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			Were I to fall in love, indeed, it would be a different thing; but I have never been in love; it is not my way, or my nature; and I do not think I ever shall.

			—EMMA
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			CHAPTER ONE

			Utter disaster on a cake platter.

			Caroline Ashley stood back and surveyed her creation. The fabulous triple-layer fudge cake with light-as-air espresso-­flavored chocolate frosting did not look like the photo in the magazine. It didn’t look much like a cake at all. Leaning to the left and shedding gritty brown frosting in ultraslow motion, this cake wasn’t quite what her mother had requested for her Wednesday bridge group.

			The recipe looked downright simple. Mix together, bake, frost. How hard could it be? Caroline blinked the sweat out of her eyes and stared around the sweltering kitchen, groaning at the sight. Flour, mixing bowls smeared with batter and butter-cube wrappers dotted the workspace. A purist would never have upgraded from the original Civil War–era fixtures, but her mama was not a purist. The long marble counters, custom Mississippi-oak cabinets and a heated flagstone floor were all top-of-the-line. The hammered-copper sink was original, but it was obscured by dirty dishes more often than not.

			Their cook, Angie, loved to create her masterpiece desserts in here, although Mama had been giving her more and more time off. All the fancy kitchen equipment was going to waste on Caroline’s watch. She was trying, and failing, to be a personal chef. Not that it was a role she’d ever wanted.

			Lifting the cake platter, she carried it to the freezer, sliding it in between the bags of sweet peas and a carton of vanilla ice cream. In only an hour the bridge group would show up, and there wasn’t time to make another. She could pray the cake would miraculously right itself and set into something more like the picture. Or she could run away from home.

			“Something smells good.” Caroline whirled at the sound of the voice, even though she knew the speaker before she saw him. Brooks Elliot, her friend since before she’d learned to ride a two-wheeler down the long driveway, had a habit of showing up at all the best—and the worst—times. At his side stood a golden retriever, mouth lolling open, tongue half-out in a big doggy smile. Brooks looked cool, calm and collected in a perfectly tailored deep blue suit. His spotless white shirt and pale blue silk tie completed the picture of effortless style. It was unbelievably irritating.

			He cocked his head. “Hiding something?”

			Caroline rolled her eyes. “Not from you, Professor.” She liked to use his title in a chirpy little voice that got on his nerves. Opening the freezer door, they surveyed the cake-that-was-not-a-cake together. “Although I don’t trust Absalom within five feet of anything edible.” She reached down to scratch behind the dog’s ears, loving how the retriever’s whole body wagged against her leg.

			“Hmmm.” Brooks pretended to be choosing his next statement carefully, but as her oldest friend, he knew he never had to watch his words. “Not so sure you need to take precautions.”

			“Hilarious. You’re making fun of my cake, but I saw this dog eat through the leg of your grandpa’s best rocker.”

			“Hey, we don’t bring up the past. Right, Ab?” Brooks reached down and ruffled the dog’s fur. Those two were thick as thieves. Better not get on the bad side of one, or you’d be on the bad side of the other.

			It felt wonderful to stand inches from the frosty freezer. She wanted to crawl inside and never come out. But there was a bridge party to entertain. She closed the door and shrugged. The strands of hair sticking to the back of her neck reminded her she still needed to shower, and the reflection in the stainless steel door didn’t argue. Blond hair escaped from her ponytail in several different directions. Her cheeks flushed pink, green-blue eyes just smudges. Behind her was a wavery image as familiar as her own. A head taller than she was, with sandy-blond hair and dark brows, Brooks was the kind of man that made women check his hand for a ring. When they’d first met, she’d been too young to think of him that way and preferred dreaming of boy bands and the quarterback at her high school. But as the years passed, she couldn’t help noticing how the rest of the female population reacted to him. Every year it was more and more obvious that he was the catch of the tiny town of Thorny Hollow, and beyond.

			She met his gaze in the reflection and grinned when he winked at her. Brooks, the consummate flirt. They were related, sort of, by marriage, and he always occupied that hazy area between cousin and guy friend. Whatever he was, catch or not, he was never less than a perfect gentleman.

			“I’m sure it will be just fine after it sets.” She spun to face him, tugging on the strings of her red gingham apron, which seemed to have tied themselves into a knot.

			Brooks gently turned her around and brushed away her hands, loosening the apron strings. Absalom wedged his furry body between them, his tail thumping against the back of her legs in a steady rhythm of happiness. “How’s the book?” Brooks asked.

			Oh, that. “Coming right along.”

			“I think you should call it The Never-Ending Story.” His expression in the refrigerator-door reflection was completely serious.

			“Hardy har har.” It was just a little bit funny, she had to admit. Her idea of the great American novel had morphed into a Gone with the Wind remake, which had become a historical saga spanning the Russian Revolution. Why? Because she was bored. It was not a great reason to write a book and it showed. She’d been working on it for two years and it wasn’t even close to being finished.

			“You know, just because your mama asks for a chocolate cake doesn’t mean you have to make one.”

			She stared up at the high, arched ceiling, biting back words. It was easy for Brooks to give advice on family matters when he lived a happily independent life, or as independent as that of a good Southern son could be. He was still expected to come home for weddings and holidays and weekends regularly. But being a journalism professor at Midlands came with respect, a nice house and a decent distance from his cranky-pants father. No such luck for her.

			“Bravard’s Bakery makes a great triple-layer cake. You could have asked me to pick one up on the way through town. You know I’m here almost every weekend. Absalom’s so used to the drive, we’re going to switch places next time. He’ll drive and I’ll stick my head out the window and yell at passing cars.”

			She snorted at the image but regretted the ungenerous thoughts of a moment ago. Brooks lived a few hours away in Spartainville, but that didn’t mean he was immune to the call of the needy parent. “Your grandma moved in to keep your father company, but she wants to get out of that old house every now and then, too. Your mom passed away so quickly, I don’t think he had a chance to come to terms with what happened. I think he’s just lonely without her.”

