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    Praise for The Road to Testament


    “The Road to Testament is, like the author, full of wit and southern charm. It’s a tale of new South meets true South. A love story with all the right ingredients: colorful characters, plenty of romantic tension, a small-town scandal, even a hundred-year-old secret. There’s no one more qualified to pen a southern novel than Eva Marie Everson.”


    —Dan Walsh, bestselling author of The Unfinished Gift, The Discovery, and The Dance


    “No one writes southern fiction like Eva Marie Everson. I loved this book, her voice, her humor, and her poignant look at life through the eyes of Ashlynne Rothschild. The Road to Testament is about discovering what is really important in life and finding the courage to live it out.”


    —Rachel Hauck, best-selling author of The Wedding Dress and Once Upon A Prince


    “Eva Marie Everson’s emotionally evocative novels are so well written that we see, touch, taste, and hear the story. It’s no wonder she has such a faithful following.”


    —Gina Holmes, award-winning author of Crossing Oceans and Wings of Glass


    “This is one book for which I can honestly say I enjoyed every single page. In The Road to Testament, Eva Marie Everson has skillfully woven together all the elements of a great read: suspense, humor, faith, morality, romance. For my own personal library, this one’s a keeper!”


    —AnnTatlock, award-winning author of Sweet Mercy and Promises to Keep


    “A fun and slightly sassy read about a fashionista from Florida who finds herself in small-town North Carolina with the challenge to ‘get to know people.’ Determined to prove she is worthy to ‘inherit’ the head editor spot of her grandparents’ and parents’ magazine, Ashlynne Rothschild accepts the condition to live in Testament, North Carolina, for six months. Once on site, the sparring between the mysterious Will and the proud and private Ashlynne sizzles as they both learn to look deeper and dare to reveal their pasts. A bit of Southern history sprinkled throughout adds to the enjoyment.”


    —Elizabeth Musser, author of The Swan House, The Sweetest Thing, The Secrets of the Cross trilogy
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    To Sharon and Bob


    Extraordinary friends.


    



    “Love you, Cuzes!”
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    Line 4 on my office phone flashed red, letting me know my grandmother, who also happened to be my employer, wanted to speak to me.


    “Ashlynne Rothschild,” I said, supporting the handset between my ear and shoulder. “Hey, Gram.”


    “Ashlynne, do you have a minute to come to my office?”


    I looked at the piles of work strewed across my desk. For the last hour, my fingers had flown across my computer keyboard in a futile effort to meet a deadline for Parks & Avenues, our family’s well-heeled local magazine. “Ah . . .”


    “I told your father,” she said with a tone of confidence, “that we should just wait until this evening over dinner to talk, but he seems to think you need to come to my office now. Come save me, hon.”


    All right then. Obviously, our meeting was more than a business matter; it was a family business matter. “Sure, Gram. Give me ten minutes and I’ll be right there.” My mouth lifted in a half-grin. “You know, to save you.” Though I knew if anyone needed saving, it would be Dad. Constance Rothschild steered this ship, not the other way around.


    “Thank you,” she whispered before disconnecting the call. I tossed the handset back to its cradle and returned my attention to the computer’s monitor. On my desk, a cup of spice tea grew tepid in my Winter Park Arts Festival mug. I took a slow sip, enjoying the flavors and the scent. Looking over the last line I’d written for the cover article I was nearly behind on, I mumbled under my breath: “. . . no more than a footpath leading to . . .”


    Fingers poised over the keys, I flexed then typed the conclusion of the sentence.


    I hit Control-Save with dramatic flair, as if playing the final notes of a Sergei Rachmaninoff composition. I stood, took a last sip of tea, and left what often felt like a too-small office, but that was—in reality—plenty big.


    Courtney Howard-Smith, my young assistant and research guru, worked at her desk, her customary headset firmly in place. I never knew if she listened to music as a muse, if she was doing some sort of research, or just goofing off. In truth, I never asked and she never volunteered. She got her work done and, as the ink still dried on her Rollins diploma, she did it well. She was, like me, a research hound. If I didn’t have time to dig, she not only took the assignment, but she often found things I feared I may have missed.


    For me, her attention to the most minute of details trumped the issue that Courtney Howard-Smith lived a life completely devoid of revering anyone older than herself by even so much as ten minutes. Or, in my case, ten years. And counting.


    I tapped her desk several times with my index finger. She stopped typing, pulled the headset from her head, and laid it to rest around her neck and throat. “Hey there.”


    “Hey yourself,” I said, doing my best to make some sort of personal connection. I smiled, but got nothing short of unblinking eyes in return. “I’ve got a meeting with my grandmother and, apparently, my father.”


    “Okay,” she said, clearly not impressed. As usual.


    I paused to regroup. Once again, when it came to Courtney, there was no connection. I should be used to it by now. Not just with Courtney but with most people. Even though I knew being used to it wouldn’t make the pill any easier to swallow. “Do me a favor. Have you seen the photo layout for the new retirement center article?”


    “I haven’t. No.”


    “Can you get that for me? I’m not sure why it hasn’t been sent yet, and I’m nearly done with the article.”


    Courtney picked up a pen, jotted a note on a pad of purple paper, and said, “No problem. I’ll get to that as soon as I can.” She smiled as if the notion to do so had just hit her, then let the smile go.


    Unnerving.


    I tapped her desk again. My way of saying “good job and goodbye,” not that I’m sure it registered. Although I wished it would.


    I headed for Gram’s office, all the way on the other side of the once one-room warehouse, now sectioned by low cubicle walls. Everything about the room was bright. Cluttered but efficient. Faces of employees focused on computer monitors. Rapidly pecked keys, the musical medley I’d grown up with, echoed around me. This—the desks, the faces, the sound of work—had been a part of my childhood. I’d known, even then, I’d one day be a part of it all. And, all of my life—or so it seemed—I’d dreamed of one day occupying the office with my father’s name on the door. And then, one day . . . Gram’s.


    Yet I knew only a few of the employees by name. And most of those were last names. With the exception of Courtney, they all called me “Miss Rothschild,” which suited me just fine. I’d learned a long time ago that the more I protected myself from the intimacies of the personal lives of others, the better off my life would be.


    My grandmother’s office sat beyond the maze of desks and cubes. I walked purposefully to the glass door etched with CONSTANCE L. ROTHSCHILD across the center, the entrance to a sanctuary barred from view by sheets of glass and white blinds. I tapped, then opened the door without waiting for a response.


