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More Praise for the Novels  
of Karen White

 

The Lost Hours

 

“Reads as an intricately plotted mystery . . . White makes a good case for why new generations should sustain ties with the old—and why certain stories have to be told, no matter how long it takes.”

—The Atlanta Journal-Constitution

 

“Wonderful phrasing . . . leav[es] readers with a slice of history too haunting to be forgotten.”

—Charleston magazine

 

“An interesting look at family . . . Readers will enjoy this deep Savannah River family drama.”

—The Best Reviews

 

“An evocative setting, dark family secrets, and a story that will keep you reading late into the night.”

—Diane Chamberlain, award-winning author of Breaking the Silence

 

“Characters and images as lush as the gardens of Georgia . . . satisfying and compelling.”

—Romantic Times

 

“[The author] drew me in like a tall glass of sweet tea on a hot summer’s day, but instead of quenching my thirst, reading The Lost Hours has only made me crave more from the very talented Karen White.”

—Romance Novel TV

 

“You won’t be able to put this down as you’re drawn quickly into a story that is equal parts mystery, romance, and an important look into family.”

—Manic Readers

 

“The Lost Hours is . . . intriguing, suspense-filled romantic suspense. I absolutely loved this book.”

—Romance Junkies

Written by today’s freshest new talents and selected by New American Library, NAL Accent novels touch on subjects close to a woman’s heart, from friendship to family to finding our place in the world. The Conversation Guides included in each book are intended to enrich the individual reading experience, as well as encourage us to explore these topics together—because books, and life, are meant for sharing.

Visit us online at www.penguin.com



The House on Tradd Street

 

“Engaging ...The supernatural elements are not played for scares, but instead refine and reveal Melanie’s true character. . . . A fun and satisfying read, this series kickoff should hook a wide audience.”

—Publishers Weekly

 

“The House on Tradd Street has it all, mystery, romance, and the paranormal including ghosts with quirky personalities.”

—BookLoons

 

“White delivers funny characters, a solid plot, and an interesting twist in this novel about the South and its antebellum history.”

—Romantic Times

 

“Has all the elements that have made Karen White’s books fan favorites: a Southern setting, a deeply emotional tale, and engaging characters.”

—A Romance Review

 

“Fans of paranormal romantic suspense will want to read this wonderful tale as Karen White provides a fine treasure-hunt mystery with a nasty spirit inside a warm romance in which readers will say yes that they believe in ghosts and in love.”

—Midwest Book Review

 

“The sights and smells of the old house, along with excellent dialogue and good pacing, add up to a wonderful, mysterious, and ghostly tale.”

—Romance Reviews Today

 

“Brilliant and engrossing . . . a rare gem . . . exquisitely told, rich in descriptions, and filled with multifaceted characters.”

—The Book Connection

 

“Karen White is an extremely talented and colorful writer with tons of imagination. If you are not a believer of paranormal, you will be after reading this novel.”

—Fresh Fiction

 

The Memory of Water

 

“The enduring ties between two estranged sisters drive the darkly engaging latest from White. . . . Careful plotting, richly flawed characters, and a surprising conclusion mark this absorbing melodrama.”

—Publishers Weekly

 

“In this moving novel, White explores the bond between sisters, the link between artistic genius and mental illness, and the keen hold a place can have on a person. She vividly describes the lush Lowcountry and the pull of the sea. A chilling revelation, a love story, and a bittersweet ending add to this gripping tale.”

—Booklist

 

“Beautifully written and as lyrical as the tides . . . speaks directly to the heart and will linger in yours long after you’ve read the final page.”

—Susan Crandall, author of A Kiss in Winter

 

“Karen White delivers a powerfully emotional blend of family secrets, Lowcountry lore, and love in The Memory of Water—who could ask for more?”

—Barbara Bretton, author of Girls of Summer

 

Learning to Breathe

 

“White creates a heartfelt story full of vibrant characters and emotion that leaves the reader satisfied yet hungry for more from this talented author.”

—Booklist

 

“Karen White has gifted readers with another masterpiece, touching every emotion in her novel Learning to Breathe! White captures the essence of small-town living and the nuances of family life, making all her characters leap from the pages. . . . White adds another wonderful story to her fans’ keeper shelves!”

—Reader to Reader Reviews

 

“Another one of Karen White’s emotional books! A joy to read!”

—The Best Reviews

 

Pieces of the Heart

 

“Heartwarming and intense . . . a tale that resonates with the meaning of unconditional love.”

—Romantic Times (4 stars)

 

“A terrific insightful character study.”

—Midwest Book Review

 

The Color of Light

 

“[White’s] prose is lyrical, and she weaves in elements of mysticism and romance without being heavy-handed. An accomplished novel.”

—Booklist

 

“A story as rich as a coastal summer . . . dark secrets, heartache, a magnificent South Carolina setting, and a great love story.”

—New York Times bestselling author Deborah Smith

 

“As lush as the Lowcountry, where the characters’ wounded souls come home to mend in unexpected and magical ways.”

—Patti Callahan Henry, author of Driftwood Summer




NEW AMERICAN LIBRARY TITLES BY KAREN WHITE

On Folly Beach  
The Lost Hours  
The Memory of Water  
Learning to Breathe  
Pieces of the Heart  
The Color of Light

 

The Tradd Street Series  
The House on Tradd Street  
The Girl on Legare Street




[image: 001]




NAL ACCENT 
Published by New American Library, a division of 
Penguin Group (USA) Inc., 375 Hudson Street, 
New York, New York 10014, USA 
Penguin Group (Canada), 90 Eglinton Avenue East, Suite 700,Toronto, 
Ontario M4P 2Y3, Canada (a division of Pearson Penguin Canada Inc.) 
Penguin Books Ltd., 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England 
Penguin Ireland, 25 St. Stephen’s Green, Dublin 2, 
Ireland (a division of Penguin Books Ltd.) 
Penguin Group (Australia), 250 Camberwell Road, Camberwell,Victoria 3124, 
Australia (a division of Pearson Australia Group Pty. Ltd.) 
Penguin Books India Pvt. Ltd., 11 Community Centre, Panchsheel Park, 
New Delhi - 110 017, India 
Penguin Group (NZ), 67 Apollo Drive, Rosedale, North Shore 0632, 
New Zealand (a division of Pearson New Zealand Ltd.) 
Penguin Books (South Africa) (Pty.) Ltd., 24 Sturdee Avenue, 
Rosebank, Johannesburg 2196, South Africa

 

Penguin Books Ltd., Registered Offices: 
80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England

 

Published by New American Library, a division of Penguin Group (USA) Inc. Previously published in a slightly different version by Kensington Publishing Corp.

 

First New American Library Printing, November 2010 


Copyright © Harley House Books, LLC, 2002, 2010

All rights reserved

[image: 002] REGISTERED TRADEMARK—MARCA REGISTRADA

LIBRARY OF CONGRESS CATALOGING-IN-PUBLICATION DATA:

 

White, Karen

Falling home/Karen White.

p. cm.

eISBN : 978-1-101-46608-7

1. Life-change events—Fiction. 2. Georgia—Fiction. 3. Domestic fiction. I.Title.

PS3623.H5776F35 2010

813’.6—cd22 2010028771

 

Set in Bembo



 



 

Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise), without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.

 

PUBLISHER’S NOTE

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

The publisher does not have any control over and does not assume any responsibility for author or third-party Web sites or their content.

