous breakdown when she gets here. I have a terrible feeling she’s at the cemetery. Why would she go there? Tomorrow would be soon enough. Do you think that’s where she is?”


“Yes. I just didn’t want to say it out loud. Maybe we should go and get her,” Diddy mumbled.


“Maybe we shouldn’t. If she wanted us to go with her, she would have come here first. I thought Ben or Mary would have stopped by today.” Ben and Mary were Russell’s siblings.


The screen door creaked as Ducky elbowed it, a tray in her hands. Three glasses and three bottles of beer, along with a flower in a bud vase and monogrammed linen napkins, graced the tray.


The Lane sisters were beer drinkers in part because of the family-owned business, which was a brewery that distributed beer worldwide.


The sisters clinked their glasses together, their eyes wet and somber.


“Diddy and I think Darby went to the cemetery. She’s probably sitting in the rain and the mud crying. We should have gone to get her. Why didn’t we do that?”


“Because she wants to be alone with her friend. If she even went there,” Ducky said as she licked the top of the beer bottle. She seemed surprised that it was empty.


Dodo, who was sitting in a yoga position on the green carpet, unwrapped her skinny legs and entered the house. She returned with three more bottles of beer. She handed one to each of her sisters. All three proceeded to swig directly from the bottles.


The rain continued to cascade from the heavens. The birds in the fern overhead chirped their displeasure as all three sisters’ hair started to frizz up from the mist sweeping across the veranda.


“Maybe Darby isn’t going to come back here,” Diddy said.


Dodo scoffed at the remark. “She has to come back here. This is where her family is.”


“Let’s face it. Maybe she went to a motel so she wouldn’t have to endure all the clucking we’d do over her,” Ducky snapped. “She’s smart, that niece of ours.”


As was their custom when the three of them were together, Diddy lined up the empty beer bottles. She finished her beer with one huge gulp and plopped it down at the end of the line. “I’m going, I’m going. I know it’s my turn. Don’t talk about anything till I get back. One each or two each?”


“Two,” Ducky and Dodo said in unison. Diddy trotted off to complete her mission.


“This is our personal wake for Russell,” Ducky said. “I can’t believe that snot Bella didn’t invite us to the official one. I don’t care for myself, but it was so tacky of her. The whole town must be talking this to death.” She sniffed to show what she thought about that particular statement.


The rain continued, the birds in the fern kept protesting, the empty beer bottles continued to line up as the sisters sat glumly on the veranda, each worried about what she would do when their niece finally arrived.


It was dusk when the hard, driving rain turned into a steady downpour. The sisters were bleary-eyed but unwilling to enter the house. All three of them refrained from looking at the mountain of empty beer bottles Diddy had tossed into an old bushel basket. “We should eat something. I don’t think Darby is coming back tonight.”


“What would you suggest?” Dodo asked.


Ducky ran her hands through her frizzy hair, trying to flatten it. A useless struggle. “This is your house, isn’t it? You’re supposed to play hostess even if you don’t feel like it. You must have something in your refrigerator. No bean sprouts or any of those weeds you insist on eating.”


“I never did like you, Ducky, so don’t go telling me what to do.” It wasn’t true. All their lives they’d snapped and snarled at one another just to make their lives a little more interesting. It was how they communicated, and none of the three took the comments seriously. The only thing they never argued about or were at odds over was their niece, Darby.


Darby had come to them from the East at the age of three when her parents died prematurely within months of each other, their brother, Germaine, keeling over on the golf course from a heart attack, and dying on the way to the hospital. A month later, his wife, Ann Marie, unable to cope with a child and the loss of her husband, stepped right in front of a car and was killed instantly.


How she wished Gerry were here now. He’d always been their shining light, older by three years and never embarrassed that he had three sisters trailing after him. They’d been such good friends, advisers to each other. Even now, all these years later, the three of them talked of Gerry constantly. What would Gerry think, what would Gerry do? So long ago, Dodo thought sadly. They’d raised Darby as their own, and no child anywhere in the universe could have asked for better stand-in moms, as she referred to them.


“How about peanut butter and jelly? We’ll have to use spoons because I don’t have any bread.”


Diddy pursed her lips. “How will peanut butter and jelly settle in our stomachs with all the beer we drank earlier?”


