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If these three sisters don’t change direction, they’ll end up where they’re going.

DARLENE CALDWELL has spent a lifetime tending Sycamores, an estate located five miles south of a small town called Peculiar. She raised a family in the spacious home that was her grandfather’s legacy, and she enjoys being a pillar of the community. Sycamores is the kingdom where she reigns as queen . . . until her limelight-stealing twin sister unexpectedly returns.

Carlene Caldwell, veteran of the Broadway stage, is devastated when she realizes that an unsuccessful throat surgery has spelled the end of her musical career. Searching for a new purpose in life, she retreats to Sycamores, her childhood home. She may not be able to sing, but she hopes to use her knowledge and experience to fashion a new life in Peculiar, the little town she left behind.

Haunted by a tragic romance, Magnolia Caldwell is the youngest of the Caldwell girls. Nolie has never wanted to live anywhere but Sycamores. She spends her days caring for her dogs and the magnificent gardens she’s created on the estate, but when she meets a man haunted by his own tragedy, she must find the courage to either deny her heart or cut the apron strings that tie her to a dear and familiar place.

Can these sisters discover who they are meant to be when life takes an unforeseen detour? In a season of destiny, three unique women reunite and take unexpected journeys of the heart.
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With nearly 4 million copies of her books sold worldwide, ANGELA HUNT is the bestselling author of more than one hundred books, including The Tale of Three Trees, Don’t Bet Against Me!, The Note, and The Nativity Story. Her nonfiction book Don’t Bet Against Me!, written with Deanna Favre, spent several weeks on the New York Times bestseller list. She and her husband make their home in Florida.
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Praise for Angela Hunt

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

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

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

—Fictionaddict.com

“Only Angela Hunt could write a relationship novel [The Fine Art of Insincerity]that’s a page-turner! As one of three sisters, I can promise you this: Ginger, Penny, and Rose Lawrence ring very true indeed. Their flaws and strengths make them different, yet their shared experiences and tender feelings make them family. From one crisis to the next, the Lawrence sisters are pulled apart, then knit back together, taking me right along with them. I worried about Ginger one moment, then Penny, and always Rose—a sure sign of a good novel, engaging both mind and heart. Come spend the weekend in coastal Georgia with three women who clean house in more ways than one!”

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

“The Fine Art of Insincerity is the story of three middle-aged sisters that converge on St. Simons Island to clear away the cobwebs from their deceased grandmother’s island home. But the cobwebs hiding the secret pain that each sister harbors threaten to entangle and complicate each woman’s deep sense of order and decorum, especially since one of the sisters is hell-bent on a collision course with fate. Angela Hunt’s womanly tale of sisterly affection and protective martyrdom is a well-woven story of self-discovery and personal growth that will melt your heart!”

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

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

—Romantic Times
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For Carol T.,
who learned to like Moon Pies and grits on my watch.


To turn on a dime,
Do a one-eighty,
Reverse course,
Recalculate—
When my well-paved road veered in another direction,
I had to wonder who programmed my GPS.

—Darien Haynes, “Road Warrior”
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Chapter One
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Residents of Jackson County, Florida, held their breath the morning of July 3, 1968, when old man Caldwell took to his bed complaining of a monstrous headache. As the clock struck two, he sat up, sneezed, wheezed, and lay back down, expiring before his head hit the pillow. The doc pronounced him at 2:03, then placed a call to the county seat. Someone in the county clerk’s office reportedly clicked a stopwatch and set it in the safe. County officials and city planners nodded to one another with greedy smiles, knowing that Charles Caldwell’s precious estate, known to all as Sycamores, would officially become county property at 2:03 p.m. on July 3, 2018. As to what purpose the property would serve, no one dared offer an opinion. But they could spend the next fifty years dreaming . . .

Darlene Caldwell Young, who was only six when her grandpa died, would later take quiet pride in the fact that her family home was not built on the sweat of slaves or the commerce of cotton, but on the courage, cunning, and risk necessary to garner a fortune during Prohibition. Though a current visitor to Sycamores would find alcohol only in bottles of vanilla, rum, and peppermint extract, Darlene considered her grandfather a genius. He not only managed to shelter Sycamores from taxes, but also devised the charitable gift annuity that provided a monthly income for any immediate Caldwell descendant residing on the property.

That income allowed life at Sycamores to continue as it always had, with a sedate and stately elegance. “Chase” Caldwell’s progeny were more than willing to let the rest of the world rush and worry and gobble meals behind a steering wheel. At Sycamores, and in Peculiar, the nearest town, life was meant to be savored.

Ready to take a load off her feet one Friday morning, Darlene sank into a rocker on her front porch. She pulled a tattered Japanese fan from her apron pocket and snapped it open, then frantically thrashed at the hot air. The porch lay in deep shade, but beyond it simmered a sun-spangled garden where roses nodded their heavy heads and sunflowers followed the blazing torch in the sky. Next to the sunflowers, Nolie was staking the top-heavy gladiolas while her dogs, Lucy and Ricky, romped across the grass edging the mile-long driveway.

Darlene frowned. The grass looked to be ankle deep, but ever since Daddy’s accident Nolie didn’t like to ride the tractor mower. Darlene would cut the lawn herself, but in this heat, she’d have to do it either before sunup or after sundown, and she didn’t want to risk running over a possum or armadillo in the vague half-light.

“Lawn needs mowin’,” she called, trusting that Nolie could hear her above the barking dogs. “Do you think we could get Henry to find somebody to come out and take care of it?”

Nolie looked up, her eyes shadowed by the wide brim of her straw hat. “Didn’t we just cut it?”

“Been nearly two weeks.” Darlene fanned herself again. “Those dogs are gonna be itchin’ if the grass gets too long. We won’t be able to keep the fleas off ’em, and I’m not gonna put up with another infestation in the house.”

Nolie turned, the hot breeze ruffling her long pullover apron as she watched her pets play. “You’d better call Henry, then.” She picked up her gardening basket. “Ask if he can find someone regular.”

“Only till the heat passes. Might as well save some money and do it myself once the weather cools off.”

Nolie waved in silent agreement as she followed the dogs and walked toward the driveway.

Inhaling the sweet scent of the honeysuckle vines, Darlene propped her hand on her chin and watched her baby sister. Oh, to be young and carefree again. Though Nolie had recently celebrated her fortieth birthday, her face was still unlined and her figure trim. Come to think of it, Nolie was still a child in many ways. Not surprising, considering she’d never been married, never raised children, and never been widowed. Darlene had borne the stress of all three, and wore the resulting laugh lines and worry ridges on her face.

Darlene straightened as an unfamiliar vehicle slowed on the highway and turned onto the property. A red pickup rattled over the gravel drive, its bed covered with a bright blue tarp and bulging like a Gypsy’s wagon. Nolie slowed as the truck drew closer, then the driver stopped and leaned over to lower his passenger window.

