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One
I’ve tried to be happy. I try so very hard. Yet the frigid granite beneath my fingertips is a blazing desert compared to the barren iceberg of my womb. What woman could be happy with a monolith of ice blocking her very female essence?
This kitchen is perfectly planned. If Martha Stewart visited, she’d be envious of my exquisite arrangement of pears and apricots, dusted with the slightest coating of glaze and balanced artfully in Momma’s old bowl. She would gasp at the coordination of stripe to check, plaid to French country print, that draws the eye around the room. Her Tod-slippered feet could sweep across my stone floor and arrive unspecked at their destination.
And if the Great Martha were to stop there, I would measure up. My life would hold a semblance of value, of worthiness.
Most stop there.
Thank God.
I don’t mean that irreverently. How can I be irreverent? I’m the grateful adoptee of an upright preacher man and his loving wife. I’m the epitome of “grateful recipient.” All of Stars Hill would tell you that.
They don’t look past my kitchen.

Thank God.
But I don’t have much time to stand here, staring at a House Beautiful workspace. Scott will be home in two hours. And duck a l’orange is not an easy dish for even one so seasoned as I.
Is it odd that I love French food yet Chinese blood runs through my veins? Hmm. Perhaps if I’d been raised on the soil my mother trod, I would know and appreciate more of the cuisine of the Asian world. I might even be privy to which province most suits me.
I should visit China.
Did I just think that?
I can’t visit China. Daddy, that blessed preacher man, would be hurt if I went in search of a mother who was never Momma. Of a woman who took one look at me, then left me bawling on a doorstep in the dead of night.
Then again, Daddy has Zelda these days.
Now Zelda, there’s a woman who follows every fancy. What a strange little bird she is. Those fiery red spikes in her hair make me think of a surprised woodpecker—or the recipient of an errant lightning bolt. When she smiles, her whole face turns upward. I hear we have that in common. I wish I could remember seeing a smile on my face. But when I’m alone, with a mirror reflecting the mystery of me, it isn’t a smile that comes to bear. Besides, what kind of lady wears spurs on her cowboy boots? Honestly, spurs! Why, one of these days she’s going to rip a gash in Daddy’s ankle while they do do-si-dos around the Heartland dance floor.
I assume that’s what happens inside that wretched place. How Kendra and Tandy can spend their Friday nights there is beyond me. To each her own, I suppose. Though my own will never involve cowboy boots and a twanging fiddle.
Do fiddles twang?
Maybe I meant guitar.
No matter. I have a duck to prepare.
* * *
“DID YOU SEE HER?”
Kendra tripped over the uneven sidewalk and grabbed Tandy’s arm. Cold gusts of wind beat at them, pelting them with snatches of icy rain.
“Hey, watch it, sister!”
“Sorry.” Kendra kept walking, shooting a murderous look back at the beguiling concrete. “We need to bring up sidewalk maintenance at the next town meeting.”
Tandy patted the coffee-colored hand still crooked in her elbow. “Now, Kendra, don’t be getting all drastic on me. Can you imagine what poor Tanner would do if we dared question the maintenance of our fair Stars Hill?”
“Huh.” Kendra huffed and let go of Tandy to stuff her hands in her pockets. “Probably remind us of all he’s done to keep this town in antique replica streetlights and ten o’clock curfews.”
“At least the curfews are gone.”
They pulled their hoods up and stepped down from the sidewalk to cross College Street.
“I wonder how many times Daddy would have had to bail us out if they had that curfew when we were in high school?”
Tandy tucked a curl behind her ear and took long strides toward Clay’s Diner. “I seem to recall a certain sister needing to be bailed out anyway.”
“There was no bail involved. Just a minor misunderstanding.”