“That’s a very good question, Diddy. My God, it’s humid. All right, I’ll take the bean sprouts,” Ducky said as she again started to fan herself. “The mosquitoes are starting to come out. Should we adjourn indoors?”


Dodo was saved from a reply when she noticed headlights turning into the narrow driveway that was shared by all five houses on Thornberry Lane. “I think she’s here, but it doesn’t look like her Jeep.”


In the blink of an eye, the sisters were at the railing at the top of the steps straining to see into the early twilight.


“It’s Ben Gunn!” Diddy said.


“Lord, he’s holding up Darby! My God, what’s wrong with her?” Ducky squawked. “Did you ever see such a handsome young man?” she added as an afterthought. “She’s barefoot.”


“So are you, so what’s the big deal. My God, she’s covered with mud. Look at her hair. That’s her favorite yellow linen dress. It’s ruined,” Dodo said, flapping her arms up and down.


At the foot of the steps, Ben Gunn looked up, and said, “Ladies, I’m bringing your niece home. She could probably use a nice warm shower.”


Diddy eyed the handsome young man holding up her niece with suspicion. “She looks like she’s drunk!”


“That too. I found her at the cemetery drinking from a whiskey bottle. She bought it for…Russ in Scotland. At one of those duty-free shops,” he clarified.


Darby was like a rag doll, her legs buckling, as Ben Gunn tried to transfer his hold on her to her aunts. It wasn’t working. “Why don’t I take her upstairs to the bathroom and just put her in the shower. If you’re up to it, you could make some coffee.”


“There will be none of that, young man!” Diddy said imperiously. “You make the coffee, and we’ll see that our niece gets to the shower.” Ben shrugged his broad shoulders.


The transfer was made, albeit sloppily, as the three sisters pushed, dragged, and shoved their niece up the long circular staircase. Ben watched until they were out of sight before he made his way to the kitchen. He knew where everything was. As a child, he’d virtually lived in one of the three houses on Thornberry Lane, along with his brother, Russell, and his sister, Mary. The good old days. The happiest days of his life.


While the coffee dripped, Ben sat down, his long legs stretched out in front of him. He looked around. It was the same kitchen he remembered but with updated appliances. He’d done his homework at the round oak table. He’d eaten cookies and had milk at the same table, along with Russ, Mary, and Darby. He’d eaten so many meals in this house and the other two that he lost count. He had his own bed, as did his sister and brother, in all three houses.


It was sixteen long years since he’d been in this house, yet he felt like he’d just returned home even though it was a tragic homecoming. His broad, athletic shoulders slumped, but he straightened back up when Dodo entered the kitchen. She ran to him and hugged him so hard he winced.


“Trust me, Ben, we’ll make Bella pay for this.”
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Ben Gunn snapped to attention the minute he heard one of his surrogate mothers speak. He was on his feet a second later. Even though he hadn’t heard Dodo’s voice in years, he recognized the stern, motherly tone. “Yes, ma’am, we do need to talk. Is Darby okay?”


Dodo shook her head as she stared at the young man she’d always wanted to pair up with her niece. She’d always thought of him as rugged-movie-star material. Tall, muscular, dark hair with a slight wave, matching dark eyes. Thanks to orthodonture, Ben had beautiful, straight teeth that she and her sisters had paid for over Bella’s objections. Ben had hugged her the day his braces came off, thanked her profusely, and said he thought girls might look at him from then on. They’d both giggled. He flashed his famous smile now, but it was wary.


Dodo eyed the thick, double lashes covering Ben’s dark eyes. Any woman, herself included, would have killed for those eyelashes.


Today Ben was dressed in faded jeans that hugged his legs, and a tee shirt with the words MUSTANG ISLAND sprawled across the front. Both shirt and jeans were damp and sticking to his body.


“What do you want to talk about, Dodo?” His voice sounded vague yet anxious to his own ears.


“For starters, young man, where are you staying, and why aren’t you staying here?”


“The Baton Rouge Inn. Mary’s staying there, too.”


Dodo smacked her hands together. “Nonsense. I want both of you to come here. For heaven’s sake, what made you go to the inn?”


Ben raked his fingers through his hair. “It was late when I got in. I waited at the airport for Mary. Her flight got in an hour after mine. It seemed like the thing to do at the time. Neither one of us wanted to wake any of you up in the middle of the night. On top of that, I think we were both in a state of shock. Hell, I’m still in shock. I can’t believe Russ is dead.” Ben’s voice choked up as he swiped at the lashes hooding his eyes.