A chill climbed the chinks of Darlene’s spine as she stood and walked to the edge of the porch. This was how every TV crime show began—a suspicious vehicle pulled up beside an innocent woman while the driver asked about a missing puppy or for directions to the police station. But this road led to Sycamores and nowhere else, so the stranger had either made a wrong turn or was fixin’ to kidnap one of the Caldwell women.

Darlene clenched her teeth. “Don’t be a dumbbell, Nolie. Don’t you get in that truck.”

As if she’d heard and wanted to rebel, Nolie stepped over the shallow drainage ditch at the side of the drive and walked toward the vehicle. Without even a moment’s hesitation she reached for the door handle and hopped into the cab.

Honestly! That girl had no awareness of danger, no understanding of propriety, and absolutely no common sense. Darlene had spent many a sleepless night worrying about what would happen if Nolie met a dangerous killer who summoned her into his car—well, now she knew. Nolie would not only get in, she’d invite the maniac home for supper.

Even Darlene’s children had never been that trusting.

Darlene stood in hypnotized horror. If that truck started kickin’ up dust in a sudden U-turn, she was calling the sheriff and raising holy heck—

But the pickup continued rumbling toward the house, its giant tires making soft popping sounds as it rolled over the gravel. Darlene pressed her lips together, then stepped inside the foyer, where Daddy’s shotgun leaned against the marble windowsill.

The stranger in the truck might not have evil intentions, but when two single women lived only a short distance from the state hospital for the criminally insane, Darlene would rather be safe than sorry.

 

Nolie pushed at the brim of her hat to better see the man who’d identified himself as Erik Payne. He was certainly spruced up for a hot day in May—the middle-aged man wore a white shirt, a red tie, and dark blue trousers with a crease so sharp it might have been topstitched. He looked like a politician on parade, but what kind of man deliberately chose to hang a tie around his neck in this heat? Then again, he said he was from Chattahoochee, and everyone knew that place was home to the Florida State Mental Hospital.

She pursed her lips, dreading what Darlene would say about her getting into this man’s pickup. Darly would take one look at him and figure he was a recovering mental patient, an escaped criminal, or, given his red, white, and blue attire, a desperate politician.

Nolie tilted her head. “You say you’re from Chattahoochee?”

He kept his gaze on the driveway as the truck rolled forward. “Yes, ma’am. Before I lost my job I was pastor of the First Community Church there. You ever hear of it?”

She shook her head. “I don’t get over that way much.” She shifted her gaze from his clean-shaven face to his hands. Smooth and pale, with clean and evenly trimmed nails, they looked like a preacher’s hands.

“So.” The reverend cleared his throat as he applied the brakes and stopped a few feet from the front sidewalk. “Should I be nervous about talking to your sister?”

“Why would you be?”

“Didn’t you notice? The woman’s carrying a shotgun.”

Nolie laughed. “She won’t hurt you. But she sees herself as bein’ in charge of the house, so she tends to be a little overprotective. She’s the one to talk to if you’re lookin’ for work.” She gripped the door handle and grinned. “And you’re in luck—I happen to know she’s looking for someone to mow the lawn and all like that. Since she started having hot flashes, Darlene can’t take the heat.”

A wave of crimson brightened the preacher’s face as he shut off the engine and pocketed his keys. “Alrighty, then. I guess I’m as ready to meet her as I’ll ever be.”

“Her name’s Darlene Young. Come on with me and I’ll introduce you.”

Nolie slid out of the truck and stopped to pat Lucy’s and Ricky’s heads—the anxious dogs had followed the pickup after Nolie hopped in. After seeing that she was okay, they positioned themselves like armed guards between the approaching preacher and their mistress.

Erik lifted both hands. “Do those lions bite?”

“They’re Leonbergers, and they’ve never bitten anyone—yet.” Nolie stepped toward Erik, then looked at the dogs and touched the stranger’s arm. “It’s okay, baby dogs. This man is a friend.”

The dogs’ stiff tails relaxed to swing back and forth in happy arcs. “They’re beautiful,” Erik said, following Nolie as she led the way up the sidewalk. “I’ve never heard of that breed.”

“Not many people have,” Nolie answered, pleased by his interest. “They’re a lot more common in Europe than over here. I had these two flown over from Germany when they were pups.”

Giving the preacher another reassuring smile, Nolie turned toward the porch—and stifled a groan. Darlene stood between the center columns at the top of the stairs, holding the shotgun as if she meant business. “Darly”—Nolie gave her a warning look—“you can put the gun away.”

Her sister eyed the stranger with a steely gaze. “I don’t know this fellow.”

“That’s only because you’ve never met him. Darlene, I’d like you to meet Reverend Erik Payne. Reverend Payne, this is my sister Darlene Young.”

The minister took a hesitant step forward, his hand extended. “Mrs. Young. I’m pleased to meet you.”

Darlene lowered the gun and shook his hand without smiling. “What brings you all the way out here, Reverend Payne? We don’t need any more Bibles—we already have one for every room and a twenty-pounder on the coffee table.”

“Please, call me Erik. And I’m not selling anything.” He pulled a folded handkerchief from his pocket and wiped perspiration from his forehead. “Since you asked, ma’am, I was pastoring a church in Chattahoochee until those folks decided the time had come for me to move on. With the employment situation being what it is, one of the deacons gave me your name—he said you and your sister might be willing to take in a stray. I’m not looking for a handout, mind you, but a job and a place to live for a short while. I had to leave the parsonage, so I’ve been staying in a cheap hotel off the highway while I look for work.”

Nolie tugged on Darlene’s apron. “You were just sayin’ we need a man to mow the lawn. And wouldn’t it be nice to have someone replace that old siding on the guesthouse? He could do that and a lot of other chores around here. I know you have a long list of things that need fixin’.”

Darlene glanced back at the old house behind her. Nolie knew her sister was thinking about the shutters that needed painting, the mud-dauber nests needing to be knocked down, and the guesthouse that could use a face-lift . . .

“That’s just part of owning an old house. No matter where I sit, I find myself lookin’ at somethin’ that needs doin’.” Darlene shifted her gaze back to the minister. “Before we can commence, Reverend Payne, I have to ask somethin’ and I’d appreciate an honest answer. Why did that congregation ask you to leave?”

The minister blinked. “I beg your pardon?”

“Did they catch you stealing from the offering plate? Or were you spending too much time counseling somebody’s wife?”

Nolie lowered her gaze, afraid the minister would see the blush she could feel burning her face. Darly had never been one to mince words, but why did she have to be so blunt with a man of the cloth?

The reverend’s mouth twisted as he loosened the knot of his tie. “Nothing like that, ma’am. I—well, I was five years married when I took the church. My wife supported me all the time I was going to school and seminary, but once we went to Chattahoochee and actually got into the work of the ministry, she decided she didn’t like being a pastor’s wife. She didn’t like living in a parsonage, she didn’t like going to parishioners’ baby showers, and she didn’t like sharing me with a hundred other people. So a year ago she picked up and left, and after six months she divorced me. The church was good enough to allow us some time in case God wanted to restore our marriage, but when that didn’t happen, the church decided that a divorced man couldn’t be a good example to the flock. They asked me to leave, so here I am. And that’s probably a whole lot more than you wanted to hear.”