“That the whole town talked about for months.” Tandy grinned and pulled open the door of the diner. Heated air billowed out a welcome. “After you, con woman.”
“Yeah, keep it up, sis. I can always bring up improper car racing at the next town meeting.” Kendra sailed through the entry, ignoring Tandy’s rejoinder of “You wouldn’t!” and hung her dripping coat on one of the hooks by the door.
Tandy sloughed off her own navy pea coat and stamped her yellow rain boots. “Would you?”
Kendra spun on a heel and walked off toward “their” booth in the back corner. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”
“There’s my darling wife!” Clay Kelner came around the counter toward them.
Kendra rolled her eyes and snatched up a menu. “Oh, spare me. Shouldn’t the newlywed bliss have worn off by now?”
“What are you upset about?” Clay allowed a quick glance for his sister-in-law, then bent and dropped a peck on Tandy’s upturned lips. “Are you and Darin fighting?”
“No.”
“Yes.” Tandy leveled a gaze at her sister. “Because Kendra is too busy spying on Joy to pay attention to her man and get their wedding planned.”
“Joy? The perfect one? Mrs. Plan-Everything-to-Death?” Clay’s eyebrows rose. “Why are you spying on Joy?”
“Because something’s wrong and I’m the only one in this family paying attention, that’s why.” Kendra slapped the menu on the table top. “And wedding plans are coming along just fine, thank you very much.”
“Sure you’re not just being your usual dramatic self?” Clay fast-stepped back before Kendra could swat him. “Lovable dramatic self, I mean!”
“Ha ha. Very funny.” Kendra pointed the menu at Clay,


 then Tandy. “You laugh now, but something’s up and we need to find out what before it gets so bad we can’t fix it.”
“Well, can we at least get some food first?” Tandy snatched the menu and put it back in its holder. “I can’t think on an empty stomach.”
“The usual?”
Both girls nodded, and Clay turned back toward the kitchen.
When he’d gone, Kendra studied her sister. “Tandy, I know you think I’m nuts. But didn’t you see her at Darnell’s? I mean, she stood over that display of oranges for at least a full minute, just staring into space!”
“Yeah, I saw her, Ken.” Tandy sighed. “But you know Joy. She’s not going to appreciate us marching into her house and demanding to know what’s wrong.”
“She wouldn’t care if Meg did it.” Kendra sniffed.
“Yes, she would. And she’s closer to Meg because this is exactly the kind of thing Meg wouldn’t do.”
Kendra huffed and turned away. Rain sluiced down the windows, making the streetlights outside sparkle. Inside every table was filled with Stars Hill town folk happily spooning up chili and vegetable soup. If we don’t figure this out soon, they will. And then Joy will be the talk of the town. She pulled out her cell phone and punched buttons.
“Who are you calling?”
“Meg.” Her faux ruby ring glinted in the light when she held up a finger to stop Tandy’s objection. “Hey, Meg, it’s Kendra. Tandy and I are at the diner and wondered if you could drop by. Call me as soon as you get this.” She snapped the phone closed and dropped it back in her giant suede bag, now splashed with raindrops.
“And what will that accomplish?”
“We’re going to have Meg talk to Joy about this.”

“Since when can we get Meg to do anything? Did you discover a magic wand I don’t know about?”
Kendra pushed her mahogany-colored spirals back into the burgundy head wrap from which they had escaped. “She’s been wanting me to paint a mural on Hannah’s wall for a month. I think she’ll do just about anything to see it finished.”
Tandy leaned back in the seat and whistled low. “Remind me never to underestimate you, sister.”
Kendra stopped fixing her hair and leveled a stare at Tandy. “You better believe it.”