 

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book via the Internet or via any other means without the permission of the publisher is illegal and punishable by law. Please purchase only authorized electronic editions, and do not participate in or encourage electronic piracy of copyrighted materials.Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.

http://us.penguingroup.com




To Wendy Wax Adler and Susan Crandall—for your friendship and fierce support over the years. And for reading this book in all of its versions without complaint.Thank you.




 ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

This publication would never have happened without the many letters from readers asking for this book years after the original version was out of print. So thank you, readers, and thanks to my agent, Karen Solem, and my publisher, New American Library, for making it happen.




AUTHOR’S NOTE

A bout ten years ago, I sat down at my computer to write my third novel. I didn’t have a publisher for it, but I felt compelled to write the story about two sisters who’d been estranged for fifteen years. It was a fish-out-of-water story, too, about a woman raised in a small Georgia town yet firmly entrenched in her New York City lifestyle who’s suddenly forced to ask the question of whether you can really go home again.

That book, Falling Home, was published in the summer of 2002 in mass-market format and with a cover depicting a glass of pink lemonade with a lipstick mark on the top. It wasn’t the cover I’d envisioned for the book, yet I was pleased to have the book out on bookstore shelves so I could share the story with readers. And readers seemed to love the story as much as I had, so much so that when the book disappeared from bookstore shelves a short while later, I continued to get mail from readers desperate to find it. Those letters have continued ever since, especially as used copies were the only ones available and were being sold for really silly prices.

Fast-forward seven years, and the rights to the book belong to me again. My current publisher, New American Library, repurchases the rights and schedules publication for November 2010. They give the book a beautiful new cover, and then I’m given the opportunity to revise the book.

I was hesitant at first. After all, readers loved the story and they loved Cassie, Harriet, Maddie, Sam and the rest of the inhabitants of Walton, Georgia. But then I realized that I didn’t need to change any of that at all. Instead, I wanted to enhance the book by challenging myself to write it better. After all, since Falling Home was originally published, I’d written nine more novels. From experience, my writing had become tighter, more observant, more concise. I wanted to use this experience to make a better book. And I think I’ve accomplished this with the 2010 rendition of Falling Home.

To readers familiar with the older version, the most obvious difference you’ll notice is the addition of two more points of view. Whereas the original story was told only through Cassie’s eyes, the new version is also told from Harriet’s and Maddie’s points of view to give the reader more insight into the characters and their motivations.What might not be so noticeable is the “tightening” of the words. I’ve tried to rewrite scenes using words, realizing I can get my point across more quickly if my readers aren’t stumbling over a whole lot of words that are saying the same thing.

Ultimately, I still love this book as much as I did when I originally wrote it. I laughed at the funny parts, and cried at the sad parts, and sighed happily when I finally reached “The End.” And that, to me, is the sign of a good read, whether it’s old or new.
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Cassie was dreaming again. It was of old summers: the summers of bare feet, skinned knees, and homemade peach ice cream that dripped down her chin and made her fingers sticky. Aunt Lucinda rang the supper bell, and Cassie and Harriet raced each other past the gazebo toward the back porch, their sun-kissed legs pumping under white sundresses.The jangling of the dream bell seemed so real, Cassie felt she could touch the cold brass and make it stop.

Her fingers touched Andrew’s arm instead, his skin warm under her hand, and she jerked awake, the smells of summer grass and Aunt Lucinda’s lavender perfume lingering somewhere in the back of her mind. But the jangling continued, filling Cassie with dread.

She held her breath, looking at the glowing numbers on her clock, and listened for the next ring of the telephone. Only bad news came at three in the morning. Births and engagements were always announced in the bright light of day. But bad news came at night, as if the sun were already in mourning.

Andrew stirred briefly, then rolled over, away from her. Rising from  the bed, Cassie stumbled across the darkened bedroom and into the living room so as not to awaken him. She hit her little toe on a chair leg and let out an expletive, her choice of words the only thing still reminiscent of her background.

“Dangnabit!” she muttered, reaching for the phone and knocking it off the table. She grappled with it on the floor before finally placing it to her ear. “Hello?”

There was a brief pause, then, “Hi, Cassie. It’s me. It’s Harriet.”

Cassie’s blood stilled as she gripped the receiver tighter. “Harriet,” she said, her voice sounding strained and unsure to her ears. “How are you?”

The words were so inadequate and stupid that she wanted to bite them back as soon as they left her mouth. It was three a.m., her estranged sister was calling after nearly fifteen years of silence, and she was asking about how she was in the same kind of voice in which she would ask a coworker if she liked sugar in her coffee.

“It’s Daddy. He’s dying.”

A siren screamed outside in the dark beyond Cassie’s window. She reached across the table and flipped on a lamp. “What happened?” The brilliant-cut diamond in an antique platinum setting on her left hand sparkled in the dim light. Andrew came and sat next to her, his forehead creased with a question. Cassie put her hand over the receiver and mouthed, My sister.

“Hang on a second.” Harriet’s phone clunked as the sound of a baby’s crying trickled through the line. It must be Amanda, Harriet’s new baby. Cassie knew each child from pictures her father sent. There were five of them—spread evenly over fifteen years of marriage. Each birth announcement from her father had opened the old wounds, scraping away the scabs, making Cassie bleed again.

Harriet came back. “I’m sorry.The baby’s been fussy all day.”

Cassie swallowed. “What’s wrong with Daddy?”

Harriet sounded as if she’d been crying. “He’s had a heart attack. It  was during his annual physical so he was at the hospital when it happened, and they were able to treat him right away.We didn’t think it was so bad, but he says he’s dying. And you know he always means what he says. He’s in the hospital now, but he wants us to bring him home tomorrow. It was his idea to call you right now, in the middle of the night. He says he won’t rest in peace until both of his girls are here. He wants you to come home.”

Cassie didn’t say anything but listened to the sounds of the phone being put down again and of the fretting baby. She glanced over at Andrew, who had put his head back against the sofa and closed his eyes. Her gaze wandered the living room of the Upper West Side apartment they’d bought together as an engagement present to each other. Nothing in the cool, crisp space, with its black-and-white checkerboard of color and harsh angles, resembled the old house in which she had grown up.The house with porch swings, ancient oaks, and screen doors. Just as the woman she had become no longer resembled the girl of twenty who had left the small town of Walton, Georgia, fifteen years before without a backward glance.

Then a man spoke, his words deep and resonant. “Cassie? It’s Joe.”

She looked away, trying to focus on the abstract splotch of color in the painting behind her sofa, wanting to block out the memories his voice stirred. The memories of moonlit nights and serenading katydids in the gazebo behind the old house, and of Aunt Lucinda’s gardenias, drooping in the heat, spreading their seductive aroma.

“Cassie? Are you there?”

“Yes.” Her voice cracked, so she said it again, firmer this time. “Yes. I’m here.”

Andrew sat up and took her hand, his eyes guarded.

Joe spoke again. “Are you coming home?”

The receiver slipped in her sweaty palm. Every day she handled difficult clients, the bread and butter of the ad agency, but nothing had ever made her as unsettled as the sound of Joe’s voice and the mere thought of returning to the place she swore she would never set foot in again.

“I am home,” she said, defiant.

“You know what I mean, Cassie.” She could barely hear him, he was speaking so low. “Harriet needs you now. As much as you need her, I suspect.Your daddy’s dying and he wants his girls to be with him.”