Nolie studied her sister, but she’d never been good at guessing Darlene’s thoughts. Anything could be going on behind that implacable expression.

The preacher dabbed at his forehead again, then shoved his handkerchief back into his pocket. “That’s God’s truth, ma’am; you can call and ask anyone in Chattahoochee.”

Darlene leaned the shotgun against a porch column, then folded her arms. “What could you actually do for us, Reverend Payne?”

He glanced at Nolie as a half smile crossed his face. “Honestly, ladies, I haven’t done much manual labor lately. But as a kid I did some painting, lawn mowing, and gardening. You tell me what needs to be done, and if I don’t know how to do it, I’ll go to the hardware store and find somebody who can teach me.”

Darlene looked away a moment, then nodded. “In return for your help we’ll give you use of the guesthouse and supper every day. But how long do you think you’d be stayin’?”

He took a deep breath and scratched his chin. “I don’t rightly know about that. I do know I’ve been called to the ministry, so as soon as I’m settled, I’m going to start sending out resumes. God called me to preach and teach, so that’s what I intend to do . . . just as soon as the Lord opens a door.”

Nolie smiled. “So we’d be waitin’ on God with you.”

“That’s the gist of it, yes ma’am. Would that be acceptable?”

“Hold on a minute.” Darlene narrowed her gaze. “The man who sent you to Sycamores—he got a name?”

“Yes—Beverage Simmons.”

A smile finally broke through Darlene’s inflexible mask. “All right, then. I know Beverage, and I know he wouldn’t have sent you to us if you couldn’t be trusted.” She nodded at Nolie. “I s’pose we can work something out. You agree, Magnolia?”

Nolie stared in pleased surprise, then grinned. “I don’t see why not.”

The minister practically melted in relief. “Thank you, ma’am. Thank you, ladies.”

Nolie smiled, glorying in the moment. She’d been holding her breath, hoping Darlene would see that the good and Christian thing to do would be to help this man regain his footing. He had a look in his brown eyes, the same look she saw when one of her dogs got hurt, and she couldn’t bear to see any living creature in pain.

Like Momma always said, far too many people were quick to dish out advice when what a hurting person really needed was a helping hand.

“I say, ‘Welcome to Sycamores.’” Nolie grinned as the dogs picked up on her excitement and began to bark. “Come on. I’ll walk you over to the guesthouse. It’s not fancy and it needs some work, but it’ll keep you cool at night and dry in the rain.”

“No matter what it looks like,” the reverend said, following her, “it’ll serve as an answer to prayer until it’s time for me to move on.”

 

In her doctor’s Manhattan office, Carlene Caldwell looked out at the downtown skyline and couldn’t resist a sense of foreboding. Where was her young doctor, and why did he have to keep her waiting? She eyed the thick folder on the man’s desk. Why did one simple procedure require so much paperwork?

She folded her hands in her lap and wished she hadn’t given up smoking. If ever a situation called for a cigarette, this one did.

“Are you okay?” Martin asked.

“I’m fine.” She tried not to look at her agent, who sat next to her and jiggled his crossed leg more energetically than usual. “By the way, I want you to know how grateful I am that you were willing to come down here with me. I’ve been dreading this appointment for weeks, so it’s nice to have someone along. You know, for moral support and all like that.”

“You must be anxious—your Southern speech patterns are showing.” Martin laughed, but his laughter had an edge that did little to comfort her. “I’m always happy to help you, Carlene. It’s the least I could do after all our time together.” His brow furrowed. “How many years has it been?”

She turned, grateful for the change of subject. “Let’s see—I got my first part in ’84, and signed with you right after. So that’s—what?”

“Twenty-eight years. You never have been any good at math.”

“That’s why I trust you to keep my accounts straight.” She smiled at him. “We’ve lasted longer than a lot of marriages.”

“Including yours . . . and all three of mine.”

Carlene glanced at her watch, then sighed and crossed her legs, struggling to get comfortable in the utilitarian chair. “Good thing we never married.”

“Good thing I never asked. I knew you had better taste.”

She looked over her shoulder at the closed door. “What could be keeping that doctor?”

Martin’s eyes softened. “Are you worried about what he might say?”

“No—well, yes. I keep hoping for good news, but common sense tells me something’s not right. My throat tells me something’s not right. I don’t even talk like I used to; this rasp in my voice is driving me crazy—”

“Some people might find it sexy.”

“Those people know nothing about how the human voice makes music.”

Martin fell silent, then reached across the space between them and squeezed Carlene’s arm. “I’m sorry you’re in this spot.”

She choked on a desperate laugh. “If I’d known losing my voice for six months was even a possibility, I would never have had the surgery.”

“Didn’t they warn you about all the things that could go wrong?”

“Of course, and I signed the stupid consent form. But nobody ever expects that any of those things will actually happen.”

Martin shifted in his chair, then cleared his throat. “By the way, how’s your understudy doing? Are the producers happy with her?”

Carlene shrugged. “I think so. But almost anyone could play Golde. It’s not what I’d call a demanding role.”

“Any thought about what you might like to do next?”

“That will depend on what I learn today, won’t it?”

The door behind them finally blew open, revealing a young doctor who wore a wrinkled brow and a concerned expression. He walked around the two guest chairs, then paused to shake Carlene’s hand. “Thank you for coming in, Ms. Caldwell.”

Carlene introduced Martin, who stood to shake the doctor’s hand. She leaned forward. “I hope we can skip any other formalities, Dr. Weston. I have to know—is my throat going to get better, or will I spend the rest of my life sounding like I have laryngitis?”

The doctor twisted his mouth and perched on the edge of his desk. “You sound fine to me.”

“I don’t think I sound fine. I want the voice I had before the surgery.”

“You haven’t noticed any improvement since I last saw you?”

“None.”

“Your upper register is still affected?”

“My upper register is gone. I used to have a five-octave range; now I can barely manage two.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.” The doctor rubbed his palm along the seam of his trousers, then released a rapid volley of words: “I asked you to wait for the result of the latest scan because I was hoping the scar tissue would recede. But, apparently, the thyroid cartilage has elongated and reinforced the loosening of your vocal cords. I was hoping you’d be better after several months of recuperation, but sometimes, due to factors beyond our control, our purposes are thwarted and our goal is not achieved. You are able to speak, and that may be the best result we can hope for.”

Carlene blinked, her mind reeling in the verbal onslaught. Finally she grasped one word: “You thought I’d be better? Doctor, I can’t simply be better. I have to be exceptional. I have to be able to sing like I used to. I was hoping to sing better than before.”

The doctor’s expression remained locked in neutral. “I’m sorry the results of your surgery were not what we expected.”

Carlene struggled to swallow as her scarred throat tightened. Not what he expected? Why didn’t he call this what it was—a disaster, catastrophe, calamity, and tragedy?