Dodo opened the refrigerator, twisted off a cap, and handed Ben a beer. “I suppose that makes sense in some cockamamie way. What in the world were you doing at the cemetery today? Never mind, I’m glad you were there to bring Darby home.”


“I wanted private time. On the face of it, it sounds pretty damn stupid. I went there to say good-bye to a shell. My brother isn’t in that grave. Jesus, for all I know they donated his brain, too.” He choked up again, and Dodo hugged him. “I’d say Russ must be spinning in his grave but there’s nothing to spin. Somebody else…has…has all his parts. He’s goddamn well scattered all over the place. Tell me how that could have happened, Dodo. How?” His voice was so tormented, Dodo backed up a step to stare at the bewildered young man.


Dodo started to cry. “I don’t know, Ben. You need to speak with your father.”


Ben drained his beer and snorted. “Not likely. He leaves everything up to Bella. He’s not well, Dodo. He has round-the-clock nurses, so it must be serious. I don’t even know what’s wrong with him. What little I do know, Russ told me months ago.”


“I saw him at the funeral, and he didn’t seem to know what was going on or even who I was.”


Ben flopped back into his chair. “My father’s last stroke has almost incapacitated him. At least that’s what Bella told Russ.”


Dodo was about to respond when she turned to see her sisters and Darby walking down the hall to the kitchen.


“How’s that coffee coming?” Ducky shouted.


Ben jumped up, his eyes going to his old childhood friend. “Is she okay?” He directed his question to the two sisters flanking Darby.


Darby did her best to focus on Ben. “I’m all right. A steaming-hot shower followed by an ice-cold one tends to bring a person front and center. Thanks for bringing me home, Ben.” Her eyes brimmed with tears, but she wiped them away with the sleeve of her robe. “I’m sorry I missed the…the funeral.”


Ben poured a cup of strong, black coffee and set it in front of Darby. She wrapped both hands around the fragile chinaware, but it still shook in her trembling hands. She looked up at her three aunts, and said, “We should plant some flowers on the…grave. Some of your begonias, Dodo. Some of yours, too, Diddy. Different colors. A mix of colors. Russ loved flowers. I’ll dig up some of the Gerber daisies that Ducky and I planted in the spring. That way we’ll all be represented. Do you think tomorrow will be too soon?” Her words all ran together in one long, jumbled stretch.


The aunts and Ben looked at one another. “Tomorrow will be fine,” Diddy said.


“Then in the fall we’ll plant some chrysanthemums. Those big pom-poms. Maybe some of those spider mums, too. Bright colors. Then in the winter we’ll take evergreens. We should do that, don’t you think?” This time the words tumbled over one another only to end on a flat note.


Ben cleared his throat. “Absolutely. I’ll help you if you want me to.”


Darby again brought the bone china cup to her lips, but her hands trembled so badly that Ben reached out to catch the cup, knowing it was going to fall from her hands. The coffee spilled on the table and ran over its edge. The three aunts rushed for paper towels. Darby started to cry. A wad of paper napkins was shoved into her hands.


Time crawled forward as the aunts seated themselves at the table and waited for Darby to compose herself. Ben walked in circles, his soaking-wet sneakers making squishing sounds on the old pine floor.


Ben couldn’t keep his eyes off Darby and hoped the aunts weren’t as astute just then as he knew they normally were. He’d loved Darby Lane from the time he was ten years old. Even as a little boy, he’d beamed with pleasure when she smiled at him. When she showed him her two front teeth in a velvet pouch, compliments of the Tooth Fairy, he still thought she looked like an angel. His ears turned pink when he remembered how he’d actually said the words aloud. Both Russell and Darby had giggled. How well he remembered that day.


It was always Russell and Darby. Best friends forever and ever. He wasn’t sure if they were lovers or not. Probably. The two of them were stuck together like glue. Over the years that closeness hadn’t changed. Because he and Mary were older, they tended to pal around together until Mary made her own friends in high school, leaving him on his own in his search for friends.


People always said Ben Gunn was a loner. He guessed he was, to some extent. The truth was he hated spending time with people who didn’t interest him or people he had nothing in common with. He was comfortable in his own skin, comfortable with his own company. Seeing Darby now, after all these years, he finally realized why he hadn’t formed any lasting relationships. He’d given his heart to Darby Lane, and he had never taken it back.