Two
Vivaldi. I love the lyrical playfulness of Vivaldi. Kendra can have her Otis Redding, and Tandy can listen to Martina McBride all day long. But give me a season set to Vivaldi and I am a happy woman.
At least as happy as is possible these days. Scott is late getting home. That’s understandable. Why rush home when the only thing there to greet you is a frozen shrew of a woman? That’s what I’m becoming. I’ll bet anything that’s what he sees when he looks at me.
Which isn’t often.
I remember how his gaze landed on me in the early years of our marriage. Like I was a prize, a beautifully kept prize, just for him. I would catch him staring over the flickering candlelight on the dinner table and he’d smile, and I would know just what he wanted for dessert.
He wanted me then.
Before the wanting was replaced by the function of me.
I wish I could remember exactly when that happened. When I decided to be a birthing vessel rather than his wife. If I had realized the two could be separated, that being unable to be one would give the other lordship over our marriage, perhaps I—

No. I couldn’t. Haven’t I proven how unable I am? Despite following every step in every book. Months of testing, minute after minute ticking away as we waited for the extra pink line to appear. That expectant look on his face when I stepped out of the bathroom. The fallen features when I shook my head.
Again.
And again.
And again.
My life’s irony cuts deep. My mother did not want to birth me. And all I want is to give birth.
* * *
“HAIL, HAIL, THE gang’s all here.” Clay’s voice boomed across the counter. “Meg, what can I get you?”
Meg plopped into the booth beside Tandy and glanced at their dishes. “Chili and tea, Clay. Thanks.”
Clay nodded and turned toward the kitchen.
Meg focused a laser-sharp gaze on Kendra. “And you can tell me why I just left my house so fast my socks don’t match and my scarf is hanging in my hall closet.”
Kendra sat up straight. “Who cares about your socks when Joy’s in trouble?”
“What trouble? Joy doesn’t get into trouble unless there’s a six-step system for it.”
“That’s what I’ve been saying.” Tandy twirled her straw.
Kendra tapped the table with a long purple fingernail. “If Joy wasn’t in trouble, then why did she stand stock-still in the middle of Darnell’s staring at oranges like they held the secret to Jesus’ return?”
“You’re kidding me, right?” Meg slumped in the booth. “She was probably checking them out for orange rot or whatever disease oranges get.”

Tandy’s curls rustled as she shook her head. “No, she wasn’t. She stared, but not at the oranges. At, I don’t know, something else.”
Meg looked back and forth between her sisters. “What are you two talking about?”
“It’s like I tried to tell you on the phone. There’s something wrong with Joy.”
“There’s nothing—”
“And we think you should find out what.” Kendra dropped her gaze and became seriously interested in the fried green beans on her plate.
“Whoa. What? You think I’m going to jump all up in Joy’s private business because you two saw her look at an orange funny? Maybe the orange rot is in your brains.”
Kendra leaned across the table. “I’m serious, Meg. Something’s up and either you find out what, or I start shadowing her everywhere until I figure it out.”
Meg sighed and crossed her arms over her chest. “Please tell me you have more to go on besides Joy investigating oranges.”
“Oh yeah, lots more.” Kendra shifted in her seat. “She was working on my hair last Tuesday, and right there in the middle of cutting, she froze. Had my hair in between her fingers and scissors ready to go. I thought she must have seen something out the window, so I tried to turn and look. That pulled my hair out of her hand, which woke her up.”
“Did you ask her what she saw?”
“Of course I did. She acted like nothing had happened.”
“What?” Meg looked to Tandy, who nodded confirmation.
“And did you see her at church on Sunday? She didn’t take the first note of Daddy’s sermon.”
“Are you sure?” Meg scrunched her nose. “Joy has been taking sermon notes since we were in junior high.”