    Gram sat on the far side of the L-shaped room, beyond a retro bookcase—blond wood, long and low—and behind her sprawling desk, whose size made her diminutive frame seem even more petite. At seventy-eight, she remained in excellent health. She wore her silvery-gray hair in soft curls around her face, brushed back from her forehead, and wore very little makeup. She didn’t need to. She was and always had been a natural beauty. An earthiness shone in the sparkling of her blue eyes and the God-given blush of her cheeks.


    Her smile welcomed me as I stepped in. “Come in, beautiful child. Come in.”


    I closed the door behind me. To my left, my father sat on the olive-green sofa in the 1960s-inspired sitting area, one ankle resting casually over a knee, foot bobbing up and down. He talked on his iPhone, “Uh-huh, uh-huh . . . ,” then looked over and sent a wink my way.


    I smiled at him. He was, like his father—my “Papa”—had been, extraordinarily handsome. “A catch,” Gram called him when she teased my mother. “When I gave you my son,” she says, “I gave you quite the catch.”


    And he’d received quite the catch, truth be told, and I considered myself most fortunate to be their only child.


    I didn’t know whether to sit with him or amble over to my grandmother. Gram made her way to us, so I lowered myself into one of the boxy, gold-colored chairs and crossed my legs in one movement, a process learned from my mother. Not by instruction, but by observation.


    “All right then . . . ,” Dad continued. I could tell he was ready to close the conversation. Though I didn’t recognize the voice on the other end, the caller clearly wasn’t finished speaking.


    Gram stood next to me, ran her fingertips along the wide collar of the Kay Unger eyelet suit I wore. “Very pretty,” she said.


    I smiled at her. In spite of her financial influence and position, Gram rarely wore anything ostentatious. To the office, she typically donned khaki slacks, casual tops, and oversized sweaters. Even in summer. Never at formal gatherings, of course. On those occasions, she slipped into gowns by Veni Infantino or Alberto Makali. Me? I dressed every day as though our mayor might just happen to drop in to say hello. And don’t think it hasn’t happened. That’s just my life.


    “Rick,” Gram said, “tell Shelton we’ll call him again later.”


    Dad gave his mother a look of appreciation. “Uh . . . yeah. Listen, my daughter just walked in, and both she and Mother are staring at me, so . . .” The voice from the other end rattled off a few more lines. Dad laughed good-naturedly. “All right then. We’ll talk about it later . . . thank you again . . . no, seriously. Thank you. Good-bye, sir.”


    He ended the call, dropped both feet to the floor, hung his head between his shoulders, and rested his elbows on his knees as though he had just run a marathon. “My word that man can talk.”


    “Talk the ears right off a mule,” Gram said. One of her famous sayings she’d picked up while, as she puts it, “living Southern in the earlier years of my marriage.” She smiled. “But he is a good egg and a better friend.”


    Gram sat directly across from me in the matching chair. A maple coffee table stretched between us, its surface scattered with issues of the magazine. Dad leaned back, resting an arm along the sleek line of the sofa. The track lights shining overhead brought a twinkle to eyes the color of a robin’s egg. “How ya doing, Kitten?” he asked.


    “I’m doing just fine, Dad,” I said, suspicion now rising inside me. If the looks they were giving each other—not to mention me—were any indication, something was most definitely up. I looked from him to my grandmother and back again. “What’s going on here?”


    Gram clapped her hands together. “My darling, your beloved grandmother has decided to retire. Officially and fully retire. I see afternoons of nothing but reading and mahjong in my future.”


    The air rushed out of my lungs. “Gram . . .” As much as I’d known it would one day happen, I couldn’t imagine Parks & Avenues or my life without her on a daily basis.


    Her face glowed, appearing ten years younger simply having made the announcement. I looked to my father. He swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down in his slender neck. “Dad?”


    “It’s her decision,” he said, leaning over and resting his elbows on his knees. “Don’t you think she’s earned it?”


    I looked around the room. The paneled walls Gram had chosen to complement her ’60s-themed décor boasted with award plaques. Framed photographs of Gram with celebrities—local, national, and international—showed her growing older with grace. Not a superstar in New York or Hollywood could compare to her. Joining the plaques and photographs were framed covers of her favorite editions of the magazine.


    The only thing hanging that wasn’t directly work-related was the massive print over my father’s head. A color drawing of a glamorous, curvaceous woman from 1960, gloved hand resting under her chin, hair held back by a Holly Golightly scarf, eyes shielded by Jackie O sunglasses. She leaned back, tilting the full width of the print, from lower right to upper left. The Eiffel Tower stood in abstract white contrast behind her.


    Few people knew my grandfather had the print of my grandmother made after one of their trips abroad. “I don’t like to brag,” she said to me the day I realized the identity of the captivating woman. I was all of thirteen at the time. “But I was quite a beauty, wasn’t I?” she asked with a giggle.


    Yes. And she still was.


    “Wow,” I finally said, when nothing else came to mind. “So . . . what does this mean? Exactly.” Because I could guess . . . and if I were right, all the work, all the laying of the foundation of my career, would finally allow me to reach the first part of my goal.


    Dad cleared his throat. “Well now, that’s why you’re here.”


    I had thought as much.


    “With Mother leaving the magazine, I’ll move up to Editorial Director . . .”


    My heart hammered in my chest. Oh. My. Goodness. Finally.


    The promotion I’d worked my little fingers to the bone and my stiletto heels to nubs for. I would take Dad’s position as Editor-in-Chief of one of the most prestigious local-color magazines in the entire state of Florida. Perhaps even in the United States.


    I sat straight, ready to hear the rest of what my father had to say. But when he said nothing, I looked first at Gram, then back to him. “I assume you are about to tell me I’ll take your position?” I tried not to gloat.


    Dad’s elbows continued to rest on his knees. He cracked his knuckles, an irritating habit both Mother and I typically chastised him for. For now, I chose to stay silent on the subject. “That depends,” he said.


    “On?”


    Gram shifted in her seat. “On how you do.”


    “Do what?”


    “Not do what, dear. Do where.”


    “Where?”


    “So glad you asked. Testament.”


    “Testament?”


    “North Carolina, darling. You’ll love it. Start packing.”
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    My eyes widened. “What . . . in the world . . . are you talking about?”


    Dad looked to his mother.


    “I suppose,” she said, “I should explain some things to you.”


    I didn’t respond. One thing I’d learned from Gram was the importance and power of listening.


    “When Richard and I started in the business, we worked in the most charming little town up in North Carolina.”


    “Testament . . . ,” I supplied, guessing, but I knew I couldn’t be wrong.