			“I’m not sure why. Maybe he misses the constant bickering. You know, I don’t really mind hanging at the old homestead every weekend, but with our grandmother off on another cruise, Manning needs to step up once in a while.”

			“They’re still in the honeymoon phase.” Brooks’s brother and her cousin were happily ignoring the entire family now that they had subjected the town to an over-the-top Southern-style wedding. Ten bridesmaids in rainbow-hued gowns, ten groomsmen in matching bow ties, a catered reception featuring every Southern delicacy known to mankind and a live band playing in an old barn for a dance that went on until dawn? It was enough wedding to last Caroline all year. Maybe more. Nobody could get married simply out here. That was just one more reason she’d never dreamed of every girl’s “special day.” Too much fuss, too much money spent on nothing real and everyone else had to play along just to make the bride happy.

			Brooks sighed. “It’s been a year. Since you take full credit for getting them together, it’s up to you to tell them it’s time to rejoin the real world. Hard as it is to believe, I do have a life in Spartainville.”

			“Did you finally find a girlfriend?” She knew even before she turned around that he would say no. Brooks just wasn’t the type to marry. In fact, he didn’t really date. He’d never said much about it, but she knew his growing up as a child of an unhappy couple made him less than eager to enter into his own romantic union.

			“You’ll be the first to know.” He lifted the apron strap over her head and hung it on the peg near the back door. “Why are you cooking on a hot day like this, anyway?”

			“Because my mama asked, and I always feel like I need to prove myself in the kitchen.”

			His mouth twitched. “Finley, a brilliant journalist can’t be expected to bake triple-layer cakes. It wouldn’t be fair to the rest of the world if you were that perfect.”

			She shot him a look. He would never give up that silly nickname. Caroline Ashley had nothing in common with Finley Peter Dunne, great American political humorist and newspaperman of the turn of the century. But Brooks had called her Finley ever since he saw some little sketch she’d made about their high school principal, and that was that.

			Brilliant journalist. He was just being kind, but she smiled as the words reverberated in her head. Coming from Brooks, it meant a lot. Graduating with highest honors and landing the job of a lifetime after her internship at the Washington Post still gave her a glow of pride. It was the best thing she’d ever done.

			The smile faded from her lips. It was the only thing, really.

			“I’d trade all that supposed brilliance for a decent approximation of that magazine picture,” she said.

			“And a chili-slaw dog.”

			“You know me so well.” Absalom’s head went up at the mention of a chili-slaw dog. The only other creature who loved them more than Caroline was the golden retriever sniffing around the large kitchen, hoping for edibles dropped by the careless cook.

			“When you have a big wedding like Manning and Debbie Mae, you’ll have to have one long table of chili-slaw dogs instead of the cheese straws and hush puppies.”

			“I’m not jumping on the marriage train. I feel like Pleasant Crump most days, but finding a husband isn’t the answer.” Crump was famous in these parts for being the last living Confederate soldier until he passed away in the 1950s.

			“That’s a bit dramatic.”

			“Maybe to you. As a man, you can take all the time you want, but women are groomed for the big white day from the moment the doctor slaps our little bottoms in the delivery room.” She wiped her forehead with a kitchen towel and watched Absalom vacuum up all the cake crumbs from the floor. “And anyway, I’ve seen what happens in a Thorny Hollow wedding, and even if I wanted chili-slaw dogs, I wouldn’t get to have them. The bride never gets her way. It’s all run by the old ladies, every single detail.”

			“Probably right.”

			“Speaking of old ladies, if I don’t get showered and spiffed up, Mama is going to have a breakdown when the bridge group gets a look at me.”

			“And I’ve got to get home. Come on, Ab.” Brooks patted his leg and the golden retriever reluctantly withdrew his nose from under the cabinets. The dog looked up at Caroline with hope in his bright black eyes and she shook her head.

			“Chocolate isn’t good for dogs, buddy.”

			“I don’t think that chocolate is the real gastronomical danger here.” Brooks cut his eyes to the freezer and bolted out the back door, with Absalom hot on his heels. The kitchen towel she tossed at him thumped harmlessly against the leaded, diamond-pattern window of the antique kitchen door as it swung closed.

			Caroline stood for a moment, listening to the two of them cross the old wooden wraparound porch and head for the car. Brooks had been driving back to Thorny Hollow almost every weekend to fix windows or oil squeaky hinges or even weed the flower beds. That a full-time caretaker lived in a carriage house a short distance from the main house didn’t seem to matter at all to Brooks’s father. His marriage had been notoriously acrimonious, but he seemed unmoored without Nancy.

			Grabbing a clean towel and trotting upstairs to the bathroom, Caroline sighed. Almost three years ago her daddy had passed away, leaving her mama in absolute shock. Lonely, lost and refusing to leave her room. When Mama asked Caroline to come home, she hadn’t hesitated. She walked away from the job she loved and the years she’d put into her career because that’s just what good daughters did. It killed her to leave it all behind, but she’d done it.

			Rejoining the workforce was going to be harder than simply packing a few boxes, if she was honest with herself. She’d been writing freelance articles and doing online news services, but it wasn’t the same as joining the hustle and bustle of a big city and a powerful company. She’d lost her groove, her confidence. She might not be completely happy here, but she knew this town and she knew how to stand around in pearls at a party. Taking care of her mom had turned into taking the easy way out.

			The ornately framed bathroom mirror showed a clearer version of the stainless-steel-fridge reflection, but this one mercilessly highlighted her shiny forehead and sweaty hair. Poor Brooks. He didn’t seem to mind the hot mess he’d seen, but a tiny part of her wished he had walked in before the cake, not after. At least she wouldn’t have been drenched in sweat.