She looked over at Andrew. He wore only boxer shorts, his skin pale in the glare of the lamp. She stared at the contours of the muscles on his chest, every ridge etched in her fingers’ memory. Cassie had worked for Andrew Wallace for five years, been his lover for three, and his fiancée for one. Like her, he was a transplant to New York, all the way from Newport Beach, California.

Cassie reached for his hand resting on his thigh. He jerked awake, his eyes meeting hers with a question. She squeezed his fingers, feeling the bond between them, the bond that made her regard them as wild hothouse flowers, uprooted from the tropics and moved to an intricately landscaped formal garden. They understood each other, sharing a mutual passion for their work, and never talking about how very far from home they both were.

Cassie blinked hard. “I’ll come. For Daddy.”

Joe sighed into the phone.“Whatever it takes to get you here, Cassie. Just come as soon as you can.”

Cassie heard whispering on the other end of the phone; then Harriet spoke again. “Let me know which flight you’ll be on, and I’ll pick you up.”

“No.” She said it too quickly. She wasn’t ready for an hour alone in a car with Harriet. “I mean, I think I’ll drive. I’ll need a car while I’m down there, and . . . I’d like the time to think. If I drive straight through, I can be there by tomorrow night.”

“You be careful—the roads aren’t safe for a woman driving alone.”

“Really, Harriet. I can take care of myself.”

Harriet breathed into the receiver.“I know, Cassie.You always have.”

Cassie waited a moment, then said, “Tell Daddy . . . tell him I’m coming.”

They said good-bye, and Cassie hung up, staring into space for a long moment. Finally, Andrew stirred next to her and she pulled her hand away. “I’ve got to go back to Walton. Daddy’s sick and wants me there now. He’s dying.”

Andrew looked down at his carefully manicured hands, and drew in a deep breath.“I’m sorry.” He looked up.“I’d like to come with you, but I can’t right now.”

Cassie regarded him calmly. “I know. That’s fine—I think it’s better you stayed anyway.Walton’s not your kind of town.You’d be screaming to leave after five minutes.”

He set his mouth in a straight line. “It’s not that. It’s just that one of us needs to stay behind to see to business.The BankNorth campaign is scheduled to hit next month, and we’ve got lots of work to do. But I want you to stay as long as you think you need to.”

She touched his shoulder. “Really, Andrew. You don’t need to explain. I understand. And thanks.”

He nodded, then looked away.

Cassie rubbed her face, trying to scrub away old images.“It’s so hard to believe. I just spoke to him on the phone last Sunday. He was telling me yet again that it was time to come home.” She smiled at the darkness outside the window. “He said the most peculiar thing.”

Andrew flipped off the lamp, then stood, pulling her into his arms. “What did he say this time?”

Cassie nestled into the soft spot below his collarbone, wrinkling her nose at the tang of stale cologne. “He said that Georgia dirt would always stick to the soles of my shoes, regardless of how many elocution lessons I took.”

Andrew snorted softly.“The old judge never gives up trying to argue his case, does he?”

Cassie shook her head. “No, he doesn’t.” She closed her eyes, knowing her Italian pumps would never have the patience for the clinging red clay of Georgia.

They stood in their embrace in front of the large plate-glass window. The never-ending traffic below pulsed and vibrated like an electronic serpent, moving with the city’s energy. Cassie lifted her chin and stared out at the glittering city skyline, the hulking outlines of the surrounding buildings like the bruises on her memory.

Without being conscious of it, she lifted her hand to the frail gold chain on her neck, and placed her fingers around the four small charms that hung from it.The gold was cool to the touch, but it comforted her, just as it had done many times since her mother had given it to her.

Andrew’s voice sounded muffled. “You’re nervous.”

Cassie lifted her head and looked up at him. “I am not.Why would you say that?”

“Because you always play with your necklace whenever you’re nervous. It’s your only annoying habit.”

She pulled away. “I’m not nervous. Just . . . thoughtful.”

Cassie dropped her hand, and Andrew bent to kiss her neck, his lips warm and lingering on her skin. He lifted his head. “How long do you think you’ll be gone?”

She felt a prickle of annoyance. “I don’t know, Andrew. As long as my father needs me, I guess.”

He rubbed his fingers through highlighted hair. “I’m sorry; I don’t mean to sound callous. Stay as long as you need to,” he repeated, as if trying to convince them both that he really meant it. He sent her a dim smile. “And don’t forget I’m only a phone call away if you need anything.”

Placing her hands on his chest, she fixed him with a steady gaze. “Actually, there is something. I’m going to drive. And I was wondering if I could borrow your car.”

She could see the hesitation in his eyes by the glow of the lights outside.

He dropped his arms from her shoulders.“My car?You want to drive my car?”

Cassie could almost hear his internal struggle. Nobody she knew in the city needed or wanted a car, much less had a place to put one, but Andrew had a house in Connecticut, complete with horse barn and garage.

His shoulders slumped slightly. “Couldn’t you rent one?” She could tell he wasn’t completely joking.

She took a deep breath, wondering if he would be as protective of her as his wife as he was about his car.“I want something safe, reliable—and fast.You know I’ll take good care of it.” Trying to add some levity, she said, “And it is insured, right?”

“Very funny, Cassandra. But what if it breaks down? I don’t know if I want a redneck grease monkey under her hood.”

Cassie put her hands on her hips, reminding herself of Aunt Lucinda. She quickly dropped them. “Just because they have accents doesn’t mean they’re ignorant, Andrew. Most of the boys I grew up with could rebuild your car from a junk pile and it would perform better than it does now.” Cassie chewed on her lip, wondering why she had jumped to the defense of Southerners. It wasn’t like she was one anymore. She had rid herself of her accent along with her long hair and penchant for fried foods—although she still couldn’t bring herself to wear white shoes after Labor Day or before Easter.

Andrew sighed. “All right.You can borrow my car. But you have to promise me you’ll take care of it, and have it waxed at least once.”

She pulled him closer and kissed him. “Thank you. I promise I’ll take care of it.”

Several hours later, in the predawn morning, they caught the first train to Greenwich, Connecticut, and took his car out of the garage. Andrew loaded her luggage into the small trunk of the compact Mercedes, and spent twenty minutes going over things she could and couldn’t do with his car.

When there was nothing left to be said, he took her in his arms and kissed her deeply, his hands sliding down her back in the practiced way  he knew she liked. “I’ll miss you,” he murmured into her neck. “And I hope all goes well with your father—call me and let me know how things are going.”

“Thanks, and I will.” She brushed his lips with hers. “I’ll miss you, too,” she said, as she pulled away and settled into the front seat.

She shut the door, put the car in gear, and sent him a brave smile. She couldn’t shake the feeling that this parting was somehow permanent. Swallowing the thick lump in her throat, she shouted, “I’ll call you,” then pulled away.

Her glance in the rearview mirror revealed Andrew standing in the parking lot, staring after his car until it rounded a corner and he disappeared from sight.
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It was nearly nine o’clock in the morning by the time Cassie started out, the late June sun not yet warm enough to burn the dew off the grass of the immaculate yards she passed. If she drove fast, she’d be in Walton around midnight. She knew the directions by heart. Shortly after moving to New York, when the pull of things familiar was almost more than she could stand, she had stopped at aAAA office and received a TripTik. The pages were now worn and crinkled, the holes around the plastic binding torn in places. Despite the car’s built-in GPS, the TripTik lay on the passenger seat, unopened, just in case she got lost.