“Martin, I can’t—” She closed her eyes as the office walls swirled and swayed. Martin barked a command, then a strong arm supported her shoulders and held her upright.

A moment later, she opened her eyes to find that the room’s walls and ceiling had resumed their proper places. She fixed her gaze on the doctor’s white lab coat, now only a few inches away.

Martin took her hand. “Are you all right, Carlene? Would you like to go home? I could call a cab—”

“So that’s it?” She lifted her chin and looked at the doctor, who was moving back to the chair behind his desk. “My voice is ruined.” The sounds rasped as she forced the words over her wounded vocal cords.

The doctor’s mouth changed just enough to bristle the fashionable stubble on his cheeks. “I’m so sorry the results were not . . . optimal.”

“You’ve already said that.” She blinked, then focused on Martin. “I think I’m ready for that cab now.”

Martin helped her up as the doctor stammered. “If—if there’s anything I can do—”

“You can explain everything to my lawyer,” she said, walking toward the door, “when you tell him how you destroyed my life.”

 

Carlene let her head fall to the back of the seat as Martin slid in beside her and gave the cabdriver her address.

“No.” She shook her head. “I’m not going home. I ought to be at the theater.”

“Whatever for? Your understudy has the part covered.”

“I’ve been helping out backstage. I don’t want everyone thinking I’m some kind of invalid, and as long as I’m getting paid . . .”

Martin stared at her, then waved in surrender. “The Forty-sixth Street Theater, then,” he told the driver. “And Sixth Avenue after that.”

She crossed her arms. “Thanks for humoring me.”

“I don’t understand why you’re doing this to yourself. You ought to go home; you need time to consider your options.”

“What options? I’d say the doctor was pretty definite about my prognosis.”

“I think you should get a second opinion. What does this young guy know? After all, he botched the surgery—”

“And I’ll let my lawyer take care of that. I’m not going to confront a hotshot medical expert about his substandard surgical skills.”

“So you’re going to sue?”

“If I have a case, I’d be foolish not to. Isn’t that why surgeons carry malpractice insurance?”

“Fine. But while your lawyer’s pursuing justice, you and I need to talk about your future. Just because your voice isn’t what it used to be doesn’t mean you’re ready to be put out to pasture. You’re a fine dramatic actress, and I’m not giving up on you.”

“I’m almost fifty, Martin—too old to be a leading lady.”

“No one has to know how old you are. You look great, and that’s all anyone cares about.”

She snorted. “I look like a spit-and-polished used car. People can tell my odometer’s been set back, they just can’t tell how far.”

Martin ignored her quip. “We could find a play with a great supporting role. Look at all the actresses who have played Broadway well into their eighties—”

“That’s a pretty short list. And actresses, even great ones, are a dime a dozen in New York. I wouldn’t make the cut. Any success I might have achieved has come because I could sing.”

“That’s not true.”

“It is true, though you’re sweet to try to convince me otherwise. But you’re right about needing time to think. Maybe I should go home.”

Martin tapped the Plexiglas window between the back seat and the driver. “We’ve changed our minds. Can you take us to Inwood instead?”

Carlene braced herself as the cab made an abrupt turn onto a congested side street.

“We could look for TV work,” Martin said, settling back. “Maybe you could audition for a soap. Some of them are moving to the Internet.”

“And play some up-and-coming starlet’s grandmother? No thanks.”

“You could interview for a network morning program, audition for a few cable shows, maybe go on Celebrity Apprentice—”

She glowered at him. “I don’t need to grovel. I don’t want to be in the spotlight unless I deserve to be there.”

“But you have talent, and with that comes a responsibility—”

“I had a talent.” Despite her intentions to remain strong, her chin quivered. “For six months I’ve dreaded this possibility, so I’m not going to harbor any delusions. I was an exceptional singer and a decent actress, but I’d be lucky if my reputation extends as far as the outer boroughs. No one in Hollywood is clamoring for my head shot. No one in network television even knows my name.”

“They could learn it.”

She snorted softly. “The market is already crowded with aging singers. I’m not going to force my company on anyone.”

“You’re too young to retire.”

“Do I have a choice?”

“What else would you like to do?”

She pressed her fingertips to her temples. “I’ve never considered being anything but a singer. I never . . . I mean I don’t think I ever had a choice to be anything else.”

She closed her eyes as the cab jounced through a pothole. The doctor’s announcement had floored her with its finality, but the news hadn’t come as a complete surprise. For the last four months she had been warming up her lower register with scales and vocal exercises. But every time she approached the D an octave above middle C, her throat closed. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t coax out any sound.

She groaned. “I should never have gone to that ENT. My coach said I needed only a few weeks’ vocal rest, but that seemed too simple. So I had to go to the fancy throat doctor and he had to try a new technique . . .”

She blinked back a sudden rush of tears. Why had she thought surgery would help? Because she was hoping for a better voice, as if medicine could improve a God-given gift.

She wrapped her fingers around her agent’s hand. “I’m sorry. I know you’re trying your best to be supportive, and I appreciate it. But right now I’m not feeling optimistic.”

He shifted to face her. “There’s no reason this has to end your career. You take some time to think, and after you’ve come up with an idea of what you’d like to do next, give me a call. I’ll help you get whatever gig you want.”

She squeezed his fingers. “I appreciate the thought, but I’m not willing to sully the reputation I spent years building. I’m going to go back to my apartment, take stock of my situation, and maybe go for a walk in the park. That should clear my head so I can come up with a plan about what to do next.”

“I’ll always be here for you.”

“I know you will.” She squeezed his hand again. “You’re not only a good agent, you’re also a good friend.”




Chapter Two




[image: image]

Standing knee-deep in a field of black-eyed Susans, Nolie stopped deadheading flowers and looked toward the main road. Through some magic of geography and air current, the breeze carried human voices to her, male and female. A moment later she saw a couple fly by on racing bikes, their bodies lean and sweaty. She stood staring long after they had disappeared, then shook her head and lowered her gaze.

She was no racer; that bold life did not belong to her, would never be hers. She belonged to genteel Sycamores, where courage and risk taking had long been bred out of those who lived beneath its roof.

She looked toward the tall trees that bordered the property and studied the tapestried swags of shadows hanging from their lower branches. Above the trees, tattered clouds crept toward the road as if they, too, had something better to do than maintain the status quo.

Sighing, she snipped the heads off another bunch of faded flowers, then stopped as she spied the new handyman walking from the guesthouse to the front porch. Overcome by a sudden awareness of her grass-stained apron and sweat-soaked bangs, she ducked behind a tall stand of sunflowers, but Reverend Payne didn’t even glance in her direction. He kept his gaze lowered, his head bent, and his shoulders hunched. The man walked as if he carried the weight of the world on his shoulders, though he held only a few white envelopes.