			She put a hand under the dribbling showerhead and tested the water, knowing it took at least four minutes for the water heater to kick in for this part of the house. Her mother had recently redone her private bath in marble and heated stone tile, junking the claw-foot tub and built-in antique vanities despite Caroline’s protests. But this bathroom still had the original fixtures. Caroline ran a finger along the curved, cool edge of the claw-foot tub before her, smiling at the pink porcelain. She’d hated this tub when she was younger, wishing she had a sparkling-new shower stall and gleaming fixtures like Debbie Mae’s. The eighties had been the age of glass and chrome, of Robert Palmer video vixens with slicked-back hair and bright red lips. It was not the era of pink claw-foot tubs and copper fixtures and itty-bitty pink, octagonal tiles covering one enormous wall.

			But her daddy had refused to change a thing about their home, saying it was unnecessary. Just like the tiny gap between her front teeth. He’d said it was the way she’d been made and it was beautiful. The thought of him sent a sharp pain through her. She acknowledged it with a quick prayer of thanksgiving. Gratitude helped the loss, somehow. She was grateful for him, for his quiet humor and stubborn personality. Wishing him here didn’t help one bit, but she still did. Their little family just wasn’t the same without him, especially her mama.

			If only her mama hadn’t given up everything when she married. If only she had kept her job, maybe working on the side while raising a family. But that wasn’t done. Not back then, and not around Thorny Hollow. Now her husband was gone and Mama had no reason even to get out of bed. No matter how much she loved them both, Caroline felt a chill at the thought of marriage. They’d been happy, so happy, but what happens when the person who is your everything dies? What then?

			Caroline stuck her hand into the cold spray of water. No, she wasn’t ready for any kind of serious commitment. She wanted to have a good job and be professionally fulfilled before she vowed a lifetime of love to another person.

			All of this was far away from the pressures of the moment. She hauled in a breath and let it out slowly. It didn’t make any sense to worry about how her husband would treat her professional life because she didn’t have a single prospect for either at the moment. The tepid water shifted to warm and she shrugged off her clothes. Stepping carefully into the old tub and drawing the curtain closed, she tried not to focus on the problems ahead. Mainly, that her mother was minutes away from welcoming ten of Thorny Hollow’s finest bridge players and there was no cake.

		

	
		
			My being charming, Harriet, is not quite enough to induce me to marry; I must find other people charming—one other person at least. And I am not only, not going to be married, at present, but have very little intention of ever marrying at all.

			—EMMA
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			CHAPTER TWO

			Brooks strolled out to the car, grimacing as the late-spring heat settled over him like a suffocating blanket. Absalom trotted at his side, long pink tongue lolling. He couldn’t imagine spending the afternoon baking in this kind of weather. There was air-­conditioning and then there was reality. Today’s reality was lay-around-the-house weather.

			He slid into the driver’s seat with Absalom jumping over the stick shift to the passenger side. He rolled down the windows of his Saab, letting the trapped air escape.

			“Caroline really needs to get out of that old house. She seems perfectly content catering to her mother and whichever group is meeting, but I know her. She’s not a complainer. She won’t whine about her life. But she’s not happy there.” He rubbed Absalom’s head while he talked. His dog was an excellent listener, almost never interrupting and always making eye contact. Of course, he didn’t add much to the conversation, but that was his only fault.

			Caroline wrote the smartest, snappiest prose this side of the Mississippi. She could get interviews no one else could. When her friend Shelby Roswell’s reputation had been destroyed, she’d reached out to Caroline. More than just their friendship had motivated Shelby’s smart move: Caroline still had an “in” at the Washington Post. Why? Because she was that good.

			“I hate to see such talent wasted. It makes me crazy.” Absalom reacted to the anxiety in Brooks’s voice by letting out a soft woof.

			He hit the AC and checked the temp. The fan air went from oven-fried to uncomfortably warm. A few more minutes and he could roll the windows back up without risking a stroke. “Mrs. Ashley is trying to make Caroline into someone she’s not, and we all know how that turns out.”

			He’d have to find another way to encourage her to break free from her mother’s grasp. Whenever he tried to give her advice, Caroline smiled sweetly and went right on ahead with her own plans. She’d walked away from her job with hardly any notice, moved to her old hometown and settled into the kitchen as if she were born there.

			He let out a long breath and rubbed Absalom behind the ears. He understood grief. Losing a parent was one of the hardest things he’d ever experienced, especially since his mother had spent the last few decades furiously unhappy. But he also knew Caroline’s father would never have wanted her to give up everything and move for him. Brooks had told her that once and never mentioned it again. Caroline’s mother had begged her to come home, so she did.

			I’m not jumping on the marriage train. Brooks felt a smile cross his face. He completely understood that decision. His parents had spent four decades alternating between utter devotion and fighting over which of them got to file for divorce first. Until-death-do-we-part sounds so romantic unless you’ve fallen out of love and into something close to hate. It had been terrifying as a child. As an adult, it was merely annoying. The constant drama was exhausting.

			Caroline would set her own course, he was sure. As much as her mother might wish for her to stay in Thorny Hollow forever, she was going to leave sooner or later.

			A miracle of modern machinery, the air conditioner shifted its output from warm to tolerably cool. Absalom let out a short bark as the windows rolled back up, then sat back against the seat, ready for the trip home. The best dog in the whole world, Absalom didn’t mind the drive from Spartainville at all and loved to chase the squirrels in the country. But it would be nice not to pack his food up every Friday and Sunday evening.

			Backing into the main drive, Brooks glanced up at the stately Ashley home. “I just can’t imagine Caroline living the rest of her life in that big ol’ house, Ab. If she’s afraid of getting shuttled down the aisle, there were other ways to cut the apron strings than by getting married.”