    “That’s right. Shelton Decker and your grandfather served in the army together. They became fast friends. Both wanted to go into journalism when their time in the armed forces was done. They went from Basic to the end of their four years together. All the way. And, when they were done, they married their sweethearts . . .”


    “You being one of them.”


    “Yes. And Barbara—we called her Bobbie—Shelton’s wife, being the other.” Gram’s gaze seemed to drift far away to another time and place. “We went to Testament, North Carolina. It had been Shel’s birthplace, you know.”


    No. I didn’t know. The only thing I really knew about the early years of Gram’s life with my grandfather was that they’d started a small magazine together with friends in North Carolina. And that eventually, the Deckers had wanted to start a newspaper, which came on the heels of my grandfather wanting to return to where his and Gram’s parents lived. Here. In Winter Park. Florida. My home.


    “Oh it was a lovely, lovely place, Ashlynne. All the charm the South has to offer. Simple people. Good people. God-fearing, hardworking.”


    “Simple people . . .”


    Gram slid back in her chair, crossed her legs. “You know what I mean. I’m not saying they aren’t educated. They are. What I mean is . . . well, you won’t find them dashing off to some of the affairs we have around here.” She ran a finger along the jawline of her heart-shaped face. “Although they certainly have their social circles.”


    “Gram,” I said, inhaling before I continued. “What does this have to do with me?”


    Gram looked at Dad, who cracked his knuckles again.


    “Dad, please,” I said, giving him my best don’t-I-look-like-Mom look.


    “Sorry, Kitten. I know it bothers you, but it’s a nervous habit.”


    “Gram, he’s your son. Can’t you stop him from doing that?” And, furthermore, why was he so nervous?


    “Why should I?” she asked with a raised brow. “Your grandfather did the same thing. It’s like having him in the room with me again.” She smiled at her son, who sighed in relief.


    “Let’s get back to the subject, shall we, Mother?”


    “Yes. Well . . .” Gram looked at me with wide eyes. “My darling, you are the heartbeat of my life. You know that.”


    “I do. And you are mine. You know that.”


    Gram’s expression turned poignant. “You see? That, sweet Ashlynne, is the saddest thing you could have said to me. At thirty-two, you seem determined to make the magazine your life, but you never connect with any of your coworkers. You have only one close friend. You have acquaintances but not friends. You hardly date. By now I’d hoped to be a great-grandmother.” She closed her eyes slowly before reopening them. “I suppose I cannot control that. Your rise to position here, however, I can.” She folded her fingers together in a “here’s the church, here’s the steeple” fashion. “What you have in business sense you never seemed to have gained in people sense.”


    I felt my brow furrow. “What does that mean? You think I don’t know people? Believe me, Gram. I know people.” And what I knew typically wasn’t all that wonderful.


    “It means that you need some time away from all that Winter Park has afforded you. You are a recognized fish in the Winter Park pond. But I—and your father—feel it’s time you know what it’s like to be, as the old saying goes, a little fish in a little pond.” She looked at Dad. Sighed. “You will one day—the good Lord willing—sit behind the very desk that is in this office. I want you to have the same marvelous beginning I had.”


    Oh. Dear. Lord.


    “Dad?” I cast him what I hoped was a pleading gaze.


    “Ashlynne,” his voice confirmed, “if you want my current position and—as Gram says—hers one day, you’ll spend six months in Testament. You’ll live with Shelton and Barbara—Bobbie—in their guest cottage. And work for his newspaper.”


    “And,” Gram said, her voice raised in excitement, “help him restart the defunct magazine we began nearly sixty years ago.” She lifted her eyes toward the ceiling. They shone in memory. “Hunting Grounds & Garden Parties.”


    “Hunting and . . . what did you say?”


    Her chin dropped and her eyes were like corrective fingers aimed toward me. “This is exactly what we’re talking about, young lady. You need to learn that life is not all about parks and avenues. And I don’t mean the magazine.”


    I knew that already. Instinctively, I knew she spoke of the lifestyle. I also knew my grandparents’ spunk coursed through every vein and artery in my body. What I lacked in understanding the everyday person, I had in tenacity. “Let me see if I understand you. I spend six months in Testament helping restore a magazine and working for a newspaper. Then I return to Winter Park as Editor-in-Chief.” I spoke the words not as a question, but as confirmation.


    “If you do well there . . . ,” Dad answered before Gram could speak.


    I blinked. I did nothing if not “well.” “Dad. Do well? What does that mean exactly?”


    “If you don’t know, my darling grandchild, I suspect you will learn while you are there.”


    So this would be the way of it. Gram had issued some challenges to me in my career and I’d accomplished each of them with absolute perfection. She knew me probably better than I knew myself and, in the knowing, was betting I’d rise to her dare as well.


    I stood, drawing my five-feet-ten-inch frame to its full height. Almost six in my Ferragamos. Shoulders squared. Back arched. I took several steps around the coffee table, extended a hand toward my grandmother, and cocked a brow. “You’re on,” I said.


    “This isn’t a challenge,” my father said.


    My grandmother had not taken my hand yet, but I left it jutted out as I glanced across my shoulder. “Oh. Yes. It. Is. And, I might add, one I’m fully up for.” I looked at Gram. “Are you going to shake on it, Mrs. Rothschild, or are you going to leave me here looking foolish?” I winked at her.


    She stood, took my hand in her cool one. Squeezed lovingly. “You’ll make me proud,” she said. Her grasp changed to something more serious. She looked up into my eyes. “But Ashlynne, make no mistake. If you embarrass me in any way, upon your return you’ll find yourself working as a copy editor. Or worse. In the mailroom.”


    I leaned over and kissed her cheek. It wasn’t exactly professional and I didn’t care. “You won’t be ashamed of me, Gram. I promise.”
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    I went to my best friend—my only friend, if you listened to my grandmother—Leigh’s on Friday evening. She’d hosted a small gathering of friends—mostly hers—to wish me a fond farewell. Everyone else had gone home and, at nearly midnight, only the two of us remained.


    We leaned against opposite sides of the living room window in her Orlando high-rise condo. I looked out, across, and down. From our vantage point, I could see Lake Eola’s nightly fountain show—multicolored water spewing into the thick Florida air.


    “My father’s behind this,” I said to her after several moments of silent contemplation.


    “What makes you say that?” she asked, tucking a curly wisp of hair behind an ear.


    I shrugged. “I just know him. He’s always said I need to be more of a people person. Yet, the one time I tried—and miserably failed, if you remember—”


    “I remember.” Leigh knew my most secret secret. I could think of no need to rehash it beyond this.


    “After that, who would want to be a people person?”


    “I think you’re a people person,” she said in my defense.