Her heart twisted. All she knew of him was the abbreviated history he’d shared when he arrived, but his brief words undoubtedly disguised dark sorrows and painful secrets. She knew sadness and lived with secrets of her own, heartaches she had never shared with anyone but her dogs. If this unhappy man wanted to unburden himself, she could suggest that Ricky and Lucy made great confidantes . . .

But how could she do that? She couldn’t simply walk up and ask him to reveal his deepest thoughts to her pets. Grief lived in a tightly coiled shell, and only time and the gentlest of entreaties could persuade grief’s keeper to even admit its existence . . .

Emily Dickinson had understood. “I like a look of agony,” she wrote, “because I know it’s true . . .”

Nolie lopped off a few more dead blossoms, then lowered her hand and quietly snapped her fingers. Ricky and Lucy, who had been wallowing in the grass, rolled to attention. “Come, my beauties,” she whispered, creeping toward the front porch. If they stayed in the shadow of the tall magnolia, the minister might not notice them at all.

Reverend Payne walked to the front door, knocked, and waited. Nolie drew a deep breath, knowing that Darlene would be trudging to the foyer and grumbling the entire way. She rarely made it out of pajamas before noon on Saturdays, and she didn’t like anyone outside the family to see her in her robe and slippers. But some situations couldn’t be avoided.

Nolie ducked behind the magnolia as the front door opened. Like a grumpy turtle reluctantly peering out from its armored exterior, Darlene stuck her head out.

“I’m sorry to bother you, ma’am,” the pastor said, “but I’d like permission to use your mailbox to mail some letters. Is it okay with you if I have return mail sent to this address?”

Nolie bent forward and peered through the leafy screen separating her from the porch. She couldn’t see Darlene’s expression from this angle, but because the pastor appeared appropriately apologetic, she didn’t think Darly would hold this inconvenience against him for too long.

“Fine, fine, feel free.” Darlene’s head drew back into the house, then reappeared. “Just remember to raise the flag or the mail lady won’t stop. Anything else you need?”

“Nothing at all,” the minister said, turning away. “Thank you.”

Nolie stifled a giggle as the door closed. Darlene had to be burning with curiosity about their new employee, but after the inquisition she gave him yesterday, she’d think twice before asking him about his family, his background, and what side his great-grandfather fought for in the War Against Northern Aggression. Nolie was curious, too, but not so much about the preacher’s history. She wanted to know more about the man himself.

She would have remained hidden until Reverend Payne was halfway down the driveway, but Ricky, bored with this confusing version of hide-and-seek, broke his stay and bolted toward the minister, his tail waving like a flag.

“Well, hey there, fella.” The preacher stopped to pat the dog’s big black head. “Where’d you come from?”

Ricky’s impulsiveness left Nolie with no choice. She strolled out from behind the magnolia, clippers in hand, Lucy trailing like a good girl. “Silly boy”—she scolded the dog—“you know better than to bother people who aren’t used to big goofs like you.”

“He’s not bothering me.” The air of melancholy around the pastor lifted as he smiled. “I like dogs. I wanted one myself, but my wife—well, we didn’t get one. But there’s something unique about the bond God designed between man and his best friend, don’t you think?”

Nolie nodded. “I know what you mean. I had a pug as a kid, long before they became so popular. Then I had a boxer, a Great Dane, and a Rottie. A couple of years ago I learned about Leonbergers, and well, you see the result.”

The preacher straightened and tucked his envelopes beneath his arm. “They’re beautiful animals.”

“Thank you, Reverend.”

“Please, call me Erik. I’m afraid I don’t feel like much of a reverend these days.”

Nolie glanced away, then gestured to the envelopes. “You walkin’ to the mailbox?”

He nodded. “I figured I should get these into the mail early.”

“Let me walk you down there. I can tell you everthing you want to know about Sycamores on the way.”

The beginning of a smile tipped the corners of his mouth. “An unexpected treat.”

They began to walk, the dogs pacing between them, and after an awkward interval Nolie feared she’d been too forward. What if this man didn’t want to know anything about Sycamores? What if he thought her as blunt as Darlene?

Thankfully, he broke the stiff silence. “Have you lived here all your life?”

“Oh, yes.” She smiled in simple relief. “I was born in the first-floor bedroom. My sisters were born in the hospital, but Momma said I couldn’t wait for the drive over to Quincy. I always thought it odd she should say that, seein’ as how I came ten years after the twins were born.”

He hauled his gaze from the driveway to the house. “Darlene has a twin?”

“Yes—Carlene, though they don’t look anything alike. Never did, apparently. They have a birthday comin’ up next week—a big one, since they’re turning fifty.” She lowered her voice. “Don’t say anything to Darlene, but the mayor and I are working on a surprise party for her. He’s trying to find a room large enough to hold everbody in town.”

The rhythm of the minister’s steps skipped a beat. “Your mayor is throwing a citywide party?”

Nolie laughed. “Peculiar’s not that big. And since Darlene has had something to do with nearly every civic organization in town, everbody knows her. Plus, the honorable Henry and Darlene have been seein’ a lot of each other in the past few months. I think he’s sweet on her.”

“Nice. Is Miss Darlene’s twin coming home for the celebration?”

Nolie stopped to pick up a stick on the side of the drive, then threw it into the grass. Ricky sprinted off to fetch it.

“Carlene hardly ever comes home. She’s so busy.” She glanced back at the preacher. “Carly left the area right after high school, and I don’t think she’s ever looked back. We don’t mind, though, ’cause she’s singin’ on Broadway. Bright lights, big city, and all like that. Momma used to say she was born for somethin’ a lot bigger than Peculiar. She’s the only Caldwell that was.”

Ricky came bounding back, the stick between his teeth, but he carried it to the minister. Nolie smiled as the man bent to accept the drool-covered twig. “Sorry. I should of warned you about the slime.”

“That’s okay. I’m washable.” Erik threw the stick, too, flinging it farther and faster than Nolie ever had. Both dogs took off after it this time, and Lucy found it first.

Nolie began to walk again, knowing the dogs would follow. “You’ll probably hear about Carlene when you go into town. She’s sort of a local legend.”

“I’m not surprised.”

Lucy brought the stick to Nolie, who stopped to accept it. Rubbing the dog’s ears, she glanced again at the stack of letters under the minister’s arm. “Did you write all those letters last night?”

He glanced at his envelopes. “Not exactly. I had copies of my resume printed up before I left the church. I figured I’d better take advantage of the printer and copy machine while I still had access to them. Then I’d need to start fishing if I want to stay in the ministry.”

“Readin’ and writin’ never came easy to me, so I was about to be really impressed with you.” Nolie softened her smile. “I’m so sorry about your . . . situation. But since you have to be someplace, I’m glad you’re here. Sycamores can be downright peaceful, as long as you don’t let yourself get caught up in one of Darlene’s projects. My sister stays as busy as a long-tailed cat in a roomful of rockin’ chairs.”

He chuckled, then looked directly at her for the first time since they’d begun their walk. “I don’t want you to think I’m only camping out here while I look for another job. In fact, this afternoon I was planning to ask your sister to tell me what she wants done.”