			He needed to help her find one before she wasted another three years at the mercy of her mother, making light conversation and bad cakes.
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			The large living room buzzed with the soft, cultured voices of Thorny Hollow’s finest female citizens. The air-conditioning was barely keeping up with the humidity, and the contrasting perfumes made Caroline’s head swim. Bright sunlight glanced off the antique brass sconces and reflected onto the high ceiling, throwing the intricately carved medallion into a spotlight. Women moved through the room, greeting one another or avoiding one another, depending on past squabbles. To Caroline, it seemed the opposing currents of guests in single-strand pearls and high heels created a powerful whirlpool, and she was the center of the vortex.

			She glanced at the cut-crystal punch bowl, ice floating gently on the surface of the light pink lemonade, and wished she could drink it by the pitcher. A cool shower had helped a bit with her baking-induced hyperthermia, but she felt parched. She didn’t even like pink lemonade. It reminded her of every boring party she’d attended in this very living room in the past twenty-five years. But it didn’t matter how thirsty she was, these parties had a rhythm, and it wasn’t time for iced lemonade.

			These ladies were of the generation in which you didn’t leave the house without heels and full makeup. A relaxed spring bridge party wasn’t anything like it sounded to an outsider. It was serious business in Thorny Hollow.

			“Hello, Caroline.” Mrs. Gray was at her elbow, five feet of perfectly coiffed Southern womanhood. She smiled the sort of smile that gives smiles a bad name. Her gaze flickered over Caroline’s outfit, coming to rest at her throat. She blinked at the multicolored strand of pearls and green-hued gemstones, her nose wrinkling infinitesimally at the unorthodox display. Her own lengthy strand of unblemished white pearls swooped in graceful lines down the bright orange linen of her dress front. “I hear Brooks Elliot stopped by today.”

			“Yes, he was on his way home.” Caroline felt off-kilter. That’s what happens when you daydream at a bridge party. Someone sneaks up behind you, like a shark zeroing in on the trail of blood in the water.

			“Marian Birdsong said she invited him to her dinner party tonight but he declined. It’s curious that he would have stopped here but he’s too busy for a nice home-cooked dinner at Marian’s.” Mrs. Gray’s tiny teeth made another brief appearance.

			Not curious at all. Marian Birdsong was determined to marry by her twenty-fifth birthday and had approximately eight months left to snag a husband. The entire town knew her deadline, and good, honest men fled at the sight of her. “I think he needed to help his father with some repairs.”

			Mrs. Gray threw back her head and let out a trill of laughter. “Repairs? The Elliots have their own handyman!” She patted Caroline on the arm and blinked up at her in a kindly way. “I didn’t mean to betray his little white lie. Forget I ever said anything. I’m sure he’ll bring her to meet you very soon, whoever she is.”

			Before Caroline could muster a response, Mrs. Gray turned to a knotted group of women. They parted and absorbed her within seconds. Caroline could feel her pulse thumping in her temple. The very idea of Brooks’s lying to her was laughable. First of all, he wasn’t afraid of telling anyone the truth. Secondly, she’d be the last person on earth he’d lie to because . . . She nibbled at her lip, trying to pin down the reason for her certainty. Because they were friends, and friends were honest with each other.

			“Why, Miss Ashley, I declare you are prettier and prettier every day!” She’d been caught unfocused again. Their longtime neighbor Mrs. Reynolds squeezed Caroline’s upper arms as she spoke, her wrinkled hands surprisingly strong. The woman’s hair was the shade of a blackbird’s wing, which would have been striking if Mrs. Reynolds hadn’t been close to eighty. Still, her pale blue eyes were bright with warmth.

			“Thank you,” Caroline said, and meant it. There were worse things than being fawned over by old women. To them, she was charming and pretty and smart. The vision of the ruined cake flitted through her mind and she almost groaned. She was smart until they saw she couldn’t bake worth a darn.

			“When are you getting married? You need to hurry or I won’t be able to attend.”

			“Are you moving?” Mrs. Reynolds’s son had a successful law practice in Memphis, but somehow Caroline couldn’t see Mrs. Reynolds in Memphis. She was Thorny Hollow through and through.

			“No, dear.” She leaned closer, dropping her voice. “But I’m getting older, you know.”

			Caroline wanted to laugh, but wasn’t sure if she should. Apparently, the ever-present marriage harangue had a new twist: hurry and get married before I die. “I’m sure we’ve got plenty of time. And Mama isn’t ready for me to move out.”

			Mrs. Reynolds dropped her hands from Caroline’s arms and shot a glance across the room. “She’ll have to let you go sometime. It’s not right for you to pass your best years in this old place.”

			“I’m perfectly happy here.” Caroline was happy, truly. A little bored, maybe. But a few personal projects and some close friendships got her pretty close to contentment. If she never had to cook, life would be perfect.

			“My granddaughter is moving here next week. You remember Lauren? She’s just finished her master’s program. She graduated at the top of her class and has her hands full of job offers. You two should go to lunch sometime.”

			“That would be lovely.” Caroline had heard a bit too much about Lauren Fairfield over the years, and it was mostly how Lauren amazed everyone with her brilliance. Caroline shook off the niggle of jealousy. How insecure was she to be irritated with Mrs. Reynolds’s grandmotherly bragging? “Have her call me as soon as she gets to town.”

			“Caroline dear, could you bring me my pillow?” Mama’s green eyes shrewdly cataloged Mrs. Reynolds’s every movement as if she could tell they were discussing weddings and moving and Caroline’s present happiness. Mama beckoned Caroline to her side, as if she could hear the conversation from across the room and didn’t approve. Smoothing her light plum silk dress over her knees, she gave a tight smile.

			They looked so much alike, mother and daughter. Caroline knew exactly how her lids would sag as she aged, how her pert jawline would develop a bit of softness, and how the slight curls in her hair would become nearly unmanageable coils in time. It was comforting to look at her mother and know no surprises were in store for herself.

			“Yes, ma’am.” Caroline retrieved the small, embroidered pillow from the wingback armchair and brought it to the couch. The red velvet settee was a family heirloom but hideously uncomfortable. Without a little lumbar support, Mrs. Ashley would complain for days afterward. Of course, she complained a lot about almost everything, but Caroline did her best to nip it in the bud.