“Not one drop of ink touched the page. I watched the whole time.”
“Maybe she was just distracted.”
“Meg.” Tandy’s low voice hummed a warning. “This isn’t all in Kendra’s head. I’ll admit, Joy hasn’t done anything that anyone who doesn’t know her would think is odd. But we know her. You best of all. Does it sound like everything’s all right?”
Meg chewed on her lip. Joy hadn’t returned her last phone call and it had been … an entire week. Oh no. Here she was running around like four firemen with a ten-alarm blaze and no water hose just keeping up with her kids, and Joy was over at her house with a monster problem.
And Kendra had been the one to notice.
She dropped her arms. I’ve got to get my house on a better schedule. Spend more time with the sisters. “Okay.”
“Okay?” Kendra’s eyebrows rose. “Okay you’ll help us figure out what’s going on?”
“Okay, I’ll talk to Joy. I can’t believe I missed this.” Meg rubbed her forehead. “Between the kids and these stupid headaches—”
“You’re still getting the headaches?” Tandy turned in her seat, her forehead wrinkling. “I thought they went away.”
“They did. They had.” Meg saw Clay approaching with food and smiled. “I’m fine. I probably just need to eat.”
“And I’ll do my best to help with that.” Clay slid a bowl of chili in front of Meg and winked at Tandy. “You ladies get Joy all figured out?”
“Not yet, but Meg’s going to work on it.” Kendra swiped a fry through some ketchup and chomped down.
Clay shook his head. “Careful what you let these two rope you into, Meg.”
“Hey, you’re supposed to be on my side.” Tandy flicked a straw wrapper his direction.

“Which is why I didn’t tell her to get out of here before she got in too deep.” Clay winked and walked back to the kitchen, whistling all the way.
Meg dipped her spoon into the steaming bowl. “That husband of yours has a streak of wisdom.”
“Yeah, combine it with his streak of wit and you’ve got one smart-aleck comedian who occasionally gets it right.”
“Somebody should warn Robin Williams.”
“Oh, I think he’s safe.” Kendra ducked as Tandy threw the rest of the straw paper her way.
“You know, we need to address this tendency of yours to throw things at people.”
Tandy rolled her eyes and Meg swallowed her chili. It did nothing to dispel the iceberg of worry in her throat.


Three
Before I incur Joy’s wrath, do we have any idea what could be wrong?”
Kendra shrugged. “I’ve thought and thought. All I can come up with is husband troubles.”
“Or baby troubles. They’ve been trying to get pregnant.” Tandy sipped her drink.
“Or both.” Meg thought for a second and nodded. “I’m betting on both. Joy can’t get pregnant, which means she’d find a doctor who could help. And that would tick off Scott because he can’t stand to be incapable of something.”
“What is it with men and their inability to ask for help?” Kendra huffed.
Meg scooped more chili. She held it aloft and watched the steam. “I think it’s wired into their genetic makeup.”
“Then Scott better get his wires fixed, or he’s going to have three ticked-off sisters to deal with.”
“Remind me again why it’s our business whether or not Scott wants to see a doctor?” Meg popped her spoon in her mouth.
“Because, nutcase,” Tandy’s voice sounded like a schoolmarm patiently instructing a six-year-old, “his not seeing the doctor is making Joy crazy.”

“And when Joy’s crazy …”
“We’re all crazy. I get it, I get it.”
Kendra nodded. “You know, if the whole world would just do as we say, things would run a lot more smooth.”
“Speaking of doing what we say, have either of you talked to Daddy lately?” Meg said.
“Why would we talk to Daddy? He’s not doing anything but preaching and taking Zelda dancing every Friday.”
“I know.” Meg tilted her chin down and raised her eyebrows. “Think about it.”
Tandy looked across the table at Kendra while all around them conversations buzzed along. She shook her head. “I give.”
“Me too. What’s there to talk to Daddy about?”
“You don’t think it’s odd how much time he’s spending with Zelda these days?”
“What time? He goes dancing with her on Fridays.” Kendra shrugged.
“And grocery shopping with her on Mondays.”
“What?”
Meg smiled. “Yep. Every Monday, like clockwork, you can find him and her over at Darnell’s. Like clockwork.”
“No big deal. So they’re sharing grocery shopping.” Tandy held up her empty glass and nodded when she caught Clay’s eye. “I don’t think I’d put that in the ‘to be concerned about’ column. Who likes to shop alone?”
“Daddy, until he met Zelda.” Meg held up her hands to stop their protests. “I’m just saying, they’re sharing a lot. Grocery shopping. Dancing. Church.”
“Okay, now stop.” Kendra pushed her plate aside. “She goes to our church. Daddy’s the preacher. I don’t think that counts as a date.”
“Are you so deep into wedding plans that you haven’t noticed where Zelda now sits?” Meg watched both sisters