Ben shook his head to clear away his thoughts. “Where’s Willie?” he asked suddenly, thinking of Russ’s beloved golden retriever.


Darby’s head snapped forward. “Willie? Isn’t he with you or Mary? What do you mean, where’s Willie?”


The three aunts started to dither.


“Dear God! I think I heard someone say Willie was in the car with Russell,” Diddy said.


“I just assumed Bella took the dog,” Ducky said.


“Not in a million years. She wouldn’t even allow us to have goldfish when we were kids,” Ben said.


“Maybe the police or the EMS people have him,” Dodo said. “Dear God, how could we have forgotten Willie?”


“The pound. Call the pound,” Darby said, her voice quivering in near hysteria.


His angel had spoken. The phone was in Ben’s hand a minute later. They all listened as he dialed the information operator, copied down the number, then called the Baton Rouge Pound.


Darby reared forward, her hands gripping the sides of the table when she heard Ben say, “What do you mean, people are standing in line to adopt Willie? No, no, that dog belongs to my family. I’ll be there in ten minutes to pick him up. I don’t care if your gates are locked. Open them. I want that dog. How did you get him anyway? Mrs. Gunn had her chauffeur bring him in. Well, I’m taking him out in ten minutes.”


The four women looked at Ben in awe. “Stay put. I’ll go fetch Willie. That damn Bella…”


Ben was starting his car in the time it took the sisters to realize that the back door had opened and closed.


“Russ loved Willie. Willie loved Russ,” Darby said brokenly. “That woman is so mean. Hateful and…”


“We need to discredit that woman for Russ. If we don’t discredit her, she’s going to turn the shoe into a monstrosity like the one she lives in. The woman has no taste. None at all,” Dodo said.


Ducky looked over at Dodo and mumbled. “There’s no way on this earth that Bella can get into the good graces of the Rougies. She burned her bridges early on when they snubbed her. All those unkind remarks she made, how she refused to donate to anything the town sponsored. The Rougies have long memories.”


Diddy weighed in. “It’s disgusting the way she’s been on television. Every time I turn on the news, there she is. She’s been saying she just had to be generous even in her time of grief by donating her stepson’s organs. I don’t trust that woman. She never does anything unless it helps her in some way. It’s a sin the way she’s playing this up just to ingratiate herself with the Rougies.”


“We just need a plan,” Dodo said with a glint in her eye that would have normally sent her sisters running. But this time they knew Dodo was right.


“We’re all agreed, then,” Ducky said. “In the meantime, we really need to eat something.” She looked pointedly at the refrigerator. “Ben’s probably going to be hungry when he gets here. It’s a given that the dog will be starving. Do you have anything besides weeds in your vegetable bin, Dodo?”


Dodo huffed and puffed. “I’m a vegetarian, Harriet.” The use of Ducky’s given name was warning enough that Dodo had had enough of her sister’s remarks.


“Come with me, Ducky, to my house. I roasted two chickens early this morning. And, I made a red-velvet cake and two loaves of bread because Darby loves homemade bread. I think I have a potato, onion, and cheese casserole in the freezer. It won first prize last year in the cook-off. With Dodo’s vegetables we can certainly put a meal on the table.” Diddy loved to cook and could always be counted on to have a full refrigerator and freezer.


Darby gathered the top of Dodo’s old robe tightly in her fingers. “Is it always going to hurt this much, Dodo?” she asked when Ducky and Diddy left the kitchen.


Dodo wished her sisters had stayed. This was crucial, important stuff. Darby needed to know Bella went against Russ’s wishes. For one brief moment she thought she was having a brain freeze with her niece’s question. Sometimes you just had to wing it and hope for the best.


“No, baby, it won’t always be like it is today or the day you got the news of Russell’s death. It will take time, Darby. This is your grieving time, and that’s the way it should be. You take it one day at a time. Willie might be a big help. What did you think of Ben?” she asked, hoping to divert her niece’s thoughts.


“Ben?”


“Yes, Ben. He’s such a fine young man. Handsome, too. I wonder why he never got married. Most men are married by the age of thirty-five, with a couple of kids. That’s another way of saying he’s an extremely good catch for some lucky woman.”


“That’s nice,” Darby mumbled.