			“It’s about time to serve the punch, don’t you think?” Her mother tucked the little pillow behind her back and tugged a lace handkerchief from her sleeve. Patting a small line above each brow, she heaved a sigh that spoke of deep suffering and unrelenting pain. Caroline would have suggested she go and rest if she wasn’t well, but the truth was that her mother was perfectly well. She just enjoyed the drama.

			“Of course, Mama.” Thank goodness. Then the bridge party would begin in earnest. Caroline wouldn’t think of what would happen after, of the ladies waiting patiently for a bite of the lumpy, gritty mess in the freezer.

			As she neared the punch bowl, a movement caught her eye. Brooks stood just outside the living room, wiggling his fingers at her, crooked smile wider than usual. Absalom’s big head was peeking around the corner of the doorframe, mouth wide-open in a lolling grin. She cocked her head, hand poised over the punch ladle.

			He waved her toward the kitchen. “Finley, get over here,” he whispered.

			“I’ll be right back,” she murmured to no one in particular. Scooting into the hallway, she practically ran into his chest.

			“Whoa, there.” He laughed and cupped her bare shoulders in his hands. Absalom nudged her leg with a wet nose.

			“Your dog just kissed the back of my knee. What are you doing here? Are you rescuing me from the crazy-lady guild? Because it won’t work. They’ll track us down in minutes.”

			His eyes traveled from her sleeveless, green-blue, patterned silk top to the large green bow at her waist to the bright blue of her above-the-knee skirt. His gaze reached her kitten-heeled sandals with a matching green bow at each toe, took in her perfectly pedicured feet and traveled back up to her glossy, blow-dried hair. She felt like the Christmas tree in a grade-school play; all she needed was a giant gold star on the top of her head. From his expression, he was comparing her to the sweaty, panicked mess of an hour ago . . . and trying desperately not to laugh at her party getup. His dimples were deep indents, even though his lips were pressed firmly together. He finally let out a low whistle. “Tempting, but, no. I just wanted to tell you there was something in the kitchen for you.”

			“Is it a teleporter? Because I’m going to need one when my mother sees that sorry excuse for a dessert.” Caroline suddenly felt tired, as if she’d run a marathon. The party hadn’t even really started yet and she was ready to call it quits. Dodging questions about her single status and fending off snide comments over Brooks was just the beginning.

			He grabbed her hand and tugged her down the hallway, with Absalom trotting behind them. “If I had one, it’d be all yours.”

			On the kitchen counter was a small paper bag and a bright pink cake box printed with a delicate trim of forget-me-nots, the signature design of Bravard’s Bakery. Caroline turned to him, eyes going wide. “You didn’t.”

			“I did. And a little something from Shorty’s. Did you have any lunch? I figured you were too busy creating the Frankencake.”

			“I was saving space for the pink lemonade.” Between the heat and the anxiety and the cake flop, she was running on empty. Her breakfast bagel seemed years ago.

			He snorted. “Which you hate.”

			“Well, desperate times and all that.” Caroline bypassed the cardboard box, which she knew would contain a perfectly delicious triple-layer chocolate cake, and grabbed for the bag. “I can smell a chili-slaw dog.”

			“Did I surprise you?”

			“Totally. And I never thought that would happen.”

			“There’s a first time for everything.” Brooks grinned, his smile lighting the room. “I would hate to hear that you’d died of hunger halfway through the bridge party.” He stuffed his hands in his pockets and rocked back on his heels, looking immensely pleased with himself. Absalom wagged his tail so hard it looked a if he were going to lift off.

			She lifted out the small paper container and inhaled the scent of a grilled-to-order hot dog topped with thick chili and sweet, creamy slaw. The bright smear of mustard on the toasted bun was Shorty’s trademark. She tore off a bit of the bun and tossed it to Absalom, who caught it neatly in his mouth and swallowed it whole. “I can never repay you for this one.”

			“I wasn’t thinking of payment.” He paused, as if thinking about whether to say any more. “I don’t like to see you trapped here.”

			Caroline swallowed, her smile fading away. “I’m not trapped. I just don’t like parties.”

			“Okay.” He held up his hands in a don’t-shoot gesture. “I might have used the wrong word. I know you’re working on freelance projects and the never-ending book, but it might be time to get out into the world again.”

			Caroline took another bite to keep from having to answer. She saw the hesitation on his face, the worry in his eyes. He didn’t want her to be angry with him, but she felt irritation rise up in her chest. She was trying so hard to balance duty against her own ambition; did she really need a lecture on getting ahead?

			But that wasn’t exactly fair. He wasn’t saying she had to be famous or wealthy. Brooks only wanted her to be fulfilled, and he knew being a hostess for her mama wasn’t going to cut it.

			She sighed. “You’re right.”

			His relief was almost palpable. “I’m not trying to boss you around.”

			“I know.” That was all she could think to say. She could make no promises at the moment as she hid in the kitchen, holding a slopping chili-slaw dog.

			“Come on, Ab. Let’s let her eat in peace. You’ve already had yours.” Brooks opened the kitchen door and paused. “If you’re really that grateful, here is one thing you could do for me. My dad’s supposed to go to a party next weekend. My grandmother isn’t back from her cruise yet and he won’t go alone. He’s guilted me into going and I need a date.”

			Caroline froze, mouth full of chili and slaw. “Who?” The word came out sounding like moo.

			“Well, you, of course.” An expression flitted over his face that she didn’t quite catch, but the next moment he was smiling. “Who did you think?”

			She swallowed and waved a hand. “No, I mean, whose party?”

			“Oh. The Werlins are having a housewarming party.”

			“They moved?” Where had she been? Under a rock? The Werlin estate was one of the most beautiful in Thorny Hollow.