 think through the past Sunday. Understanding dawned on Kendra’s face first.
“In the second pew on the left.” Her hushed voice barely carried across the table. “Right by the aisle.”
“Bingo.” Meg went back to her chili.
“Are you sure?” Tandy squinted as if trying to see into the past. “I don’t remember seeing her there.”
“You have got to be the least observant person on the planet.”
“Says the sister who didn’t even notice Joy’s messed up right now.”
Meg winced. “You’re right, you’re right. I’m off my game.”
“How long has she been sitting there?”
“Joy?” Meg looked around the diner, trying to spot her baby sister.
“No, nutcase. Zelda.”
“Oh, this last Sunday was her fourth Sunday there.”
“What?” Tandy sat up straight. “Tell me you’re kidding. How did I not notice this?”
“Got me. All the blue hairs noticed it. They’ve been asking Daddy if he’s got a question up his sleeve.”
“A question? What kind of question?”
“The question. As in, ‘pop the question.’”
Tandy nearly fell out of the booth. “Absolutely not. No way. Daddy is not asking Zelda to marry him. That’s the most absurd thing I have ever heard come out of your mouth.”
“Hey, don’t shoot the messenger, sister, dear. It’s the blue hairs saying it, not me. And you can’t really blame them, since Zelda is now sitting in Momma’s spot every Sunday.”
“Well, the blue hairs can go find themselves another rumor to float, because this one doesn’t hold water. Nobody in their right mind would believe Daddy could possibly

 think of asking another woman to marry him. Not after what he and Momma shared.”
“Amen to that, sister.” Kendra crossed her arms over her chest. “Don’t tell me you’re okay with this, Meg.”
Meg grimaced. “Of course not. Why do you think I brought it up with you two? Daddy listens to y’all. So get to talking.”
“What do you propose we say? ‘Hey, Daddy, Meg heard some of the old women at church talking and, seeing as how everybody thinks you’re about to propose to Zelda, we thought we should let you know we’re not okay with it.’ Does that work?” Tandy shook her head.
“Works for me.”
“Meg, stop it. Much as it pains me to admit it, Tandy’s got a point. This isn’t something we can be proactive about.”
“Aren’t you the one who was just telling me to march into Joy’s house and ask her what’s going on?”
“That’s different.” Kendra looked out across the patrons still merrily chomping away on their burgers. “We know something’s wrong there. With Daddy, it’s just the blue hairs talking.”
“Yeah, it could be nothing.” Tandy’s voice held the hope of Christmas morning.
Meg shook her head. “Happy with your heads in the sand there, ladies?”
“You better believe it.”
But Kendra’s voice held a note of worry.



Four
The candlelight flickers. Its warm light doesn’t feel right for this room. Candlelight is for conversation, for whispered promises, for easy laughter. Those things aren’t a part of our dinners. Not anymore.
Scott looks exhausted. Lines crease his forehead, and my heart hurts with the knowledge that my inability has caused such a physical change in my husband.
We must go see a doctor. I know a doctor could help us figure out why we cannot seem to conceive. Yet broaching the subject will only cause that line to deepen. Scott does not like asking for help.
In high school I thought that was heroic.
Now I think it is idiotic and selfish.
He may not need help, but I certainly do. And what man cannot ask for help on behalf of his wife? Why can’t he see that his stubbornness only makes this situation worse?
He likes the duck I’ve made. I know he does, even though he doesn’t tell me. He rarely says anything positive to me anymore.
“How was work today?”
His eyes stay low, looking at the dish rather than me. “Fine.”