“You won’t have to worry about not havin’ anything to do—she’ll give you a list.” Nolie nodded toward the mailbox, still thirty feet away. “I’m going to stop here to keep the dogs off the road, but you go on ahead and put your letters in the box. The mail lady usually comes around lunchtime, so if you need to send any more, you should be fine as long as you run them down here by eleven thirty or so.”

She put the dogs in a sit and waited as the preacher strode forward alone. As he placed his mail in the box, she considered the marks of grief on his narrow face and wondered how she could possibly help a man like Erik Payne. People often brought injured animals to Sycamores, knowing that Darlene and Nolie would either tend them or take them to the vet, and now the good Lord himself had sent them one of his wounded servants . . .

“The heart asks pleasure first,” she murmured, quoting Miss Emily, “and then, excuse from pain—and then, those little anodynes that deaden suffering . . .”

Lucy looked up, her tail thumping in an inquisitive rhythm.

“It means painkiller, sweetie. I looked it up.” Nolie rested her hand on the dog’s head, then gave her ear an affectionate tweak. Erik Payne’s situation was a lot more complicated than a broken wing or a sprained leg, so how, exactly, were she and Darlene supposed to help this poor soul?

 

Carlene stood at a narrow window in her studio apartment and watched pedestrians on the sidewalk—people hurrying to and from work, dog walkers, women in spandex and sneakers, Chanel-clad housewives laden with shopping bags, and the occasional map-toting tourist in search of a famous landmark or the diner from Seinfeld.

Each of them had unique reasons for coming to New York, but all of them thought they’d find something special in the Big Apple, something worth the aggravation of dealing with crowds, breathing smog, and paying exorbitant prices for everything from a haircut to real estate.

What would her neighbors do if their dreams evaporated? They wouldn’t give up and go home—New Yorkers were made of sterner stuff. Pop psychology dictated that they’d probably go through the various stages of grieving. Martin had jumped headlong into denial, but Carlene lived with her ruined vocal cords, so denial was useless. Anger came next, supposedly, and she had felt angry enough to call her lawyer and give him the details he needed to take her case. While he pursued her victory on the legal front, she could move on to bargaining, depression, and, finally, acceptance.

But how could she ever accept that her lifelong quest had ended with a raspy whimper?

Her life had revolved around musical theater since the seventh grade, and ever since her mother pointed her toward New York, her dream had been Broadway stardom. That life might be over and her dream defunct, but she would not let a pair of ruined vocal cords destroy her. She had always maintained a high level of satisfaction in a job well done, so she would not settle for speak-singing her lyrics, nor would she audition for a daytime drama simply because she needed to pay bills. Her reputation for excellence would remain intact, and no one, not even her trusted agent, would convince her to offer an audience less than her best.

Retirement would be the logical answer, of course. Martin managed her retirement fund, but kept reminding her that those accounts needed to accumulate undisturbed at least until her sixtieth birthday. Yet how was she supposed to pay her bills for the next ten years? Living in New York required a sizable salary and steady employment. Her disability payments would end in a few weeks, and then she would need a job. She could advertise for voice students, but how was she supposed to afford Manhattan on a voice teacher’s sporadic earnings?

Even if she found a teaching position at one of the local schools, how could she live without the theater? All her friends came from theater backgrounds; even her biorhythms revolved around the largely nocturnal world of the Great White Way. Could she ever learn to get up before noon? Could she sit in the audience and enjoy a show while every atom of her being yearned to be onstage? If she were no longer part of a cast, who could she invite out for dinner, and what would they talk about?

If she had accomplished all she set out to do, she could probably retire gracefully. Broadway stardom would have supplied her retirement nest egg and fulfilled her career goals. If she’d achieved stardom, she could stay in New York and enjoy late lunches with theater critics and directors. She would compliment them on their insights, their productions, and the outstanding new crop of singers, dancers, and actors. She could offer constructive criticism, give advice, and tell entertaining stories about onstage flubs and embarrassing miscues. She might even be able to make retirement seem enviable.

But to be forced from the stage because a surgeon could not keep his promises—

Like a bolt of lightning through her chest, a surge of rage took her by surprise. She caught her breath, her lungs burning, and managed to exhale through clenched teeth.

How was she supposed to rid herself of this fury? Not to mention the jealousy evoked by the thought of seeing her acquaintances still in the theater. She’d never be able to converse with them about their latest productions without feeling the sting of envy. If she couldn’t control her emotions, if she let her feelings show, her old friends would see—maybe they would later say—that she’d become a bitter and jealous woman.

On the other hand, if she attended the theater as an act of support and encouragement, if she could sit in the darkness and let the glorious magic and music wash over her . . . the pain would be excruciating.

Her heart twisted with that agony even now.

Every day she struggled with not being able to sing in the shower, sing along with her exercise music, or sing in the solitude of her apartment. Sometimes she forgot and opened her mouth, but the sounds that came from her throat served only to mock the voice that had deserted her.

Feeling suffocated, she struggled with the old window and finally managed to raise it. Fresh air blew in, billowing the curtains as she leaned into a reservoir of sounds: the distant whine of an ambulance, the clip-clop of a horse and buggy on tour, the light laughter of schoolgirls on their way home. She loved New York . . . would love it until the day she died, but it held no place for her now. New York demanded everything a person could give, and she’d already given all she had.

She had sacrificed everything—old friends, family, and the love of her life—for the theater. But though she had given her all, she still remained a long way from conquering Broadway.

And now she had to leave.

She stepped away from the window, sank into a chair, and wondered how she could explain all this to her agent. Martin ought to understand, but he had never stood in the wings and sweated bullets while waiting to go onstage. He had never applauded and laughed during the magical Gypsy-robe ceremony held backstage before a new show opened. He had never sung from his soul and felt that mystical connection between a performer and the audience. He had never tasted the delicious realization that on a given night, in a given hour, he and his fellow cast members had grasped the hearts of every man and woman in the audience, squeezed tears from their weary souls, and left them forever changed.

Even though he was a theater insider, Martin would never understand the tumult of emotions in her heart.

How could she remain in New York? The city was too closely bound to the theater scene; she couldn’t speak of one without tasting, hearing, and smelling the other.

But if she couldn’t stay in New York . . . where would she go?

In all the winding years of her life, she had visited nearly every state and several foreign countries, but she had lived in only two places: Manhattan and a sprawling old house five miles south of a rural burg called Peculiar. She’d arrived in one of the world’s largest and most famous cities after leaving one of the smallest and most insignificant.

She had to face a hard truth: New York had ruined her for any other town. Returning to Peculiar meant returning to inertia, and inertia felt far too much like death.

 

A five-mile stretch of Highway 90 lay between the late Chase Caldwell’s estate and Peculiar, Florida, current population 493. Established as a way station between Marianna and Chattahoochee by Caldwell and a few of his cronies, the small town served as a distribution point for home-manufactured medicinal products until the long arm of the law closed down most of the operations. By that time, however, Caldwell’s fortune was secure and his hands as clean as a new dime.