    An old sadness washed over me. “No, I’m not.” I swallowed, knowing full well I need say nothing more. “I don’t get most people. How can I? I’ve never shopped where most of them shop. Never eaten in their fast-food restaurants. Never wondered how I was going to pay rent or put food on the table. None of that.”


    “It’s not your fault, Ashlynne, any more than it’s mine. We’re not to blame that we were born in the families we were born in. The proverbial silver spoon and all.” Then she made a face to let me know she didn’t want the end of our evening to go all heavy.


    I smiled weakly. “That’s why I love you. You get me.”


    “I do my best.”


    We were silent for a moment before I raised a finger and said, “But, you know what, Leigh? If my going will make Dad happy . . . if it will prove to him that I’ve got what it takes in spite of not having scads of friends or a date every Friday night, then so be it. Six months will go by like six days. And I can walk with a pebble in my shoe for six days.”


    “And God will rest on the seventh,” she muttered as she looked out the window. “I’m going to be honest. I’ve never even heard of Testament, North Carolina.”


    “I’ve heard Gram talk about her years in the ‘real South’ as she calls it, but I surely never heard of Hunting Tea Parties—or whatever she called it—until the other day.” I smiled at Leigh. “Of course, after my meeting with Dad and Gram, I Googled it.”


    “The town or the magazine?”


    “The town and the newspaper.”


    “And?”


    “The Testament Tribune is a daily paper that serves a county of about a hundred.”


    Leigh’s eyes sparkled. “A hundred?”


    I pretended to sneer at her. “A hundred thousand, you goon.”


    She giggled. “I know.”


    “I know you know.”


    “What did you find out about the town?”


    “Very much a hometown look to it. Dates back to the 1700s.” I looked out over the lake again. “Rolling hills and the Blue Ridge Mountains.”


    “We surely don’t have a hill or a mountain anywhere around here,” she joked.


    “Mount Dora.”


    “Ha. Elevation what?”


    I grinned. “One hundred feet.”


    “How about Testament? How many people live there?”


    I glanced up at the ceiling with its sparkle-strewn paint. “Around five thousand.”


    “You’re kidding . . .”


    “No.”


    “I’d venture there are five thousand people living in our building.”


    I shook my head. “Roughly seven hundred.”


    Leigh crossed her arms over a black Michael Kors ribbed-knit turtleneck. “And just how do you know this?”


    I laughed. “I live here too, remember. Besides, I wrote a piece about it five months ago.” I pointed at her playfully. “Which only goes to show that you do not pay attention to what your best friend is doing at all times.”


    “So, is that it? That’s all you found out?” She gave her best I-don’t-believe-it-for-a-second look.


    “Looks charming. Chimney Rock is nearby.”


    “Chimney Rock? I think we vacationed there when I was a kid once.”


    “Oh yeah?”


    “Lots of steps to climb, if I remember correctly.” She smiled sadly. “Lawson thought it was some sort of a race.”


    I blinked. Lawson, her twin brother. Gone too soon. “He always did,” I whispered.


    She pouted. “Hey,” she said around a swallow. “I’m going to miss you.” Leigh reached to pull me into a hug.


    “I’ll miss you too.” I pulled away, looked over my shoulder. “I’m going to use your little girls’ room and then make my way up to my apartment.”


    Leigh placed her hands on her hips. “And keep your nose out of my medicine cabinet,” she said.


    I gave her a wicked laugh. She knew well my habit of opening the medicine cabinets and peeking behind shower curtains of every bathroom I walked into. I knew the secrets of hundreds of Winter Park’s and Orlando’s most socially elite, not to mention which shampoo they used. “Oh, Leigh, don’t be silly. I’d already snooped through your medicine cabinet before you even pulled the hors d’oeuvres out of the oven.”
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    On Saturday, during my quiet time, I decided the minimum nine-hour drive from Orlando to Testament was more than I wanted to do at one clip. By eleven that morning I had enough clothes and toiletries packed to get me through the first few weeks. After that, when the weather cooled, I’d drive back to Orlando and switch out. I loaded my silver Jaguar XKR-S, leaving no room to spare. Even the passenger seat was occupied. I drove out of the parking garage, said good-bye to the guard, and drove first to Gram’s before a final stop at my parents’.


    Gram was notably upset, which to some degree made me happy. She’d miss me, I knew, as much as I’d miss her. “But I thought we were having dinner at your parents’ tonight.”


    “You three can still get together, Gram. I’ve decided to drive as far as Savannah, get a room in one of those charming bed-and- breakfasts downtown, and maybe even mosey around a little in the morning before I head out. That’ll put me arriving in Testament at roughly the same time as if I’d driven straight through.”


    She patted my hand. “You’re right, of course. Even at your young age, you shouldn’t push too hard. I’d worry the whole time you were driving.”


    “I knew you’d understand.”


    Gram took my hand and drew me from her foyer to her favorite sitting room, an area of the house where the late morning’s sunlight spilled through unadorned windows and onto chintz-covered, overstuffed furniture. We sat side by side on a loveseat flanked by baskets of yarn and crochet needles, magazines, and correspondence she “needed to get to.” She pushed a basket with the point of her shoe and said, “See how full this is? All these letters need responding to.” She patted my hand as she so often did. “Now you know why I must retire, my Ashlynne. I have many letters to write.”


    I couldn’t help but smile at her. Gram was the only woman I knew who planned to retire to write letters. Read. Travel. Get caught up on sleep. Yes. But letters?


    “I see that you do,” I said, mainly for something to say.


    “Before you go”—Gram’s face turned serious—“I want you to listen to me. Your father believes you need help in the people department. He wants you to find something in common with all those who will work under you.”


    “I know.”


    “So then, I want you to hear this one thing I say to you. If you want to have friends, be a friend. Listen to what others have to say about themselves, about their world, just as you do when you conduct interviews for the magazine.”


    I nodded.


    “Do not simply nod at me and think you have appeased me. Repeat back, please.”


    I swallowed, knowing the price behind the words. All too well. “To have friends, be a friend.”


    “And?”


    “Listen to what others have to say about themselves. Their world.”


    “And don’t prejudge, Ashlynne. You are about to enter a different world in Testament, North Carolina. Open your arms to it, dear child. You might be amazed at what it has to offer you.” She took my hand in hers, kissed it once. “Put that awful event from seventh grade behind you.” She studied me as I blinked back tears. “Don’t think I don’t know it’s always there at the forefront of your mind whenever this type of conversation comes up. It’s that one awful era of your life that has kept you in shackles. Time to let it go. Be who Ashlynne was meant to be.”