She fed CDs into the stereo, singing aloud to keep her thoughts at bay. She would have to deal with them soon enough. The little red car took her first through New Jersey, then Pennsylvania, then across the Mason-Dixon Line and into Virginia. As the sun slipped behind the painted edges of clouds, she swung through North Carolina, the smudge of the Blue Ridge visible on the far horizon.The temperature and humidity rose in steady degrees the farther south she drove, but she was somehow loath to raise the windows and turn on the air-conditioning.  Feeling the dampness on her skin and hearing the screeching of the summer insects brought her closer to home faster than the steady roll of road under her tires. She thought of her father, but dared not think of anything beyond that: not of seeing her sister again, nor of Joe. Instead, she studied the endless asphalt stretched out in front of her, the dotted line like a yellow brick road to follow home.

After nightfall, she clipped the northwest corner of South Carolina and entered Georgia. She wasn’t sure if it was her imagination, but the air seemed to change. It was as if the red dirt permeated the air, altering it somewhat, distinguishing it from the more ordinary air of other states. She could almost smell the Confederate rose and jasmine that clung to the back porch of her father’s house, and a longing to be there, to see her father, consumed her so fiercely that she pushed the gas pedal down further.

She had just passed the Walton welcoming sign, WHERE EVERYBODY IS SOMEBODY, when the gas indicator light blinked on the dash, then glowed a solid red. She was sure Andrew had told her how much reserve was in the tank once it hit empty, but she didn’t remember.There were no other cars on the road, just hers, and the black stretch of lonely highway. She spotted a small reflector sign that said, GAS—24 HOURS, then followed the arrows off the interstate onto a road that led through the small-business district of Walton, Georgia. The road seemed familiar to her, but not the landmarks. Things had changed. She recognized the corner where Virgil’s Soda Shop and the drive-in theater had once been, and blinked hard. A carpet warehouse and a fast-food restaurant, in squat, square buildings, stood there instead.

The streetlights were the only illumination, all of the businesses shrouded in darkness at the late hour.A flickering sign guided her down the street toward the gas station, and she paused in front of it, almost smiling as she read the neon lettering: BAIT. GAS. CAPPUCCINO. The cappuccino part was new, but Cassie knew the gas station well. It had been a high school hangout and owned by the father of a boy she had gone to school with. She couldn’t think of the boy’s name, but remembered  how he had hung around the fringe of their group, as if basking in the light of Harriet’s glow, but afraid to get too close.

Cassie pulled up to a gas pump and jumped out of the car, eager to be done with it and on her way. She was so close now. A handwritten sign was duct-taped to the front of the pump: AFTER DARK, PLEASE PAY INSIDE FIRST. She opened the car door, yanked out her keys and purse, then locked the door with a quiet beep from the remote. Squinting to see in the dim yellow glow of outdoor lighting, she spied a large plate-glass window and door, with a man standing inside behind a counter. She walked across the parking lot and through the door.

Cassie crossed the cracked linoleum tiles, passed the racks of Moon Pies, breath mints, and chewing tobacco, and handed the man her American Express card. “I’d like to fill my tank with premium, and get a cup of cappuccino, please.”

Deep blue eyes stared back at her from a face of well-worn leather surrounded by a cottony strip of white hair on top and a beard.The face looked vaguely familiar, but she preferred to remain incognito. She was back in town to see her father, not to stage an embarrassing homecoming. A homecoming that would surely dredge up unwelcome memories.

He smiled, then handed back her card. “Sorry, ma’am. I cain’t take American Express.”

She frowned. She’d meant to stop at an ATM on the way to get more cash but had been reluctant to delay her arrival any more than she had to. “Oh.Would you take a personal check, then?”

“Sure can. I’ll just need to see a driver’s license.”

A chair skidded behind her, and she whirled to see a tall man unfolding himself from a stool to stand. He wore jeans and cowboy boots, and his button-down shirt had the sleeves rolled up above his wrists, exposing tanned forearms.

“I’ll fill your tank for you, ma’am.”

Cassie stalled, not sure whether Andrew would approve of this man’s being near the Mercedes. “That’s all right. I can manage.”

Blue eyes regarded her, and she realized they were the same deep hue as the old man’s. The younger man sent a look toward his father as a smile warmed his mouth. She had the distinct impression she was being laughed at.

“The pump’s a bit stiff, and you need a big grip to hold it down.” He leaned an elbow on the counter.“ ’Sides, I wouldn’t feel right makin’ a lady pump her own gas while I sit inside here. Don’t worry—you won’t need to tip me.”

She narrowed her eyes at him, trying to ignore the handsome crease lines around his mouth when he smiled. She wasn’t wild about standing outside and being eaten alive by mosquitoes as she filled her tank anyway. If he really wanted to, then he was welcome to it. “All right. I just need to unlock the gas tank first.”

He followed her outside, and she fervently wished she had worn jeans instead of the short skirt she had pulled from her closet. He moved around the side of the car near the pump as she unlocked the tank. “It takes premium.”

“Got it,” he said with a smile that made her wonder whether she should hang out a little longer to make sure he knew what premium gas was.The man just stared back at her and she had a feeling that he knew exactly what she was thinking.

She turned to go back inside, then called over her shoulder, “Thank you.” The words seemed unfamiliar, but somehow necessary. She didn’t wait for him to answer before returning inside.

Facing the older man, she asked, “Could you please tell me where the cappuccino machine is?”

The white-haired man stood with a grunt, and came around from the back of the counter. “The dang thing’s over here. Haven’t had too much business for it—but it was my son’s idea. He goes away to college and comes back with all sorts of crazy ideas. So I’m cleaning and filling this here machine every day.” He hitched up his overalls over a considerable mound at his middle, and ambled to the back of the store. “Don’t  tell anyone, but now he’s got me drinkin’ it, too. Helps me stay awake when the late-shift help don’t show up and I need to fill in. Course, I add a drop of JD to sweeten it a bit.” He winked and reached for a stack of Styrofoam cups.

Cassie looked out the large window at the younger man. He stood next to the car, waiting for the gas to finish pumping, tossing a coin in the air and catching it. His sandy-colored hair was a bit longer than she was used to, just brushing the back of his collar, but it suited him. He was probably like an Italian sports car: nice to look at but not much under the hood. She wondered what his major in college had been. Probably phys ed.

Their eyes met through the glass. Darn. She’d been staring. She quickly took a sip from her steaming cup of cappuccino, immediately burning her lip and tongue.

“Dangnabit!”

The older man slipped her a glance. “Careful—it’s hot.”

“Yeah. I noticed.” She pulled her checkbook out of her purse.“How much do I owe you?”

He lowered his eyeglasses on his nose and examined a small monitor. “That’ll be thirty-nine seventy-five.”

The bell over the door rang and she felt the younger man enter, but didn’t turn around. She placed the cup on the counter and wrote out the check, then slid it over.

The older man examined it closely, then slid it back to her.

“Sorry, ma’am. Cain’t take an out-of-state check, and this one says you’re from New York.”

She held back an exasperated sigh. “Fine. Do you have an ATM machine nearby?”

The man sent her a blank stare, then handed the check to his son. She noticed the young man’s hands as he bent over the check: long and tapered, the knuckles bony ripples under the smooth skin. No car grease staining the nail beds, either.

His eyes met hers, lighting with some sort of amusement. “We can take her check, Dad. I know her.”

“Oh, really?” Cassie resisted the impulse to put her hands on her hips.