Desperate to keep the conversation moving, Dodo said, “So, did you get the order for the dollhouse?” The dollhouse she was referring to was a custom-made one created by Darby. Darby Lane Custom Miniatures was the company that Darby started when she graduated from college. With no real home of her own to tie her down, Darby didn’t mind all the traveling she had to do with her fledgling business that was more a labor of love than a business and was just now starting to show a small profit. The aunts allowed her to set up shop in the garage, which meant no overhead and allowed her to venture in a very small way into the catalog business at Russ’s suggestion.


“Yes, I got the order. The little girl is wheelchair-bound. I showed her father my catalog, and she picked the one I knew she would pick—my favorite house. I’m converting the house to a castle just for her. She was a sweet little girl. Her parents dote on her; they didn’t even flinch at the price.” She paused then, and looked at Dodo as if her heart were breaking. “What will Willie do, Dodo?”


Dodo had no idea if dogs grieved, or if they just went on with their lives as long as someone fed them. She groped for a response. “I think he’ll be fine if you take over his care. I think it’s what Russell would want.”


“I’ll give him one of Russ’s shirts to sleep with. He has a teddy bear Russ bought him. Russ always called it Willie’s baby. He’d tell him to get it, and he would. I wonder where it is. Willie was really attached to it. We have to find it, Dodo.”


A mission. “Maybe it was in the car. They took it to the junkyard. I heard that on the news. Then again, maybe it’s in Russell’s apartment. Do you think he’d let the dog take it in the car?”


“I don’t know. I just don’t know, Dodo. My head is buzzing. I feel like I’m caught in the middle of a bad nightmare. What time is it?”


“It’s eight o’clock, baby.”


Darby nodded as though the time registering on the kitchen clock was paramount. She slid her chair back from the round wooden table that had once belonged to her great-great-grandmother to allow Diddy and Ducky, who had just returned, to place the food in the center. She watched her three aunts as they busied themselves setting the table and warming the food.


Normally, Darby loved her aunt Diddy’s cooking. Now she could only stare at the delectable roast chickens, the casserole, and the red-velvet cake. She’d eaten the same food hundreds of times and loved every mouthful. She knew if she tried to eat it now, she’d get sick. Would she ever be able to enjoy her aunts’ food again? Would she ever be able to enjoy anything again? Her eyes started to fill again. “I think I should just go on home,” she said in a weary voice.


“No, no, no,” the aunts chorused. They turned and swooped around her as they crooned words Darby couldn’t distinguish. She was saved from being smothered by a wild bark from outside the kitchen door. A second later, the rambunctious golden retriever crashed through the screen in the lower half of the door. He pranced and danced around the kitchen, going from one woman to the other in search of warm pats and scratches to his belly. Darby slid off the chair and tried her best to settle the dog on her lap. He licked her cheeks, snuggling against her. This time she couldn’t stop the flow of tears. Sobs shook her slender shoulders.


Willie struggled free of her tight hold and barked as though asking what was wrong. Darby cried harder. The aunts clung to one another, wringing their hands. Ben dropped to his haunches and pulled the dog to him; what he really wanted to do was gather Darby in his arms.


Willie continued to bark, advancing, then backing away, before he tore through the house and up the steps. The little group waited, knowing what was going to happen next.


A subdued Willie returned to the kitchen dragging a well-worn tee shirt that said TEACHER OF THE YEAR on the front. Russell’s favorite shirt, presented to him years ago by his fifth-grade class. All eyes were on the beautiful yellow dog as he eyed them all as though trying to decide to whom he should present the shirt. In the end, he carried it over to the door, dropped it, and lay down, his head nuzzling the shirt to savor his master’s scent.


Everyone started to jabber at once, uncertain what they should do next.


Ben shifted from one foot to the other. “I think I’ll head on out. Mary’s waiting for me. I need to spend time with her since she’s leaving tomorrow to go back to New York and her travel agency. We’ll stop by in the morning before she leaves.”


“But…don’t you want to eat something, Ben?” Diddy asked.


Ben’s eyes drifted to Darby. Ask me to stay. “I’m not really hungry. I’ll come back tomorrow, if that’s okay. If you need me, call the inn.” He kissed and hugged the three sisters. He dropped down on his haunches again and reached for Darby’s hands, forcing her to look up at him.