“Did you manage to close that sale over on Ralston Road?”
He nods.
I wait. I’m not certain why. I know he will not contribute to this conversation unless I force him to do so. A part of me hopes, though, that today he will decide to be the Scott I married. The happy man with a positive outlook on life.
The man I forced away with my barren womb.
The notes of a toccata fall from speakers hidden in the walls. They should create an atmosphere of frivolity, but even music has limits. Music is too honest to ignore reality or overwhelm it.
I push orange glaze around my plate, watching it swirl against the white bone china. The candlelight dances on the plate’s platinum rim, and, for a moment, I am lost in the simple beauty of that dance.
Scott clears his throat, and reality blots out beauty.
“Joy, I think it’s time we accept that perhaps we aren’t meant to be parents.”
It’s a conversation we have had too many times these past weeks.
“Scott, we’re nowhere near that yet. We haven’t even been to see a doctor to find out what might be blocking us from conceiving.”
“And we’re not going to see a doctor, Joy. You know my heart on that. Must you continue on a subject we’ve closed repeatedly?”
“It’s closed only to you.”
“Since I’m half of this marriage, then I should have a say in how we handle this situation.”
“More of a say than me?”
“Than I.”
“Do not correct my grammar, Scott Lasky. You are not the end-all, be-all of marriage. You do not have all the

 answers. And, right now, you do not get to tell me I cannot go visit a doctor and find out if the problem is me.” My voice doesn’t sound like my own, but this reckless feeling of finally doing something about our situation instead of treading water feels right. I stand up, needing to end the conversation before Scott talks me out of it. “I’ll call Dr. Goodman in the morning for an appointment. Good night, Scott.”
My ears feel closed, like I’ve stepped off the edge and plunged into the deep recesses of a lake. I know my feet are carrying me away from more than just a cold dinner.
I don’t think I care.
* * *
“COME ON, KENDRA! Get in here before my rear end gets frostbite!” Tandy held open the front door of the house that had been home since her adoption nearly three decades ago.
“I’m coming, I’m coming.” Kendra’s mittens prevented her from getting a good grip on the stair rail and her feet slid on the stairs.
“Watch out!” Tandy jumped out the door, and Kendra caught her extended hand just in time.
“Whew. That was close.”
“We’ll just call you Grace from now on.” Tandy pulled Kendra through the door and shut out the cold winter air.
The sisters walked through the house and into the kitchen. Tandy picked up a red-checkered towel and opened the oven. The door’s old hinges creaked as she knelt down to check out the batch of double-chocolate-chip cookies inside. “I think these are about done. It’s hard to tell since they’re already brown.”
“Are the chips melted on top?”
“Yeah, I think so.”

“Then pull those babies out. We’ve got scrapping and planning to do.”
Tandy retrieved the cookie tray and set it on a cooling rack. She turned to Kendra and tossed the towel back on the counter. “Shouldn’t we call this what it is? We’re not planning. We’re conniving.”
Kendra shrugged off her coat and hung it on the back of a nearby Windsor chair. “That sounds too evil. We’re not doing anything bad here, are we? We’re just making sure Daddy doesn’t do something stupid.”
“I don’t know, Ken. Part of me thinks his dating life should be his business.”
“Forgetting the fact that ‘dating life’ and ‘Daddy’ in the same sentence still gives me the creeps, we need to focus on the greater good here.”
“You’re right.” Tandy heaved a sigh. “I wish Momma were here.”
“Me too.”
Silence fell between them, and Tandy’s thoughts filled with memories. Momma’s sure presence, her unwavering love of the whole Sinclair family. Momma always had the right word to say or hug to give when life threw a curve-ball. She hadn’t been perfect, but she’d sure been the best momma Tandy could imagine. Why couldn’t Momma be the one pulling cookies from the oven now, just like she’d done for years and years?
Because cancer is no determiner of people.
Tandy cleared her throat and opened the cabinet to the right of the old porcelain sink. “Grab the milk, Ken. We’ve got to get this situation under control.”
Kendra moved toward the refrigerator, her lavender boots squeaking on the linoleum floor. “So are we going to talk to Daddy? I should warn you, I haven’t come up with anything better than that little speech you gave Meg at the diner.”