			“No, they had some renovation work done on their house and want to celebrate.” Brooks shrugged. “I would normally pass on something like this, but our families are old friends.” He grabbed for Absalom’s collar as he tried to sneak back into the kitchen. “Come on. Just one evening won’t kill you. What else have you got planned?”

			Nothing, obviously. “If I’d known this was the price of a chili-slaw dog . . . ,” she muttered under her breath. She would have added a smile, but Brooks knew her so well it wasn’t needed. Too bad his grandmother was still in Jamaica. Everyone had a good time when Blanche Elliot was at a party. “I’ll only agree if you drive a car and not that old motorcycle. Remember when you picked me up for Debbie Mae’s rehearsal dinner? I have helmet hair in all the pictures.”

			“It’s not an old motorcycle; it’s a classic Triumph 6T Thunderbird. Marlon Brando had one.” Brooks looked honestly confused by her request. “You looked fine. Bring a brush if the helmet bothers you.”

			She waved the chili dog in the air. “It’s not just the hair. I was wearing a dress! I had to keep my knees clamped against your hips the whole time to keep my skirt from blowing over my head.”

			“I thought you were scared.” He shrugged. “I suppose I could bring the car, but someone always parks behind me at those big parties, no matter how much trouble I take to find a good spot. Then it’s impossible to leave when I want, how I want.”

			“Maybe Mrs. Werlin will let you park out in a field somewhere.” Caroline thought they would likely get boxed in by late arrivals, but she couldn’t bear the idea of riding over on the back of his clunker Brando-mobile.

			“I better get back home. Don’t overdose on pink lemonade.”

			“Never.” She grimaced. The two were gone in the next second, the kitchen door thudding closed. Caroline took another bite, chewing thoughtfully. Mrs. Gray’s ugly insinuations echoed in her head. He didn’t seem like a man who was hiding his personal life. Then again, maybe he didn’t think she could handle whatever developments his personal life had taken. They were friends, just as they’d always been, right? Nothing had changed since she’d moved home.

			A small voice in the back of her head whispered the truth. When she worked at the Post, they had enjoyed long, complicated phone calls that covered politics, philosophy and the state of journalism in America. But now? She looked down at the remains of the chili-slaw dog in her hand. Now their world had shrunk to complaining about the heat, conspiring to provide suitable desserts and juggling familial duties.

			Or maybe it was only her world that had shrunk. Maybe Brooks was still discussing politics, philosophy and journalism . . . but not with the girl hiding in the bright yellow kitchen with a smear of chili on her upper lip.

			The thought made her heart drop in her chest. He’d remained loyal even though she’d lost her spark, her wit, her Caroline-ness. It seemed as if her life were becoming one long round of parties. This certainly wasn’t what she had envisioned when she’d come home three years ago.

			Indistinct murmurs from the living room reminded her that time was of the essence. She quickly took a few swallows of iced tea. It was time to branch out, try new things. Working on the never-ending novel wasn’t what she wanted to do with her life.

			She checked the front of her dress for any telltale splotches of chili, slaw or mustard.

			Brooks was right. The image of his face flashed through her mind. He’d been afraid to say anything. She hated that he felt there was something they couldn’t talk about, but apparently, her self-imposed exile was a sticky topic. He must have thought she’d get upset at being told to head back to the real world. And she had, just a bit. She had let things go too far, for too long. It was time to ease her way out of the family home. She was a grown woman and needed to act like one. Faking Baking 101 and serving pink lemonade wasn’t her God-given purpose in life. Of course, she wasn’t even going to think about telling her mama that right now. She had a bridge party to host.

		

	
		
			What did she say? Just what she ought, of course. A lady always does.

			—EMMA
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			CHAPTER THREE

			It’s been forever. I almost wondered if you’d forgotten about me.” Caroline wasn’t trying to sound pathetic, but she’d missed Debbie Mae’s quirky sense of humor. She’d also missed their shopping trips. For the first time in over a year, they were hitting the small boutiques, scouring the racks for the perfect dress.

			“Oh, honey.” Her cousin reached over and gave her a quick hug, her flowery perfume as familiar as an old family photo. The rack of bright summer dresses rattled between them. “I never forgot you, not for one little second.”

			“Brooks told me newlyweds are just that way so we thought we’d give you some space.” Caroline extracted a peony-pink dress with a thin organza sash at the Empire waist.

			“Ha! Like Brooks knows anything about newlyweds. Blanche probably told him that. I just love that old lady.”

			Old lady wasn’t the right term for Blanche Elliot. She was seventy-­eight years young and was on her tenth cruise for single seniors. She didn’t bother to watch her waist, indulging in chocolate and pie whenever she wanted because she went out dancing three times a week. The words old lady and Blanche didn’t fit in the same room.

			“She’s always asking me whether Brooks has a girlfriend. Has he said anything to you?” asked Debbie Mae.

			Caroline froze, one hand holding out a bright yellow sheath dress. “No. Why would she ask?” Had he met someone and Caroline was the very last to know?

			Debbie Mae brushed back a stray curl and shrugged. “Not sure, but I think Blanche is afraid he’s never going to settle down.”

			Caroline frowned. “Why do people call it settling down when it’s a man and finding the right one when it’s a woman? Like the man has been leading an adventure and the woman has spent all her time searching for a good mate.”

			Debbie Mae held up an elegant, pale blue, strapless dress that was embroidered with gold thread. “I have no idea. She probably thinks he should get married before he’s too old.”

			Caroline paused, considering her cousin, searching for the right words. “Too old? What does that even mean? You’re making it sound as if he’s half-dead.”

			“Hey, don’t shoot the messenger. I’m sure she just wants him to be happy!” Debbie Mae said, blue eyes wide, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.

			“But, Debbie Mae”—Caroline hung up the bright yellow dress and met her cousin’s gaze—“he is happy. Why is married any better than unmarried? His parents spent years shouting at each other, and now his father is lost without the woman he couldn’t even stand. I don’t think that’s exactly the perfect advertisement for entering into the married state.”