“You’re Cassie Madison. We went to high school together, and the first two years of junior college.”

She examined him closely, an alarm starting to go off inside her head. Instinctively, her hand flew to the charm necklace around her neck.

“I was with you when you heard the news about Joe running off with Harriet the night of our sophomore fall formal in college. I held your head over the bushes while you threw up.”

Cassie realized the sound of a deflating tire was coming from her own mouth, and she closed it. She should have figured it out as soon as the old man had said the word “son,” but she’d been too preoccupied with getting out of there as quickly as she could. She remembered a young man of twenty with braces and thick glasses that magnified his eyes until they seemed to cover most of his face. Sam Parker: the third-to-last person on earth she ever wanted to see again.

“You’ve . . . changed.” Those were the only words she could force out.

His eyes brightened. “So have you.”

“I’m surprised you remember.”

Half of his mouth turned up. “It’s not something a person forgets.”

She dug in her purse to find her keys, trying to hide the flush rising on her face. “Well, you have my permission to forget it now.”

As she’d tried to do for years. But the recollection of her waiting for Joe on the front porch of her daddy’s house wearing her purple taffeta dress and the promise ring Joe had given her was written in indelible ink on the creases of her memory. She could still see Sam’s face as he walked up the porch steps and handed her the note from Joe and Harriet. The urge to throw up had hit her as soon as she saw both their names scrawled at the bottom of the letter.

Mr. Parker came around the counter.“I guess you’re here to see your dad. I’m real sorry to hear the judge is doing so poorly.The sight of you should perk him right up.”

His eyes warmed her, his sympathy sincere. For some reason, she wanted to cry, and quickly blinked away the tears.

“Thank you.” She swallowed.“I have to go now.They’re expecting me.”

Sam spoke softly. “You can’t—you’re leaking transmission fluid. Didn’t you feel the engine jump a little bit?”

She stared at him blankly. “Not exactly.”

“Well, we don’t have the right kind, but we can get it for you. Just not tonight. Dad’ll take care of it tomorrow. For now, let me drive you home.”

She wanted to decline, since every time she looked at him she relived the biggest humiliation of her life. But she relented, realizing her options were limited. “All right.”

He didn’t move, but seemed to expect her to say something else.

“Thank you,” she added. “But it’s not my home anymore. I’m just here for a visit.”

Sam sent her a sidelong glance before stepping outside, holding the door for her as she followed him to the extended cab of his pickup truck.

He moved her luggage to the truck, and then held the passenger-side door open for her to get in. She looked at the big step up, and wondered how she would climb up in her short skirt.

Sam turned his head away, and she hoisted her skirt up around her hips to climb up, then settled it back down as she backed into the seat. The truck appeared to be new, the aroma of leather still strong inside.

Sam closed her door, then approached the driver’s side, pausing at the open door as his cell phone beeped with a message. He looked down at the screen, his eyebrows tucked into a slight frown.“Looks like I’m heading in your direction anyway.”

Sam slid easily onto the bench seat of the truck. Cassie had half expected  to find a gun rack or a Confederate flag in the rear window and was almost disappointed to discover the window empty and nothing in the backseat except for a black bag.

He shifted the truck into gear and moved it out onto the road. “You’ve been gone a long time, Cassie.”

She turned away from him, looking out the side window. “People call me Cassandra now, and yes, I have.”

He seemed intent on ignoring her body language, and filled the empty air with questions. “Sounds like you’ve made a pretty big name for yourself in New York. Your daddy’s real proud of you. All he talks about these days are his girls and his grandkids.”

Cassie only nodded her head.

He was silent for a moment. “I just never figured you to be the type to run away from things.”

She whipped her head around to stare at him, sure she could see the trace of a smile on his lips.

“Now don’t you go and be getting all mad at me. I’m just stating a fact. I never thought I’d see the day when Cassie Madison let a situation get the best of her.”

Cassie sat up straight in the seat. “I didn’t. I always knew that this town wasn’t the place for me.The timing just seemed to work out, that’s all. I’d always planned to leave.”

“And never come back—even for holidays? Did it never occur to you that there were people here who loved you and missed you?”

She turned to look at his strong profile, the passing street lamps casting mottled light on his face. The man had certainly changed since she’d last seen him—and all for the better. The fact that he’d given her disappearance any thought at all surprised her. She hadn’t thought about Sam Parker once in the fifteen years she’d been away.

Squirming in her seat, she turned away.“I meet my daddy every year in Atlanta and we do all our catching up then. That’s enough.” Folding her arms across her chest, she added,“I’d rather not talk about this now.”

He leaned forward and turned on the radio to a country station with a man singing a song about his dog Jake. Cassie gritted her teeth, wishing for the soothing New Age tones Andrew liked to pipe through the hidden Bose speakers in their apartment.

“I guess not talking much is another thing you learned up north.”

“What do you mean—another thing?”

He shrugged his shoulders, stretching one arm along the back of the bench seat. “Well, I don’t remember you being so snooty before. But I do recall how you always got mean when you were scared.”

She glared at him. Then, without speaking, she reached for the volume control on the radio to make it louder so she couldn’t hear him. She was already riddled with guilt and Sam was only making her feel worse.

With the radio blaring, they drove back to the interstate and took the next exit. It was then that she noticed her teeth were chattering, even though the night was warm, balmy almost. Within ten minutes they were passing Walton First United Methodist on the left, the illuminated sign outside offering up its message from Reverend Beasley. NEED A NEW LOOK? HAVE YOUR FAITH LIFTED HERE. She remembered Reverend Beasley putting up a new sign every week, and wondered if he still did.

Sam stopped at a deserted intersection, where a corner of the high school was visible two blocks down. He turned right onto Orchard Street, and past the familiar houses of the Ladues, the Pritchards, and elderly Mrs. Harris. Then another right on Madison Lane, the ancient oak trees creating a veil over the street. The houses were more sparsely set here, getting farther and farther apart until all that was left was the end of the street and a long gravel driveway. Cassie turned her head, staring at two under-contract signs at houses on either side of her father’s property. Sam turned off the radio, and the night sounds buzzed all around them.

Slowly, they bumped over the gravel road, the only light that of the  moon drifting through the lane of oaks, stealing the colors from the landscape, turning the red hood gray. The large white house loomed before them, the sight as comforting to her as her mother’s arms, and the old memories hit her again. She felt a gentle touch on her forearm.

“Are you all right?”

She nodded, suddenly not trusting her voice.

He parked the truck in the circular drive, then reached into the backseat and pulled out the black bag. He got out and walked to her side of the truck as Cassie tried to let herself out. But her efforts were hampered by her short skirt, and she would have fallen out the door if it hadn’t been for Sam’s arm guiding her down. His hand held hers for a moment, his palm surprisingly soft and warm.

“It’ll be fine, you know,” he said softly, his Southern accent soothing to her ears.

Cassie removed her hand.“I know. It just takes a little getting used to. I can handle this.” She shut her mouth abruptly, cringing at the quavering of her voice. Her hand reached up, her fingers hugging the charms on the necklace tightly.

He watched her hand with a small smile, but didn’t say anything more.

They walked up the porch steps centered between two of the six fluted columns. Cassie stopped, her confidence sagging. Sam walked ahead of her and put his hand on the doorknob of the screen.

“Shouldn’t we knock first?” she suggested, trying to buy time.

He tugged the door open, releasing the poignant aromas of furniture polish and old wood. “I usually don’t. Besides, they’re expecting me.”