Darby stared at Ben. He looked so much like Russell it was unnerving. “Thanks for bringing me home and for getting Willie,” she said quietly. “Will you see if you can find Willie’s baby. It’s a small brown teddy bear with whiskers. One ear is chewed off. I want to keep Willie, if that’s all right with you.”


Dodo reached out and grabbed her sisters’ arms when she heard Ben say, “I think Willie belongs with you. I would never dream of taking him away from you. I’ll see you all tomorrow.”


Darby turned toward her aunts. “Would you mind terribly if I go to bed? I don’t think I could eat even if I tried. I’ll take Willie with me.”


“No, no, no, you will not take Willie with you. We’re going to give him a bath to wash off the smell of the pound. We’ll bring him up the minute he’s dry. I promise, baby,” Dodo said.


At the word bath, Willie growled and burrowed into the tee shirt beneath him.


“All right,” Darby agreed.


The sisters looked at one another. Ducky looked down at her designer dress and sighed. “Okay, let’s get it over with.” She advanced one step, then a second. Willie growled and showed his teeth. Ducky backed up. “Okay, Dodo, how do you suggest we get this dog into the laundry tub? He’s got to weigh at least eighty pounds, and those teeth of his look pretty sharp. We all take aspirin, so that means our blood doesn’t clot normally. I’m waiting, Dodo,” Ducky said, tapping her bare foot on the floor.


“I’m thinking, I’m thinking. Would you want a smelly dog sleeping on one of your beds? No, you would not. Let’s close all the doors except the door leading into the laundry room. Diddy, fill the tub so when we do get him in there, we can just dump him in the tub.”


“Oh, that’s a plan all right, you twit! Did you forget about his teeth? What are you going to do, scare him into submission?” Ducky exploded.


Dodo’s jaw dropped. “Sometimes, Ducky, you absolutely amaze me. That’s exactly what I’m going to do. Here’s the plan.” She whispered so the dog wouldn’t hear what she was saying. “Wait right here, I’ll be back in a second.” Ducky rolled her eyes while Diddy just shook her head, never taking her eyes off the wary retriever.


The dining-room door suddenly blasted open as Dodo burst into the room, a black ninja mask covering her head and face. Only her eyes were visible. Her feet left the floor and came back down in a wide V stance at the same moment she screeched, “Eyowwww!” her arms windmilling all over the place. Willie cowered against the wall, his ears going flat against his head. He whined as Ducky and Diddy scooped him up and carried him to the laundry tub while Dodo brought up the rear.


Within seconds, all three women were soaked to the skin, Ducky’s sheer dress hung in shreds from Willie’s claws. Diddy’s ample bosom heaved as she struggled to soap and rinse the wriggling dog. Dodo stood on the sidelines with an armful of thick towels.


When the spray attachment on the faucet came to life, Willie decided he’d had enough and leaped out of the tub, skidded across the tile floor, righted himself, and beelined for the back staircase, where he disappeared from sight.


All three women started to squawk at one time. Ducky pointed to her designer dress and screeched at her sisters. “It’s ruined. Take off that damn mask, Dodo, you look like a…like a ninja!”


“Thank you,” Dodo said. “Go home. I’ll clean this up. The dog was scared. You’d be scared, too, if someone dumped you in a sink of water. Well, maybe you wouldn’t, Ducky,” she sniped.


“Just a damn minute, Dodo. What the hell does that mean?”


“What I mean was…is…you were never shy about taking off your clothes in front of people. I remember a time or two when you skinny-dipped in front of men. Don’t bother to deny it either.”


“What does any of this have to do with giving the dog a bath? Admit it, you’re jealous of me. You were always jealous of me.”


“True,” Dodo admitted. “If I’d been nipped and tucked, sliced and diced as many times as you have, I’d look pretty damn good, too.”


Ducky flopped down on one of the kitchen chairs. What was left of her dress dripped water on the floor. She shrugged. This was all familiar ground that never went anywhere.


“Let’s have a beer before we call it a night,” said Diddy, ever the peacemaker.


“Okay,” Dodo said agreeably.


“I am thirsty,” Ducky said.


“We need to make a plan here,” Diddy said as she set three bottles of the family beer in the center of the table. “A doable plan. I say we make a plan to run Bella out of town before she gets a firm toehold here in the shoe. Now, let’s put our heads together and figure out something before it’s too late.”


Three beer bottles clinked together before they were upended.


The Lane sisters were on a roll.
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