    I felt the old ache grip my heart. I had opened my arms to something different once . . . and once had been enough. Still, I smiled weakly and said, “I will, Gram.”


    “Promise me?”


    “I promise.”


    One thing Gram knew for sure, I’d never promise anything I didn’t intend to fully carry out.


    After a half-hour visit, I kissed her powdery cheek one more time, then slipped out the ornate front doors, through the wide portico, and to my waiting car. She stood in the doorway, blew me a kiss. “Remember what I said.”


    I waved a final time. “I will.”


    “And you’ll love Bobbie and Shel,” she called out. “I promise you will.”


    I doubted I’d love them. That would take more of a promise than I was willing to make. Still, I could get along with anyone for six months.


    Yet, even as I bolstered my confidence to succeed, the familiar fear snaked through me. I shook it off.


    I wasn’t in middle school, after all.

  


  
    3


    My next stop was my childhood home, a sprawling example of luxury in the exclusive Windsong area. I passed through security with a wave of my hand to the guard, then continued through the winding streets until I reached the iron gate that safeguarded my parents’ home. I pushed a remote in my car programmed to the keypad. The gate opened like a mother welcoming her child home—graceful and wide. I proceeded onto the circular driveway, turned the gearshift to park, and pushed the ignition button to stop the motor.


    Mom met me at the door beneath the semicircular, Spanish-inspired portico. The arch above framed her perfectly. She was stunning, even in her late fifties and dressed down.


    As always, my admiration for her soared, knowing that while I have my father’s angular features and his business sense, I aspire to be like Mom. She is exquisite not only on the outside but on the inside as well.


    “What are you doing here so early?” she called to me with a smile. She wore a pair of slim ankle pants with a baby-pink cardigan set, which showed off the rose in her cheeks.


    “I’ve decided to head on out.” I slammed the driver’s door shut, raised my hands, and said, “Can you believe he’s doing this to me?”


    Mom extended her arms and I rushed into them, leaning over to accommodate her petite frame. She laughed good-naturedly. “Oh, child of mine, child of mine.” She stepped back. “Just as your heavenly Father knows what is best for you, so does your dad. You have to trust him.”


    “Mom,” I said in exasperation. “I trust the Lord. But sometimes I’m . . .” I started to laugh, in spite of my frustration or maybe because of it. “I’m just in awe of what he asks me to do.”


    “God or your dad?”


    “Both.”


    She pulled me by my arm to the inside grandeur of my childhood home. “Let’s have some lunch before you leave, and tell me what has inspired your new plan to leave so early.”


    I looked around the wide expanse of the entry hall as the soft soles of my Sam Edelman moccasins shuffled across the marble. “Where’s Dad?”


    “He’s upstairs working out. Go on into the kitchen and I’ll let him know you’re here.” She was halfway up the stairs when she turned and said, “I’m so disappointed you’ll not be here tonight, but I think I understand already.”


    My mother had always been able to read my mind. She and Gram understood me as few could.


    As I prepared a sandwich and a glass of cold milk in the kitchen, Mom entered. “He’ll be down in a few. He’s upset, naturally, that you’re leaving today. That man . . . sometimes . . .”


    I laughed. “Want to split a sandwich with me?”


    “You bet.” Mom grabbed a glass from a cabinet and placed it on the marble countertop next to mine. I filled it with milk before returning the gallon jug to the refrigerator. “I’ll get the SunChips,” she said. “Or would you prefer Baked Lay’s?”


    “Baked Lay’s.”


    We busied ourselves in food preparation while I continued to explain my plan for the day. “I don’t want to drive nine or ten hours straight,” I said. “I’ll be tired when I get there and I shouldn’t start my new business venture tired.”


    “I agree.”


    “He can be upset all he wants, Mom, but truth is, he should realize this is a mature and rational decision on my part.”


    “Hear, hear.”


    Mom and I turned toward the door where Dad stood. He wore a pair of shorts, a perspiration-soaked tee, and a towel around his neck. His silver-white hair, cut short, was spiked with sweat. Without a word, Mom reached into the refrigerator and brought out a water bottle for him. “You’ll need this,” she said.


    “Did I hear you say something about leaving early?” Dad asked, twisting the top.


    “You heard me,” I said. “I’m quite positive you were eavesdropping on your way in.”


    Dad winked. “You’re right, of course.” He took a long swig of water. “On both counts.”


    “You were eavesdropping and I am right in that I shouldn’t start off tired?”


    “Absolutely. Where will you spend the night?”


    “Savannah.”


    “I’ll call ahead for you. There’s a charming B & B there on Hull Street. Vivian, you remember the one, don’t you?”


    Mom nodded. “Charming, indeed. Our room had the most magnificent carved French oak armoire. And the most comfortable bed I’ve ever slept in.” She looked to my father. “Make sure you reserve that room if you can.”


    “I’ll make the reservations. Knowing you,” he said, now looking at me, “you have not thought that far ahead. I’ll text you with the information.”


    He had me there. I’d not thought that far ahead. “Thanks, Dad. I’d give you a hug but you’re all . . . yucky.”


    He took another swallow of water. “Eat your sandwich, child, and be on your way,” he said with dramatic flair. “For in a moment, I must shower.”


    My heart soared and dropped simultaneously. I loved my parents so much. And I wanted to make them proud. I did. But at the same time, I knew my new adventure was something more. I had something to prove. To them and to myself.


    And prove it, I would.
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    On Sunday, as I entered the quaint town of Testament, I followed Gram’s handwritten directions, holding them in one hand and steering slowly with the other. “Don’t bother with your GPS,” she’d told me. “It’ll get you to Testament, but it won’t get you to the Decker Ranch.”


    The weather was only slightly cooler than Central Florida had been two days earlier. I’d hoped for different. With the mountains rising around me and my ears popping every time I swallowed, I figured the temperature would have the decency to drop by ten degrees. At least.


    Even with my Jag’s tinted windows and the air conditioner running as high as it could, I felt the sun burning my skin. I rubbed my hand over my left arm, wishing for sunscreen.


    “I’d take off my blouse if I thought I could get away with it,” I said aloud. “Oh great,” I continued. “I’ve been in Testament thirty seconds and I’m already talking to myself.” I rolled my car to a stop at a red light, taking the opportunity to observe the town around me.