			The boutique’s sound system blared out the final bass beats of the techno song, and the momentary silence was deafening. The next song started with a high-pitched note liked a siren.

			“I understand what Blanche means.” Debbie Mae held up a hand. “Wait, let me explain. You know Emma, the Jane Austen book?”

			Caroline nodded. “I never read it, but I saw the ads for that PBS miniseries. Loved the clothes. In fact . . .” Her voice trailed off as she pulled out another gown, palest lilac, draping in soft folds to the floor. “This looks like it should be in their costume department.”

			Debbie Mae snorted. “Not with spaghetti straps. A Regency woman would be considered a woman of ill repute in that.”

			“Ill repute?” Caroline pretended to consider it. “Well, I could live with that, I suppose, for a color this gorgeous.”

			“My point”—Debbie Mae waved a hand—“was about Mr. Knightley. He was a happy bachelor, but when he fell in love with Emma, everything changed.”

			Caroline let out a short laugh, shaking her head. “Did you just hear what you said? He was a happy man and then everything changed? You’re really not convincing me here.”

			Her cousin laid a flowered, sleeveless button-up over one arm and giggled. “You know what I mean.” Her smile faded and her eyes grew serious. “I was happy before I met Manning. But I don’t think I really knew what intense love could be like before him. It’s so different, it’s hard to describe.”

			Caroline flipped the metal hangers to the end and scoured for another possibility. “Eros.”

			“Okay, right.” Debbie Mae nodded. “But I don’t know if all that can be crammed into one little Greek word.”

			“I’m sure it can’t. I meant to say that’s the difference. Eros, agape and . . .” Caroline snapped her fingers.

			“Phileo,” Debbie Mae supplied. “Romantic love, friendship, brotherly love. Anyway, I mean that until you experience it, it’s really hard to say whether you want to spend your life without it.”

			“So, what does this have to do with Mr. Knightley and Brooks?”

			“He’s got great friends and a brother, but he’s missing out on a big area. I just would hate for him to discover it too late. Knightley had Emma as a friend, but when they fell in love, they were fulfilled, completed.”

			“Don’t let Brooks hear you call him incomplete.”

			Debbie Mae didn’t laugh. “He’s just not the type of guy to stay single forever, no matter what he says.”

			Caroline chewed her lip, flipping dresses on the rack, unseeing. Would he regret having spent so much time with friends when he could have experienced the powerful, all-consuming passion of an erotic love? She didn’t want Brooks to miss out, but the thought of his being swallowed up by a grande passion made her feel more than a bit anxious. A vision passed before her, of Brooks and a tall, elegant woman, looking complete. The shadowy figure of this woman flashed in and out of focus, long dark hair changing to a bright blond pixie cut and finally to waves of gentle auburn curls.

			“Is that what Manning says?”

			Debbie Mae snagged a yellow scarf from the display shelf and draped it over her dresses, eyeing it for clashing hues. “Actually, he told me to stop hounding Brooks. He seems to have this odd idea that Brooks knows exactly what he’s doing.”

			“Maybe you should invite him to your house to watch Emma. That might bring the point home.” Her little joke was lost on her cousin.

			“Great idea!” Debbie Mae wrapped the scarf around her neck. “We should throw an Austen party. Blanche can help! She knows everything about parties! We’ll dress up in Regency clothes and eat pickled partridge eggs or whatever they ate.” Her face was alight with enthusiasm.

			Caroline felt her brows rise to her hairline. What on earth had she started? “Let’s go try these on and then we can talk specifics.”

			Maybe Debbie Mae would forget all about it when she focused on summer dresses. Shoe shopping was next, and surely that would make her forget about the crazy plan.

			[image: ornament]

			Forty-five minutes later, Caroline slipped her sunglasses down from her hair and pushed open the glass door of the boutique, walking into the sweltering Mississippi heat. The lilac-colored, floor-length dress was carefully hung inside a garment bag.

			“Oh, and we can learn some of those old dances!” Debbie Mae clutched several plastic bags and bounced alongside Caroline, her glee apparent even in her steps. Debbie Mae had refused to let go of her brilliant idea, quoting lines from the movie at Caroline over the top of the changing-room walls.

			Caroline snorted. “Really, Brooks is never going to agree to that. I can see a movie night, but a costume party with square dancing? Never going to happen, I can tell you.”

			Debbie Mae’s face fell, small frown lines appearing at the sides of her mouth. “It’s not square dancing. It’s graceful and elegant. I thought you’d help out. If you don’t want to be part of it . . .”

			“It’s not that I don’t want to help.” Caroline paused under the shade of a magnolia, a bead of sweat making its way down the curve of her spine. Her feet were aching in her new silver, strappy sandals, but the wrought-iron-and-wooden bench looked ten degrees hotter than the air. “And I’m glad you guys have started being more sociable. I know Brooks missed you, and I sure missed you, but maybe this isn’t the best way to spend time together.”

			To Caroline’s surprise, Debbie Mae’s large blue eyes misted with tears. “I’m sorry we haven’t been in touch very much.”

			“Hey”—Caroline reached out, touching her hand—“it’s fine. I didn’t mean to make you feel bad about it. But a year is a long time without even a coffee date.” Debbie Mae nodded. “I’m up to my neck with my mama’s parties right now. But tell you what—let’s plan that party for Christmas or New Year’s Day.” Caroline hoped that a few months might shake loose that idea once and for all.

			Debbie Mae turned and sank onto the bench, her bags clutched to her chest. Such grief was in her expression that Caroline sank down next to her. Something was very wrong. Caroline’s heart twisted in her chest. Was Debbie Mae sick? Was Manning dying?

			“I just didn’t know how to tell you.” Debbie Mae’s voice broke on the last word and her chin dropped to her chest.

			“Debbie Mae,” Caroline said, hearing the panic in her own voice. “You can always tell me anything. I promise I won’t be mad.”