Pedaling over the length of highway that maintained a respectable distance between Caldwell’s home and his business, Nolie tipped her head back so the breeze could catch the brim of her hat and flip it onto her shoulders. With her hat dangling over her back, she smiled and coasted through the shady Great Hall of Oaks. Nobody else called the mile-long stretch by that name, but as a child she’d taken one look at the magnificent live oaks sheltering the road to town and knew that such a beautiful place needed a memorable name.

Safe from the sun’s broiling rays, she closed her eyes and coasted down the center of the road, trusting her ears to tell her if a vehicle approached. Darlene said Nolie was crazy for riding her bike instead of waiting for a ride to town, but Darlene didn’t understand that a bike ride through the Great Hall—with a cool breeze on her face and the wind whistling in her ears—felt an awful lot like flying. And who wouldn’t want to do that?

All too soon, Nolie’s bike shot out of the shaded tunnel and the sun smacked her in the face. She sighed, then gripped the handlebar with one hand while she fumbled for her hat with the other.

The highway flattened, leading Nolie into the town center, a square bordered by four roads: Central Avenue, Main Street, Martin Luther King Boulevard, and Church Street. The roads edged the centrally located Peculiar City Park while local businesses crowded cheek by jowl on the opposite side of the streets. Darlene always said that if you couldn’t find what you needed in the city square, you couldn’t find it in Peculiar.

A car filled every available parking space, typical for a Saturday afternoon. Nolie rolled past the Coif It Up salon, the only salon in three counties specializing in white and black hair styling, the First National Bank, the Feed Store, and the narrow storefront that housed the municipal library. Finally she reached her destination: the Piggly Wiggly grocery store, known to locals as “the Wiggly.”

She parked her bike outside the grocery, then pulled off her sun hat and checked her reflection in the front window. Several long strands had escaped the elastic band holding her hair back, so she smoothed the flyaway pieces and moved toward the door. She didn’t have to look beautiful for Henry Hooper, but she didn’t want to frighten any of his customers, either.

“Morning, Nolie.” One of the cashiers waved as Nolie walked by. “How are things at Sycamores?”

“Same as always, thanks.” Nolie smiled and tried to remember the girl’s name. She had the rosy cheeks common to the Hooper clan, so she had to be one of Henry’s relatives. Maybe a niece?

When she didn’t see Henry in any of the aisles, she waited until the cashier finished ringing up Mrs. Marshall, then she cleared her throat. “Excuse me, hon, but I’m looking for the mayor. Is he around this mornin’?”

The girl jerked her thumb toward the corner of the building. “He’s in his office. You can go on in.”

Nolie thanked her and moved toward the paneled booth at the front of the Piggly Wiggly. Henry Hooper’s office consisted of an elevated eight-by-ten platform with paneled four-foot walls and a strip of glass along the top. Apparently the space was private enough to let him concentrate and open enough for him to spot trouble brewing from fifty yards away.

As she approached, Nolie glimpsed the top of Henry’s head through the glass panel. He must have seen her coming, because before she could knock he opened the short door and greeted her with a smile. “Miss Nolie! Come on in. Everything okay out at Sycamores?”

“We’re doin’ fine, thank you. How ’bout you?”

He sank back into his chair. “Gretel’s home from college, but all she does is sleep late and complain that there’s nothing to eat in the fridge.”

Nolie smiled. “If you’re not busy with grocerin’ or mayor business, I thought I’d come by to talk to you about”—she lowered her voice to a near whisper—“the party for you know who.”

“Of course.” Henry’s round face lit with a conspiratorial glow. He motioned toward another chair and waited for Nolie to sit, then he rolled closer. “It’s all planned. I’ve reserved the fellowship hall at the First and Only Baptist Church, and the folks from St. Mary’s are donating a cake. They want you to choose one from our bakery, and they’ll foot the bill.”

Nolie’s cheeks warmed. “That’s really nice. So everything’s set for June eighth?”

The grocer crossed his arms and beamed. “It’s been easier than I thought. I put a bug in Glennette Wessel’s ear, so she’s got the Ladies’ Beautification League working on decorations. I also mailed invitations to Katie and Griffith Junior.”

Glad that Henry had reached out to her niece and nephew, Nolie smiled and crossed her legs. “Any word from the kids?”

The light in his eyes dimmed slightly. “Unfortunately, neither of them can make it. They said they’d send flowers, so I told them to send any gifts to me and I’ll make sure to deliver everthing to the party.” He clasped his hands. “They were both awful upset about missing their mom’s big day.”

“They’re good kids and Darlene’s close to them. She’ll understand.” Nolie pressed her lips together. “And that reminds me—I found somethin’ the other day and thought you might like to see it.” She pulled a faded color photograph from the pocket of her long skirt and passed it to Henry.

He put on his reading glasses and frowned at the photo of two infants lying side by side on a blanket. One of the babies had turned and pressed its hand to the other baby’s face.

Henry snorted. “Cute kids. Looks like one of them has it in for the other one.”

Nolie smiled. “Not quite. I found that picture in our attic—that’s Darlene and Carlene when they were about six months old. Carlene’s not hitting Darlene, she’s comforting her. On the back of the photo, Momma wrote that whenever Darly lost her pacifier, Carly would stick her fingers in Darly’s mouth so she’d settle down and be quiet.”

“Huh.” Henry winked as he handed the picture back to Nolie. “Wonder if a pacifier would keep the woman quiet now.”

Nolie brushed aside his little joke. “The thing is, Henry, the twins used to be really close. I’d love to see them be that close again, so I’ve been thinkin’ that maybe we should invite Carly to the party. After all, June eighth is her birthday, too.”

Henry’s mouth opened. “Why—I never even thought about it. It’s been so long since anyone around here has seen Carlene—”

“I know she doesn’t get home often, and she might not be able to come. But don’t you think it’d be nice if we sent her an invitation? If she can’t come, at least she’ll know we were thinkin’ of her.” She propped her chin on her hand. “You may remember that Carly used to be active in civic affairs, too—she was Miss Buttercup Squash back in the day. So it’d be a real shame to leave the other Caldwell twin out of a citywide celebration.”

Henry snapped his mouth shut, then pumped his fist in the air. “Bless Patsy, you’re right, and shame on me for not considerin’ it myself. I’ll send Carly an invitation and tell her it’s a surprise.” His smile faded. “But I don’t know how to reach the woman.”

“Here.” Nolie pulled a note card from another skirt pocket. “That’s Carlene’s address and phone number. Like I said, she probably won’t be able to get away, but at least we tried.”

The man’s bushy brow rose a fraction. “Does she still go by Carlene Caldwell? I seem to remember Darlene mentioning that Carly got married a few years back.”

“She did, but that’s been over for a while. And she kept her maiden name all along—Darlene said lots of professional women stick with just one name. I suppose Carlene Caldwell does have a certain ring to it.”