    Brick storefront facades ran tall and short on both sides of the road, offering old-world appeal. Many of the stores had been renovated, converted to shops and restaurants. Wrought-iron and wood benches separated by large pots of multihued flowers stretched between the doorways. The few people who meandered the sidewalks wore walking shorts, T-shirts, and colorful flip-flops. They tended to stay close to the shade afforded by scalloped awnings. Two children, who walked ahead of adults I assumed to be their parents, wrapped their cherub lips around ice cream stacked high in sugar cones. I ran my tongue over my bottom lip, wondering where they had purchased such delight. I contemplated rolling down the window and asking.


    A glance at the traffic signal showed the light had yet to turn green. I lowered my window to see if I might find an ice-cream shop. Just as I did, the driver’s door of a parked and battered pickup flew open. I cocked a brow at the cowboy wannabe who jumped out, scuffed boots landing firmly on the asphalt. In spite of the heat, he wore jeans I’d bet hadn’t seen the inside of a washing machine in weeks, a crisp short-sleeved denim shirt, and—I’m not kidding—a cowboy hat wrapped with a sweat ring. He caught me staring—or perhaps it was the other way around. His eyes pierced through to mine—screaming as if he knew I were some intruder stepping on his hallowed ground.


    Or as if he knew me . . . and we were archenemies.


    I powered my window up. The light turned green. Feeling awkward for reasons I couldn’t understand, I pushed the gas a little too hard. My car jerked, but I managed to gain control before I’d caused an accident. A peek at my side mirror confirmed my fear. Mr. Cowboy had taken it all in. He pulled on the rim of his hat and turned away.


    My heart cramped. I wanted to do this, even if only for six months, for myself as well as Gram. And the job. But already the first person I made eye contact with had left me feeling . . . I couldn’t do this. Could I?


    I blew out a pent-up breath and pressed my lips together. Yes, I could.


    I could. I would.


    Six months wasn’t forever.


    Minutes later, I drove down a street flanked by antebellum houses with wide wraparound porches and thick columns; their lawns verdant and deep. These soon gave way to flat stretches of land.


    I continued, following Gram’s directions, taking a deep curve in the road that became Highway 108. My foot searched and found the brake. I was both lost and mesmerized by the mountains looming before me, by the seemingly endless land sprawled beside me. An occasional clearing revealed a house, a barn, or a silo. Wire fencing separated cow-dotted property from the two-lane road.


    I drove another ten minutes and, having passed not one other automobile, felt certain I’d made a wrong turn somewhere. I was about to pull onto the shoulder and call the number I’d been given for the Deckers when I spotted a mailbox shaped like an old-fashioned Royal typewriter. What appeared to be a sheet of paper jutted from the platen and, upon that, large black keys with D-E-C-K-E-R centered upon it.


    I’d found it. My new home. There’d be no turning back now, saying I couldn’t find it.


    Heaven help me.


    I made a hard left off the asphalt road into the rutted narrow driveway, which disappeared under a canopy of skinny-trunked, green leafy trees. My car rocked back and forth as it tilted upward, upward, past deep ravines on both sides. I crossed a man-made stone bridge built over a lazy stream flowing atop glossy river rocks. Just as I despaired my car would simply topple backward and I’d be found upside down in the little creek, the landscape cleared. A sloping yard led to a white-brick house on one side and a shimmering blue swimming pool and pool house on the other.


    I followed the driveway to the back of the U-shaped house, stopping beside a classic Jeep, an Acura, and a rather decrepit-looking Dodge truck.


    “Wow,” I said. I felt a brow arch. A two-story unpainted cottage stood farther up the hill and at the end of the drive. Adirondack chairs, a settee, and footrests had been arranged on one side and oversized planters spilling over with flowers on the other. The entire setting was both grand and primitive. “Wow,” I said again.


    One of several doors along the back of the main house opened. An older man stepped out. A light gust caught the mop of white waves atop his head, ruffling them like curtains in a breeze. He waved as though he’d known me all my life.


    I powered down my window.


    “Good afternoon,” he said jovially. “If you’re Ashlynne Rothschild, you’ve found us.”


    “I am,” I called back, just as a woman peered over his shoulder.


    “Are you Ashlynne?” she shouted.


    I sat riveted by all that was around me—the lush beauty of the landscape, the expanse of the main house, the cottage.


    The Deckers.


    They seemed a nice enough couple. And they were friends of my grandparents. “I am,” I repeated.


    “Well come on in, hon. It’s hot as blazes out here, and I’ve got some sweet iced tea for you inside the house.”


    “And she’s cooked enough food to feed the army of Moses,” the man added.


    “Is it okay to park here?” I asked.


    “Absolutely. I’ll lead you up to the cottage direc’ly and we’ll get your car unloaded.” He stepped back into the house, allowing the screen door to slam behind him.


    I powered the window up again, turned off the car, and unbuckled my seat belt.


    “Well then,” I said. “I guess I found it.”
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    The Deckers’ home was unlike anything I’d expected. I’d pictured an older clapboard house with steps practically groaning with age and leading to a wraparound porch. I expected old rocking chairs and a squeaking swing hanging from the porch ceiling by rusting silver chains.


    Then there was the inside. No sparse furnishing purchased secondhand at a flea market as I’d anticipated. No sinking sofas and scuffed end tables with shade-less lamps. Instead, Bobbie Decker had blended antique furniture with newer, traditional pieces to form a home of warmth and invitation. Though I suspected many of the accent pieces to have been recently purchased, each held country charm, adding to the loveliness. She’d graced the living room with an antique settee and several velvet-covered wingback chairs. A low-sitting marble-topped coffee table looked cozy, stacked with Southern Living magazines, pieces of Oriental pottery, and a collection of “flickering” vanilla-scented flameless candles. Bookshelves flanked every wall, each shelf laden with titles, old and new.


    They gave me a tour of the front of the house, which included a formal dining room already set with antique china, ornate silver, and delicate crystal. Inside the living room, I pulled a fraying hardback copy of a novel titled The Digressions of Polly by an author I’d never heard of—Helen Rowland. “Some of these are quite collectible,” I said. Then, flipping the pages to the copyright page, I added, “Published in 1905.”


    Shelton Decker beamed beside his wife. He slid his hands into his pants pockets and rocked onto the balls of his feet. “Bobbie’s been collecting them things for about twenty years now, hadn’t it been, honey?”


    Bobbie—an elegant woman with short salt-and-pepper hair, striking blue eyes, and a smile that made them dance—gave her husband a playful nudge. “Something like that.”


    I opened the book to the beginning of the second chapter and read out loud. “ ‘Would it hurt you very much,’ said Polly, digging the point of her patent leather slipper into the wet sand and beaming up beneath a wealth of a shade hat, ‘if I were to read you something which I consider a vital blow to masculine egotism?’ ” I chuckled. “How delightful is this? Masculine egotism?”