She sent him a quizzical look. “What?”

Before he could answer, the patter of running feet on wood floors cascaded toward them, the sound of shouting children reaching them before anyone came into view.

A towheaded boy of about five ran toward Sam, his head bent like a  rampaging bull’s. “Dr. Parker!” he screeched as Sam lifted the little boy high over his head.

“Doctor . . . ?” Cassie stopped as the sound of more little feet brought her head around. A small girl with red braids ran pell-mell toward her, shrieking, “Aunt Cassie,” at the top of her lungs. Her arms were outstretched, and Cassie quickly stretched her arms wide, too, to catch the little girl.

Cassie stood there, awkwardly hugging a child she had never seen before in the foyer that had lived only in her dreams for over a decade. She watched the slender figure of a woman appear at the top of the staircase and then gallop down the wooden stairs, another familiar sound that twanged on the strings of Cassie’s memory.

The woman stopped in front of her and smiled her toothy cheerleader smile, the smile that had always reminded Cassie of their mother. She smelled of roses and talcum powder and baby spit-up, and Cassie felt disoriented for a moment, looking at this grown woman she knew but didn’t know.

Harriet’s smile never wavered. “Welcome home, Cassie.”




 CHAPTER 3
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Harriet reached for her sister, but Cassie stiffened in the embrace, the ghost of forgiveness long absent. Harriet pulled back, her smile fading slightly.“It’s good to see you.You look just wonderful.” She placed the flat of her hand against the blunt edges of Cassie’s chestnut bob, making it bounce.“You look so . . . sophisticated.” She dropped her arm, feeling suddenly shy. “It suits you.”

Harriet stared up at her sister, only fifteen months older, and still a full head taller. Cassie’s strength and confidence had always made Harriet feel protected, even before their mother’s death when Cassie was eight and Harriet was seven had forced Cassie into the role permanently. They had been the best of friends ever since Cassie could pick Harriet out of her crib when she cried. Cassie hadn’t even minded when their mother held her back a year in school so she and Harriet would start kindergarten together.They had shared everything. Until Joe.

Cassie spoke slowly. “You look . . . well, you look the same.”

Feeling self-conscious, Harriet touched her shoulder-length hair she still wore pulled back from her face with a fabric headband, realizing  how unstylish she must look now to her glamorous sister. And how really wonderful and nearly unrecognizable Cassie now appeared.

The child at Cassie’s knees began hopping up and down, her arms reaching up for her to be held. Harriet swooped down to pick up her daughter as her words spilled out in a rush. “We let the kids stay up tonight at Pop-pop’s house because they were so excited about seeing you. That’s Joey, by the way,” she said, indicating her son, being jostled up and down on Sam’s back.“And this is four-year-old Knoxie—we named her after Grandma Knox on account of the red hair.We’ve just been hoping she didn’t get Grandma’s foul temper, too, although the old woman did have a lot of sweetness in her when she wanted to—”

“How’s Daddy?” Cassie interrupted.

Harriet closed her mouth, feeling chastised, and wondering why she’d been rambling in the first place. She handed Knoxie to Cassie, then went to pry Joey off of Sam. “He was complaining about not being able to sleep, so I paged the doctor. You remember Sam Parker, don’t you? Saved me and a bunch of us seniors from failing biology and algebra. He was with us at the junior college, remember? Then, I guess it was after you left, he went away for school, and we’re just all so grateful to have him back.”

Sam relinquished the squirming boy on his back and headed for the stairs.“I certainly remember Cassie. Didn’t recognize her at first, though, until I saw the back of her head.”

Cassie’s cheeks pinkened. With a tight smile, she said, “Funny, I hardly remember Sam at all.” She turned back to Harriet. “Can I see Daddy now?”

Harriet nodded, reaching for Knoxie.“He’s . . . he’s not at all like you saw him last time, so try not to be shocked when you see him.”

“I can handle it,” Cassie said, and followed Sam up the stairs.

After quickly sitting both kids in front of the Disney Channel with strict instructions not to move, Harriet went upstairs to try to interpret the undercurrent between Cassie and Sam, and wondering why all of  the “I’m sorrys” she’d planned on saying when she’d seen her sister for the first time had remained unspoken.

She caught up to them as Cassie and Sam reached the dark double doors at the end of the long upstairs hallway. Harriet’s two oldest daughters, Madison and Sarah Frances, sat cross-legged on the floor outside the door, leaning against the hallway wall, their heads propped against each other, their eyes closed, and apparently sound asleep. Sarah Frances had honey-colored hair like Harriet, but Madison’s hair was two shades darker—not dark enough to be brown, but not light enough to be called dirty blond. It was no-man’s brown, as Cassie used to lament over her own hair, hair that now glinted with highlights that hadn’t been put there by the sun. Harriet paused for a moment to study her girls, struck by how much they resembled her and Cassie before more than just their hair color had changed.

Sam tapped lightly on the door, then pushed it open. He stepped back, allowing Cassie and Harriet to enter first.

Cassie paused on the threshold. Sam seemed to sense her hesitation and rested his hand firmly on her shoulder as Harriet tried to see the room through the eyes of someone who hadn’t seen it for over a decade. The dark hues of the room, the burgundies, navies, and forest greens, underscored the fact that there had been no feminine influence on the decor for more than twenty years. An old man, his emaciated frame barely making the covers rise, rested in the imposing four-poster bed. It stood high off the floor, a family heirloom in which generations of their family had slept. The man was barely recognizable as the robust father of their memory, but when he opened his eyes, almost black against the pasty white of his face, Cassie’s face showed recognition and relief. Straightening her shoulders, she walked toward the bed.

A pale hand, the blue veins visible beneath the paper-thin surface, reached for her, and Cassie held it, cupping it gently between hers like a child holding a butterfly. Harriet looked away, feeling the ever-present guilt at having been the one partially responsible for Cassie’s long absence,  and for separating her father from his favorite child. But not for anything else; she would never feel regret or guilt for anything that had transpired all those years ago. It was the only way, especially in the beginning, in which Harriet could face each day.

“Hi, Daddy. I’m here,” Cassie said. “It’s about time,” he said, then closed his eyes. His hand went slack in hers, and she turned to Sam in a panic as Harriet stepped closer to the bed.

“Is he all right?” Cassie asked.

Sam stepped closer, pulling a stethoscope from his bag.“I’m sure he’s fine. He was just waiting up for you to come home before he could go to sleep. Sort of like when you were a teenager.”

Cassie stroked their father’s cheek before moving back from the bed to allow Sam to examine their father. “Not likely. I wasn’t the one with a different date every night of the week.” She sent a sidelong glance toward Harriet. More softly, she said, “He’ll even tell you that most of his gray hairs weren’t caused by me.”

Sam gave her a disbelieving stare before he leaned over the old man with his stethoscope. “That’s not how I remember it.”

“Me neither,” Harriet said quietly, although she was no longer sure of how much truth was in either statement.

Cassie crossed her arms over her chest. Ignoring both of them, she asked, “Is he okay?”

Sam straightened, taking the stethoscope from his ears. “He’s just sleeping.” Sam fixed her with a steady gaze. “And when he awakes, we can talk about that unsolved incident our senior year in high school when somebody painted Principal Purdy’s front porch hot pink while he slept.”

Harriet stifled a laugh as she watched Cassie’s ears turn red, remembering how she’d lied straight to her father’s face for the first and only time in her life so Cassie wouldn’t get in trouble, and how the memory of the pink porch still made her smile.