Henry dipped his head in an emphatic nod, then rolled back to his desk and set the note card by his alarm clock. “Bless you for thinking of this, Nolie. I’ll get that invitation out today. And who knows? Carly may surprise us and make an appearance.”

“I wouldn’t hold my breath, but you never know.” Nolie stood and patted his shoulder. “If you need anything from me, Henry, just holler. I’ll be here faster than you can say ‘Jack Rabbit.’”

 

Darlene squirted a splash of furniture oil onto her dust rag, then slowly lowered herself to her knees. Reaching for the legs of a spindly antique table, she massaged oil into the dry wood, wishing she had someone to work liniment into her stiff muscles.

Griffith had been good about things like that. He would often volunteer to rub her shoulders at the end of a long day, but she always figured he offered only because he wanted her to return the favor. The strategy was typical Griff—never one to freely share what he was thinking and feeling, he never asked directly for what he wanted, but hinted in a hundred small ways. How many of his hints did she miss?

She picked up the bottle of lemon oil and gave her rag another squirt, then scooted to the other side of the table, her knees cracking as she rocked forward. Lately her body seemed determined to remind her that she had entered the grandma stage. Even her calendar had joined the conspiracy—it kept flipping pages, moving inexorably toward the big birthday, the one destined to elicit all those tacky over-the-hill jokes. She would be fifty in two weeks, but no one had mentioned the occasion lately and she didn’t want to be too obvious about reminding them. With any luck, her friends would remember her birthday in time to take her to lunch or drop by with a cake. After all, it wasn’t every day that a woman passed the half-century mark.

Unlike poor Griff, who’d only made it to forty-five.

She straightened her aching back. If only the kids could come home! At thirty-two, Katie was struggling to balance her career and her family, so a quick trip to Florida with her husband and son would be impossible. Griffith Junior lived a more relaxed lifestyle, but he and his wife had settled in California so the flight home would be expensive, especially if he wanted to bring his family. Darlene had held Griffy’s daughter only once, but she talked to little Marlee every Saturday morning and Griffy tried to Skype her once a month. Even though talking over the Internet was nice, nothing could beat pressing her lips against her granddaughter’s chubby cheeks and breathing in the scent of baby preciousness . . .

Darlene sighed. She shouldn’t let herself think about situations that would only depress her. A visit from either of her children would be too much to hope for, so she ought to be grateful for Skype and e-mail and those Internet photo-sharing services her kids were always using. She would have to accept that she and Henry and Nolie would quietly celebrate her birthday at Sycamores, or maybe Henry would take her to Chattahoochee for a nice sit-down restaurant dinner. Seeing as how this was a milestone birthday, maybe he’d put on a sport coat and drive her all the way to Tallahassee. If he decided to go to that much trouble, maybe, just maybe, he’d think about popping the question.

She groaned when a ruckus arose on the lawn, then leaned on the table and peered out the second-story window. Nolie’s dogs were barking, a sure sign of approaching company, but when she looked out she only saw Nolie riding her bike up the driveway. Her heart lifted when she noticed a plastic Piggly Wiggly bag fluttering in the bicycle basket. Nolie might have seen Henry today. And maybe he dropped a hint about his plans for Darlene’s birthday . . .

After giving the antique table one final swipe, she took the stone stairs as quickly as she dared in her sock-covered feet, then hurried through the living room and onto the back porch. Nolie was walking her bike not toward the garage, where it belonged, but toward the guesthouse.

“Nolie!” Leaning out the screen door, Darlene cringed to hear a note of alarm in her voice. She didn’t mind Nolie hearing it, but she didn’t want that melancholy minister to think she was afraid of him. As long as she had Daddy’s shotgun, she wasn’t afraid of anybody.

Nolie turned her head. “What?”

“Where’ve you been?”

“I rode into town and picked up some stuff for Erik.”

“The man has a truck. Can’t he fetch his own stuff?”

Her sister’s shoulders rose and fell in exaggerated exasperation. “I offered to help, Darly. I was headin’ into town anyway.”

“Whatever for?”

“Land’s sake, can’t a body have any privacy around here? Maybe I wanted the exercise. Maybe I just wanted to get out of the house for a while.”

Darlene frowned at her sister, but she hadn’t stepped outside to ask about the preacher. “Did you see Henry? Did he say anything . . . interesting?”

Annoyance struggled with humor on Nolie’s face as she glanced over her shoulder. “Of course I saw Henry. And what do you consider ‘interesting’?”

Darlene shrugged. “Did he say anything about comin’ over tonight?”

“No, he didn’t. And I don’t think he will, because his daughter’s home for the weekend.”

Darlene went back inside, slamming the screen door as she left Nolie to her business. Gretel Hooper, Henry’s twenty-year-old daughter, tended to be possessive of her father, and more than once the girl had flashed Darlene a drop-dead look that left no doubt about her feelings for her father’s girlfriend.

Shaking her head, Darlene moved into the kitchen and stared out the window as Nolie knocked at the guesthouse door and handed the grocery bag to Erik What’s-His-Name. They talked a minute—Darlene couldn’t make out a word, but she did notice that Nolie kept twirlin’ her hair—then Nolie went back to her bike and walked it toward the garage.

About time.

Darlene sighed and tossed her oily dust rag into the trash bin, then looked around to see what needed cleaning next. Cary Grant, her tuxedo cat, twined around her legs, purring like a new outboard motor. The clock began to chime the hour and her stomach gurgled right on cue—lunchtime. Might as well finish up the last of that tuna fish in the fridge; it’d be good with warmed-up hash-brown casserole on the side.

“Ready to eat?” she asked the cat. “How about a bite of tuna?”

She hummed tunelessly as she made two tuna sandwiches, cut them diagonally, and set them on two plates. She put the leftover casserole in the microwave and poured two glasses of sweet tea while the oven whirred. As promised, she spooned up a bit of tuna for Cary Grant on a fine china saucer.

Nolie strolled into the kitchen as the timer dinged. “Hmm, something smells good.”

“Hash-brown casserole. Better eat before it gets cold.”

Darlene sat in her usual seat, but Nolie dawdled on the way to her place. She pulled out her chair and looked at Darlene. “Do we have any more tuna?”

“Good grief, how hungry are you?”

“I was thinkin’ Erik might like some lunch. He asked me to bring him some potato chips and Vienna sausages from the grocery, but I don’t think chips and sausages are going to hold him very long.”

“I promised to feed him dinner, and didn’t I do that last night? He can get his own lunch.”

“But we have extra, and heaven knows we don’t need to be stingy. I want to take him a plate.”

“If you start takin’ him a lunch plate he’ll expect one every day. Next thing you know, you’ll be getting up at sunrise and servin’ him breakfast in bed.”

Nolie laughed. “I don’t think that’s gonna happen. He doesn’t seem the omelet type.”

Darlene tilted her head to study her sister. Why was Nolie so interested in the preacher’s welfare? And how did she know he wasn’t the type to like omelets? No good could come out of Nolie’s interest in a divorced man, let alone a divorced minister.
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