			Debbie Mae laughed, a sad, little choking sound that was as far from a laugh as could be. “I know. It’s just so hard to find the words. We tried right away and we were so excited to find out we were pregnant. I started creating the cutest little cards to announce it.” She took a shuddering breath. “It’s a good thing I couldn’t decide between the baby-giraffe theme and the daddy-penguin theme.”

			Caroline held her hand, her throat tightening in response to the utter devastation on Debbie Mae’s face. Her mind flashed back to those months after the wedding, when her cousin seemed distant, silent.

			“The second time, we decided to wait a little longer.” Debbie Mae paused, looking up into the tree branches above them, her face dappled with bright sunlight. Her eyes glittered with unshed tears.

			The second time? Caroline’s stomach clenched. She had missed so much, assuming Debbie Mae was caught up in the bliss of a new husband. Instead she was drowning under a tidal wave of grief.

			“When that one ended, I needed to take a break.” She looked down at her hands, one clutching Caroline’s as if for dear life. “We waited until February, and I didn’t even get excited when the little stick turned blue this time.”

			It was May and there had been no happy announcement. Obviously there would be no happy announcement. Caroline leaned forward, folding Debbie Mae’s shaking shoulders into a fierce hug. They held on to each other in the sweltering morning sunlight, on a public bench in the swanky downtown shopping area, mourning.

			Debbie Mae finally leaned back, wiping her face, trying to keep her mascara from smearing. Caroline dug a tissue from her purse and handed it over silently.

			“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. I just knew it would be like this, and I couldn’t face any more tears.” Debbie Mae laughed, shaking her head. “As if this is any better.”

			Caroline rubbed Debbie Mae’s back, feeling her thin shoulder bones through her pale yellow linen shirt. She’d thought Debbie Mae was watching her weight, maybe running more. Now she could see the weight loss was grief and tragedy showing through.

			“We’ve decided to put it all on hold. I can’t take another . . .” Debbie Mae’s voice trailed off and Caroline wondered what her cousin was going to say. Disappointment didn’t seem the right kind of word for a loss so deep. “And I know people will say that it’s so much easier to lose a baby at that stage, before you’re even showing, before you tell everybody.” Debbie Mae’s brows drew together in anger. “But it’s not easier for us. I was so mad at God, I couldn’t even sit in church. I would just fume the whole time. I’m not saying our loss is any bigger or any more awful than what other people are facing. But I don’t even know if they were boys or girls.”

			Caroline nodded, feeling the yawning chasm of the unknown that would never be filled. Never knowing the gender meant you might not give the child a name. If no one knew about the baby, you certainly wouldn’t be able to have a public ceremony to mourn and show respect for the short life. It would be forever unfinished, no healing closure available. And multiplied by three, the burden was unimaginable.

			“I feel like a failure as a woman.” Debbie Mae watched the shoppers pass on the sidewalk, happy chatter filling the air around them. “You always hear what a ‘real woman’ is. You know, ‘real women have curves’ and ‘real women make biscuits from scratch’ and ‘real women run marathons.’ I thought ‘real women have babies.’ Or maybe I didn’t even think it. Maybe I just believed it without even considering whether it was true.”

			Caroline smiled a little at the marathon comment. She liked to run, but she didn’t think she could ever do a marathon. Or biscuits from scratch. But of course, she had just assumed about the babies. Like Debbie Mae.

			“When it didn’t look like that was going to happen for us, I felt like someone had canceled my woman card.” Debbie Mae looked up, face stricken. “Really, what do I do now? I had it all planned out. College, good job, marriage, and babies. Just like that.”

			Caroline wondered for the first time what Debbie Mae thought of her. She’d gone to college, gotten the good job, and then come home. No marriage. No babies. Probably, like most people, her cousin’s false perceptions were applied most heavily to herself, not those around her. Caroline rubbed Debbie Mae’s arm, at a loss for words.

			Caroline had always felt like a woman, even when she’d been making cake flops for bridge meetings. Her disappointments hadn’t touched her faith, hadn’t made her question whether she was loved by God. She just couldn’t imagine the depths of the grief Debbie Mae was feeling, a grief so deep that it had consumed the whole of the last year.

			“Right now, I just want to focus on something else. I missed my friends.” Debbie Mae, her lips tilting up in a hopeful expression, looked at Caroline. “If they can forgive me for being so quiet.”

			“Oh, honey.” It wasn’t the most articulate sentence, but Caroline hoped her hug said it all. “I’m so sorry.”

			“I am, too.” Debbie Mae straightened up, brushing back her hair. “Now, I want this to be a summer to have fun, recuperate and reconnect. I think your idea about a Regency party is so incredible!”

			Caroline opened her mouth to remind her that she wasn’t the one who’d come up with it, and that she didn’t actually like the idea all that much, but decided it didn’t really matter. If Debbie Mae wanted an Austen party, Debbie Mae was going to get an Austen party.

			“I’m still not sure if Brooks is going to want to show up in tails and dance around your patio.”

			“Well, we’ll just have to work on him.” Debbie Mae stood up, shouldering her purse. “Come on, we’ve got shoe shopping to do. And after lunch, we’ll strategize.”

			Caroline followed along, outwardly remarking on the chances of their finding Regency shoes without resorting to an online store. Inside, her heart was trembling with the knowledge her best friend had been enduring a life-changing trauma. And she hadn’t even known.

			She’d been so caught up in her own problems with her mother, her own loneliness, wishing everyone would come visit her. Perhaps if she hadn’t been so focused on her own troubles, she would have seen Debbie Mae struggling. She’d been a bad friend, and nothing was worse in Caroline’s book than someone who let down her friends.

			Before they entered the next shop, she’d decided this Austen party was going to put all other parties to shame. If she had to drag Brooks there and force him to dance, she would do it. Debbie Mae deserved a little happiness, and if they all had to dress up like something in a BBC miniseries to make it happen, then that would be a small price to pay.
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