Cassie squeezed his arm. “Oh, Lord, Sam. You’re not going to tell anybody, are you?”

His shoulders shook with laughter as he put the stethoscope back into his bag.“Cassie, that was more than fifteen years ago. Do you think anybody still cares?”

Cassie’s chin jutted out in the direction of the old man on the bed. “He would.” She swallowed thickly.“Is he . . . is he going to be all right?”

Sam sent a glance toward Harriet before taking Cassie by the elbow and leading her toward the door. He leveled his gaze on her and spoke quietly. “I’m going to be blunt with you because Harriet wants me to and because I know you want to hear the truth. No, he won’t. You’re probably not aware, but this isn’t his first heart attack, and his heart is too weakened now to fully recover. I’m afraid it’s only a matter of time.” He paused for a moment. “I’m sorry.”

Harriet watched as Cassie pulled back her shoulders, reminding her for the first time since her return of the old Cassie. “Have you considered anything else? What about surgery or a transplant?”

Sam shook his head. “I’ve exhausted all viable options, Cassie. He wouldn’t survive surgery, and a transplant is out of the question at his age. I’m sorry, but there’s nothing we can do.”

Cassie’s eyes glistened with unshed tears. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to get a second opinion. Not to sound rude, but where did you get your medical degree, anyway?”

Harriet closed her eyes briefly, waiting for Sam’s response. The undercurrent between Sam and Cassie remained thick, like molasses in January, and Harriet was no longer sure whether Sam’s usual gentle bedside manner would work on her sister.

Annoyance flickered in Sam’s eyes. “Harvard. Perhaps you’ve heard of it.”

“Oh.” Cassie’s shoulders slumped as if her fighting spirit had deserted her. “May I stay with him for a while? I promise I won’t wake him.”

Sam paused for a moment. “Sure. Harriet knows what to do if he awakens, and I’ll be back in the morning to check on things.You try to get some rest.” He opened the door, then turned back toward Cassie.  “And I’d bet my best hunting dog that the judge has known about the pink porch all along.” With a wave toward both of them, he stepped into the hallway and closed the door behind him.

Harriet felt momentarily unsure of her position, a feeling she’d grown unfamiliar with as the years of being a wife and mother had rendered uncertainty obsolete. “Do you want me to stay?”

Cassie looked at her as if becoming aware of her presence for the first time. Harriet’s unspoken words of apology dangled on her lips, but she still couldn’t say them, knowing that they would never be the exact words that Cassie would want to hear.

“I don’t care,” she said as she turned toward the bed just as their father’s eyes opened. Cassie walked closer and sat on the bed, while Harriet remained where she was by the door, unable or unwilling to leave.

His voice sounded small and distant. “You’ve cut your hair shorter since I last saw you. Makes you look more like your mother.” He sighed softly. “Sure wish she was here. Then she could give you a dressing-down, since I don’t have the strength right now.”

“Thanks, Daddy. It’s good to see you, too.” Cassie kissed him on his withered cheek, then bent her head as if she were trying to hide the tears that fell down her cheeks.Their father patted the mattress next to him, and she collapsed beside him, her head sharing his stack of pillows. She looked like the terrified child Harriet felt like, faced with losing one of the last remaining anchors to their childhood.

Cassie reached for his hand and held on tightly. “I miss Mama. I wonder . . .” Cassie sniffled, then snuggled closer. “I wonder if things would have turned out differently if she had been here.”

Harriet stiffened, wondering if her father knew she was in the room, and waited quietly for his answer.

The judge spoke with his eyes closed. “If you mean she might have known about Joe and Harriet and stopped them, I don’t think so. Even you can see now that they were meant for each other.”

Cassie turned away. “He was mine.” She sounded childish, as if they  were talking about a favorite doll, her voice at odds with the image of the sophisticated woman with the expensive clothes and shining hair.

“Yes, Cassie. He was yours. But that was a long time ago. He and Harriet have a wonderful marriage now, and five children.” He paused, taking deep, labored breaths.“It pains me to see how in all these years you haven’t even tried to make peace with your sister. Harriet’s tried so many times to reach out to you.And you’ve made no effort at all to get to know your nieces and nephew.They’re fine children, Cassie.You’d be proud of them.”

Cassie couldn’t hide a sob.“I know—and I’m sorry. I’ve kept all their pictures in my photo album, and I do think about them all the time. But it still hurts, Daddy. It still hurts. Sometimes I don’t know if I’ll ever get over it.”

Harriet’s own eyes stung with tears and she wanted nothing more than to slink out of the room, but she had the sensation that Cassie had forgotten she was even there.

“What still hurts, Cassie? The fact that you lost Joe, or that somebody got the best of you?”

Cassie’s eyes widened, as if she were only then realizing the possibility of truth in his words.“I don’t know anymore. I honestly don’t know. Maybe it’s just an old habit that I don’t know how to break. Or maybe I just can’t get over the fact that you were on her side.You didn’t do anything to bring them back.”

Harriet shook her head, remembering the blistering words her father had delivered to both her and Joe on their return to Walton as a married couple, and the feeling that never went away that something precious and irreplaceable had been lost forever.

The old man shifted in his bed. “It wasn’t a matter of taking sides. I didn’t like the manner in which they let their feelings be known, but I knew deep down that they were meant for each other.And that, in time, you would forgive them and find somebody who was really yours.”

His voice sank to barely a whisper.“It’s been fifteen years, Cassie. It’s time to get over it. Get on with your life.”

Abruptly, Cassie left the bed and went to the window. “You always took her side. I guess that will never change. But I am over it.” She paused.“I’m thirty-five years old, Daddy. I’ve outgrown all that. I have a new life, and none of that matters anymore. This town, these people—I’ve left it all way behind me.” She sighed, pressing her forehead against the glass. “And the more I’ve stayed away, the easier it became to not come back.”

The judge struggled to sit up on his elbows. Harriet took a step forward to help him, but Cassie was faster, steadying him and then propping the pillows behind him.

His voice sounded strained.“You can go to the moon, Cassandra Lee Madison, but this place, these people, will always run in your blood.You can’t get away from it, so you might as well come home.”

Cassie helped him lie back against the pillows, the bright spots of pink slowly fading from his face. Harriet stepped forward to help, knowing that Cassie had never been able to back away from a fight with their father. He was stubborn, but it was a trait Cassie had inherited from him. Harriet’s eyes met Cassie’s and she shook her head to get her to stop, but Cassie looked away as if she hadn’t seen her at all. Firmly, Cassie said, “This isn’t my home anymore.”

His long, bony fingers tightened around Cassie’s forearm as Harriet placed a hand on his shoulder, his voice quiet but still just as forceful and fearsome as it was when they were little and Cassie had been caught telling a lie. “The hell it’s not. And there’s nothing you can do that’ll change that. If I have any say in the matter at all, you’ll come back to stay.”

Cassie surprised Harriet by leaning forward to kiss his forehead. Gently, she said, “You don’t have any say. I’ll stay here until you get better, but then I’m going back home—to New York.”

He didn’t answer, and his eyelids fluttered closed. Harriet and Cassie stood on opposite sides of the bed for a long moment, staring down at their sleeping father while years of unspoken words nestled beside him.

Harriet spoke quietly to her sister.“Let me get you something to eat and walk you to your room. I’m sure you’re exhausted from the long drive.”