    “Please,” Bobbie said, laying a somewhat gnarled hand over the page. “Feel free to take it up to the cottage and continue reading at your leisure.”


    I slipped the book back into its place on the shelf. “I’m not sure I’m going to have time, according to my grandmother.” I looked again at the Deckers, took a breath, and spoke the words I’d rehearsed since hitting the North Carolina border, hoping I could pull them off as friendly and open. “Please allow me to say how excited I am about working for you,” I said, knowing full well the only reason I was excited was the pot of gold that lay at the end of the rainbow. “And learning about the daily newspaper business, which I’m certain is completely different from what we do at Parks & Avenues.” Which reminded me . . . “And, of course, helping you to revive the magazine my grandparents once started with you.”


    Bobbie’s shoulders slumped. “That magazine,” she said to her husband. “I see no reason whatsoever to start that again.”


    Shelton’s face grew firm. “We’ve already discussed that,” he said. “And we don’t need to involve this young lady.”


    “I’m sorry,” I said, heat rushing to my cheeks. “Did I misunderstand something?”


    “No, darlin’. You didn’t.” Bobbie looped her arm within mine. “I say we go into the kitchen and start getting the food to the table. You don’t mind helping with that, do you?”


    “Now, Bobbie,” Shelton said from behind us, “Ashlynne just got here and already you’re treating her like family.”


    “She’s Connie and Richard’s granddaughter. She is family.” Bobbie Decker patted my arm. Just like Gram. And just like that, I missed having her with me. Or so easily accessible.


    “I—I don’t mind,” I said. My stomach rumbled as Gram’s words about making friends came back to me. Get to know them . . . “You must be a marvelous cook. It all smells so wonderful.” Which wasn’t a lie or any slight attempt at “making friends.” The kitchen was blanketed with delight. And, if the way Bobbie Decker had greeted me earlier hadn’t been enough of a welcome, the aromas coming from her kitchen certainly were. I looked down at my hostess, who stood a good five inches shorter than me.


    “Bobbie’s a good cook,” Shelton said. “Always has been. ’Course your grandmother was something of a fine cook, too.”


    I smiled over my shoulder. “She still is. When she has time. Maybe retirement will give her a more of a chance.”


    “City living,” Shelton said, with a shake of his head. “I never understood what took them away from Testament. Had-a been me, I’d-a brought my folks up here rather than the other way around.”


    I started to answer that life in Winter Park had been good to our family but stopped short at the sound of a car door slamming.


    “Oh good,” Bobbie said. “William’s here. Just in time to get the ice in the glasses.”


    We stood in the center of the large kitchen. Through the wide window over the sink, I spied the same truck I’d seen earlier in town, the same boots, the same dusty jeans . . . the same cowboy. “Who is William?”


    “Our grandson,” Shelton offered. “Loves having Sunday dinner with us after church. ’Course today we’re eating a little later than usual.”


    I could think of not one word to say.


    The back door opened with a moan. Scuffed, pointed-toe boots met the hardwood floor before the rest of—what had Bobbie called him? William?—entered.


    His grandmother crossed the room and lifted her face for a kiss. He pulled the hat from his head, revealing sweat-slicked dark hair and amber-flecked brown eyes filled with love. “Hey, Gram,” he said, using the same endearment I used for my grandmother.


    Shelton left me standing alone in the center of the room and joined his family at the back kitchen door. The two men grinned at each other as the younger said, “Told you I’d make it on time, Big Guy.”


    The older laughed heartily as he slapped his grandson on the back. “Did you remember the ice cream like your grandmother asked you to?”


    A brown paper package I’d not noticed shot up from William’s right hand. He caught it in midair as though it were a baseball. “Yes, sir.”


    Shelton laughed again.


    “Give me that before you drop it and I end up with a floor to clean,” Bobbie said, though not a hint of admonishment tinged her voice.


    “Come on over here,” Shelton said, as William placed his hat on a nearby butcher-block table. “I want you to meet Richard and Connie’s granddaughter we told you about.”


    William—who appeared to be a few years older than me but only by a few if I’m any judge of age on a man’s face—crossed in two long strides to where I stood, hand extended. “Will Decker,” he said. His cordiality didn’t meet his eyes.


    I slipped my hand into his, which remained chilled from the ice cream. “Ashlynne Rothschild,” I said. “I believe I saw you in town earlier.”


    “You did.”


    My nerves prickled and I cleared my throat. “I’m here to work at the paper for the next few months.”


    He blinked slowly. “I know.”


    Bobbie Decker’s voice rose above tension I felt but didn’t understand. “Let’s get the food into serving dishes and onto the table.” She cast a smile my way and a frown toward her grandson. “I see you didn’t follow my instructions of keeping your church clothes on,” she said, as though Cowboy Willie’s attire had just dawned on her.


    His face went soft. “No, ma’am, ’fraid not. Besides . . .” A twinkle returned to his eyes. “You know me better than that.”


    “Darlin’,” Bobbie said to me, “there’s a little powder room right there if you want to wash your hands.” She looked at her grandson. “You, sir, can use the kitchen sink.”


    I thanked my hostess and walked into the little room to the left of the back door.


    The first thing I noticed was that it didn’t have a medicine cabinet.
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    We covered the table with bowls and platters filled with food. Will put ice in the glasses. Shelton poured sweet tea from a decorative pitcher splattered with green and red apples.


    When we sat at the table, I waited for grace to be said before placing my linen napkin in my lap, though I noticed it was the first thing Will did. Never, ever place your napkin in your lap until grace is said, Gram had always insisted, so that you show respect to God.


    Bobbie Decker peered down the length of the table at her husband and said, “Shelton, give God our gratitude, will you?”


    Shelton raised thanks to God for my safe arrival, for the blessing of abundance on their table, their work, their world. After he said, “Amen,” the word echoed around the table. Bobbie Decker slipped her napkin to her lap and I did the same. Shelton didn’t bother, which made me smile, thinking that at least Will had done so, even if not at the proper time.


    I quickly became the focus of the conversation, Bobbie and Shelton asking questions, first about my grandmother, then about my father and mother.


    Again remembering Gram’s words, I said, “Enough about me. What I want to know is more about all of you.” Will scowled from across the table, then shoved a forkful of roast beef between thin lips.


    “What would you like to know?” Bobbie asked. She faced the picture window overlooking the front of the house. Beyond the slope of lawn toward the highway, the foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains rose majestically, welcoming the sun as it dipped toward them.


    “Well,” I said, looking around the room, my eyes stopping to gaze upon the hutch behind her, “I noticed you have several Lladro pieces. Do you collect those as well as books?”


    Will shot a glance to his grandfather. “Looks like Gram’s got someone new to talk pretty things with.” His faux-grin sent deep creases toward high cheekbones.


    Shelton chuckled.


    “You two stop that,” Bobbie said. “At least she recognizes quality.” She smiled at me. “Never mind them. They’ve been like this since William was old enough to be a nuisance.”


    “Oh? And when was that?” I raised my brow in challenge to the man across the table who clearly didn’t like me, though I couldn’t come up with a single reason why. The tension had begun from the minute he placed his boots on the downtown asphalt and it hadn’t let up over the meal.


    Will became still. Then, “Tell me something, Miss Rothschild . . .”


    “Please,” I said with a canned smile, reminding myself that today—day one—was no time to let Gram down. “Feel free to call me Ashlynne.”


    “Miss Rothschild,” he repeated. To my right, Shelton discreetly cleared his throat, but Will ignored him. “Tell me something . . .”


    “William—” Bobbie interjected. “I must insist that you remember Ashlynne is our guest.”


    And here I’d thought I was family . . .


    Gain your composure, Ashlynne.


    I placed my hand on the table between her and me. “No, no. I’m fine.” Whether I was or was not had yet to be determined, but I didn’t want Will’s grandmother fighting even a fragment of this strange battle of wits I’d found myself in. Turning back to William, I said, “Yes, Mr. Decker?”


    His enjoyment of the moment became apparent when the amber in his eyes flickered. “Is this your first time in our fair state?”


    I pushed my shoulders back, placed my hands in my lap, and fingered the edge of my linen napkin. “It is.”


    “And, what do you think? So far?” He picked up his tea glass as though reaching for a rare gem, brought it to his lips, and took a long swallow.


    I marveled at how much the man across from me managed to rub me the wrong way while, at the same time, managing to be quite charming. And how, in some smooth way, he’d managed to take the conversation from Bobbie Decker’s collection of Lladro to my opinion of North Carolina.


    I glanced out the window. To the vista of tall trees, a running brook, and the blue-hued mountains rolling across the bluer sky beyond. “It’s breathtaking.”


    “I imagine you spent a great deal of time looking us up . . . say, on Google.”


    I gritted my teeth before smiling again and saying, “I did. My best friend and I even watched The Andy Griffith Show on Netflix. You know, to make sure I could understand the dialect.” I drew out the last three words and immediately wished I hadn’t.


    Shelton broke out in laughter so hearty it seemed to shake the room. I cut my eyes toward Bobbie, to the mirth in her eyes. “Finally,” she said. “Someone with as much moxie as you, William Decker. She takes it and she dishes it out.”


    “I meant no disrespect,” I said to her.


    “Oh, honey, you’ll have to do more than that to rile me up.”


    But William Decker was not amused. He swiped at his mouth with his napkin, rested his elbow on the table, leaning toward me. “I can assure you, Miss Rothschild, that you won’t find an Otis or an Ernest T. or even a Gomer or a Goober anywhere around Testament.”


    I placed my forearms along the edge of the linen-draped table, also allowing myself to lean forward. “What about an Aunt Bee or a Barney?”


    Will leaned back at my question, picked up his fork and pretended to play with his green beans. “Bee, maybe.” His eyes met mine without so much as an upward tilt of his chin. “But not a Barney. I suggest you remember that.”


    “I’ll do that,” I said. And I silently thanked God that most of my time in Testament would be spent at the newspaper or working on the magazine and not around this table—lovely though it was—with Will Decker.
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    After Sunday dinner’s “face-off” came to an impasse, and bowls of ice cream had been scraped clean, Bobbie insisted William escort me “to the cottage and help unload the car.”


    “Oh no,” I said, as kindly but as insistently as possible. “I can do it.”


    “Nonsense,” Shelton said, rising from his chair and reaching for the bowl of half-eaten mashed potatoes. “William, grab the cottage keys by the door.” He looked at me. “There’s a code you’ll enter into a keypad first. That will allow you to turn the deadbolt key. Fifty-five-seventeen,” he said. “Don’t forget it, now.”


    I repeated the number.


    “William will show you,” he said, as though my repeating the number wasn’t enough.


    Minutes later I slid into the stifling heat of my Jag. I started the engine with a push of my finger and rolled down the windows before turning the air as high as it would go. I felt my escort’s presence more than saw it. When I turned, he stood next to my side of the car. He leaned over and placed his hands on his knees. The brim of his hat shielded any emotion I might read in his eyes. “Nice car,” he said.


    “Thank you.”


    “Daddy buy it for you?”


    “No, sir,” I said, confusion rising in my chest. What was wrong with him that he seemed to have it out for me without even knowing me? Just like before . . . just like back in . . .


    Will jerked his head toward the cottage. “I’ll meet you up there,” he said. After a pat to the window frame, he stood, turned, and started up the hill.


    I backed the car up, turned the selector to drive, and rolled the car behind Will as he lumbered in the middle of the narrow dirt road. Purposely I was sure, so I couldn’t go around him. Two large dogs—one a black Lab, the other a golden retriever—shot out of nowhere. I pressed my foot against the brake. Will slapped his left thigh, and the dogs fell into step with him.


    When I had parked in the shade of several tall pines and gotten out of the car, both dogs came toward me. I pressed myself against the closed door. “Do they bite?”


    “Only Floridians.” He opened the storm door, shoved the key into the deadbolt, and punched in the code. The door to my new home swung open.


    The dogs’ tails wagged happily. They panted in greeting. I patted their heads. “Hey there,” I whispered. “I come in peace.”


    Will looked over his shoulder. “Hunh!” he said, with a hint of a smile. “Must not really be a Floridian.”


    I pushed past the dogs. “Oh I’m a Floridian all right,” I hollered toward him.


    He chuckled as he walked back to my car. “Pop that trunk so I can get your things.”


    We unloaded my car in silence, with me so unnerved by his presence I found myself unable to drink in the charm of “the cottage.” After dropping my luggage on the living room floor, William tipped his hat at me for the second time. “See you in the morning, I guess.”


    “What?”


    He was halfway out, one hand on the storm door’s handle, the other ready to pull the front door closed behind him. He glanced over his shoulder.


    “What?” I asked again. “Do you . . . do you work at the paper?”


    Oh, dear Lord. Please let him say, “No.”


    “Work there?” he answered with a wink. “Yeah, I work there.” He pushed the storm door open and turned. “Didn’t Big Guy tell you? I’m your new boss.”


    With that, he shut the door.
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