“No,” Cassie said, the word sharp.“I want to stay here with him.” She lay back down beside him, her hand folded around his, and closed her eyes. Long ago, when they were still children, Cassie had told Harriet how for about a month after their mother died she’d spent nights under their father’s bed, listening to his breathing. Their mother had given up her long fight with cancer in this room, and Cassie as a little girl had thought that if she had been there, she would have heard the moment her mother stopped breathing, and been able to awaken her. But she had died, and Cassie had vowed to herself that she wouldn’t allow the same thing to happen to her father.

The story saddled a young Harriet with guilt, knowing that as she had slept peacefully in her own room down the hall, Cassie had kept vigil over their father, dozing off and on, and pinching herself awake as the night wore on, until gray dawn eased its way through the dust ruffle.When her father rose to take his shower, Cassie would escape into her room to sleep for two hours before Aunt Lucinda jerked open her curtains. She had done that until one morning her father had stuck his head under the bed and told her she was too old to be sleeping there.

Harriet was about to ask her again if she wanted something to eat when she saw their father’s hand squeeze Cassie’s. With his eyes still closed, he said,“I think painting Principal Purdy’s porch showed a lot of spunk, you know. I just hope that by now you’ve learned there are better means to get your point across.”

Cassie’s eyes widened in surprise. “So you really did know. Why didn’t you tell me?”

He shifted under the covers. “Because then I would have had to punish you, and you didn’t deserve it.”

Cassie stuck out her chin, reminding Harriet so much of the old Cassie that she almost smiled.“You’re damned right I didn’t. He wanted  to cancel prom because of some silly food fight in the cafeteria—and not even everybody was involved. It just wasn’t fair.”

The judge let out a soft grunt. “It was a damned fine stunt. And you should know that I laughed for about an hour straight after I saw it.”

They laughed quietly together for a moment. Finally, Cassie said, “Thanks, Daddy. For not getting me in trouble.”

“You’re welcome.” His voice sounded tired. “I’m glad you’re home.” He looked at Harriet and held out his other hand toward her. “We both are.”

Cassie said nothing, but squeezed his hand. Knowing she wouldn’t leave, Harriet bent down to kiss her father’s forehead before leaving to retrieve an extra blanket from the cedar chest in the hall to put over Cassie.

When she returned she saw that Cassie had found a spot on the floor, a pillow from the bed tucked under her head, sound asleep. Harriet gently laid the blanket on top of her, then flipped off the light before gently closing the door behind her.
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THE FOLLOWING MORNING, Maddie stood at the door to her grandfather’s bedroom as her mother pressed her ear to the door. Turning back toward Maddie, she whispered, “Your aunt and grandfather are still sleeping, and you may not disturb them. I’m sure Aunt Cassie is dying to see you, too, but she’s exhausted from her long drive. Just give her time to get up and dressed, and I bet she’ll even tell you stories about New York City.”

Maddie looked at her mother, wondering once again how this small, blond woman could really be her mama. The only thing they had in common was their green eyes. Even her mother commented frequently about how much Maddie was the spitting image of her Aunt Cassie—right down to the long legs that allowed both Cassie and Maddie to make her mama look shorter than she already was. Sometimes her  mother would say that Maddie and Aunt Cassie shared more than just a physical resemblance, whatever that meant.

“Well, butter my butt and call me a biscuit.”

Her mother made a sound like somebody sucking on a straw in an empty glass. “Madison Cassandra Warner! I’m going to wash your mouth out with soap if I ever hear you use that expression again.”

“But it’s already ten o’clock! Is she going to sleep forever?”

Before her mother could answer, the door opened and Aunt Cassie stood there, blinking in the bright light and staring at them with brown, puffy eyes.As she shut the door behind her, she gave them a funny smile, as if all of her face muscles weren’t awake yet.

“So, you must be my namesake.”

Maddie stared at the stranger in front of her, the face familiar only from pictures. She noticed how Aunt Cassie’s hair was lighter now instead of the yucky shade of brown her own was, and how cool it looked even though she still had bed-head. She felt a prod from her mother’s knuckle in her back. Feeling suddenly shy, she said, “Yes, ma’am. I’m Maddie.” She gave her aunt an awkward hug, then stepped back.

Maddie watched as her mother looked at her and then at Cassie, as if seeing them together for the first time was like scoring a touchdown. In a funny-sounding voice, her mama said, “I know you two have a lot of catching up to do, but I’ve seen Cassie before she’s had her coffee and it’s just plain nasty.”

Aunt Cassie yawned and wrinkled her nose at Maddie’s mama, making Maddie smile because it reminded her of something she and Sarah Frances would do.

Squeezing Maddie around the shoulders, her mama said,“You, missy, need to go eat your breakfast and I’ll go round up some coffee.”

“I’ll get it.” Maddie ran to the kitchen.After finding two clean mugs in her grandfather’s cabinets and filling them with black coffee, she carefully headed back upstairs to her aunt’s old room. When Maddie came to stay with her grandfather, this was the room she used.The pink  canopy bed and rose wallpaper with matching bedspread and curtains were the same ones Aunt Cassie had had when she was a girl. Sleeping under the tiny roses had always made Maddie feel a connection to the aunt she’d been named after but had never met.

She was about to enter the room when she heard her mother’s voice and she stopped, afraid she might interrupt. Especially if it meant her mama and Aunt Cassie were going to talk about why her aunt had been gone for so many years, and why there was that look on Aunt Cassie’s face that reminded Maddie what her little sister Knoxie looked like when she couldn’t find her favorite blanket.

“It’s so good to see you here again. I guess I never gave up hoping.”

Aunt Cassie laughed, except it didn’t seem like a real laugh. “Just don’t get used to me being here—it’s only until Daddy gets better and then I have to go back.”

“And if he doesn’t? What then?”

Maddie bent her head into the steam from the mugs, not wanting to hear the answer.

“He will. People survive heart attacks all the time.”

“I’m glad you’re back,” Maddie’s mama said again.“There’s been lots I’ve wanted to say to you over the years and I finally have the chance.”

The mugs were beginning to feel heavy in her hands, but Maddie wasn’t leaving now.

“If this is about you and Joe, I don’t want to talk about it. It’s over and done with and I can’t see any good coming from it if you drag it all out now.”

Maddie jerked her arm, spilling hot coffee on her hand, but she forced herself to remain quiet. You and Joe. What did she mean?

She had to strain to hear her mama speak. “I never wanted to hurt you. I don’t know if you can believe that any more now than you could then, but it’s true. And I need you to know that.”

“If you think that little apology can erase fifteen years of humiliation and hurt, you’re wrong.Which is why I don’t want to discuss it.”

Maddie heard the squeak of bedsprings and quickly ducked into the next bedroom, somehow managing not to spill any more coffee. Footsteps emerged from Aunt Cassie’s room, then stopped. And when her mother spoke again, Maddie thought she might be crying.

“You were my best friend, Cassie. My hero. And I want you back in my life. In all our lives.”

Aunt Cassie didn’t say anything. Finally, Maddie heard her mother say, “I love you, Cassie. I’m glad you’re back.” Maddie listened as her mother walked across the hall and then down the stairs.

Aunt Cassie didn’t move for a long time, and Maddie stayed where she was, afraid to make a noise, the coffee cooling in her hands. She was about to tiptoe from the room when she heard her Aunt Cassie say, very quietly, “I love you, too, Harriet.”




End of sample
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