“Me either.” Tandy held out the glasses while Kendra poured. “But maybe there’s a way to put the brakes on this without talking to Daddy or Zelda.”
Kendra put the cap back on the milk jug and placed it back in the refrigerator. “Okay, sounds good. How?”
Tandy chomped down on a cookie and chewed. “I haven’t figured that part out yet. That’s what you’re here for.”
“Oh, good to know your expectations aren’t too high.” Kendra picked up the plate of cookies and turned to leave the kitchen. “Before we get too deep into this, we’re sure we don’t want them getting married, right?”
“Kendra Sinclair! What do you mean?” Tandy snatched up their milk glasses and followed Kendra up the stairs toward Momma’s scrapping studio. “You want Daddy bringing another woman in here, letting her put her clothes in Momma’s drawers, her makeup in Momma’s bathroom? Spraying her perfume so all traces of Momma’s smell are gone? Washing her clothes in Momma’s washing machine? Pushing her mop across Momma’s kitchen floor?”
“Ugh. I hadn’t thought through that part of it.”
“Well, think it through then. Marriage is huge. She’d be to Daddy what Momma was. And then she’d try to be to us what Momma was, and I don’t think I’m a good enough actress to put up with that the rest of my life.”
They made it to the top of the second flight of stairs and crossed the worn hardwood planks to a giant square table. Kendra pulled out a stool and plopped down, cookie in hand. “Okay, genius. I’m all in. How do we stop this? Is there anything in Zelda’s past that would make Daddy break up with her?”
“I don’t think so. I tried that angle back when I first came home. Clay backed her up, remember, because he knew her as a marine wife back in his enlisted days. Her personal life isn’t going to quash Daddy’s feelings. Besides, they’ve

 probably talked through their pasts by now if Meg’s right about the amount of time they’ve been spending together.”
“True.” Kendra nodded. “What about letting Zelda know we don’t want her around?”
“Do you think Zelda would care?”
“Maybe.”
“Ken, if she cared, she’d have left Daddy long ago. None of us has been exactly silent on our feelings about her being in Daddy’s life.”
“No, but we haven’t been overly vocal either. We’ve been mannered and kind and put up with her.”
“Yeah. See where that got us?”
“Exactly.” Kendra brushed the crumbs off her hands, her diamond engagement ring glinting in the light, and walked over to the shelf holding the layouts she was currently working on. “We’ve been nice, and she’s taken that for approval. So we stop being nice. She’ll get the hint and, at the very least, cut back on all the time she’s spending with Daddy. Daddy’s not dumb. He’ll get the message that she’s losing interest, and the whole thing will run its course in a few weeks.”
Tandy stared as Kendra began setting out papers and embellishments as if she hadn’t a care in the world. The clock ticked while she waited for Kendra to laugh.
“You’re serious,” Tandy finally said.
Kendra looked up. “Yeah. It’s a good plan, don’t you think?”
“No! It’s not a plan at all. ‘Stop being nice’? That’s your grand plan?” Tandy stomped over to the same shelf and jerked her materials off so hard some of them fell to the floor. She knelt and began picking them up. “Kendra, come on. That’s not going to work. Zelda’s just going to tell Daddy that we aren’t being nice, and then Daddy will talk to us in that voice—you know, the one that guilts us into being

 angels again—and then the whole thing will just bring them closer together. They will have parented us together.”
“How can we be parented when we’re in our twenties and thirties already?”
Tandy finished retrieving her embellishments and dumped the whole mess across the table from Kendra’s spot. Narrowing her eyes, she looked at Kendra. “You don’t want to stop this, do you?”
Kendra’s shoulders slumped. “It’s not that I don’t want to, T. It’s that I don’t know how. Short of telling Zelda we don’t want her to get serious with Daddy—which we know won’t work—or telling Daddy none of us are ready for this—which isn’t really fair to him—I don’t know of a way to make sure they don’t fall in love.”
Tandy’s heart stopped. “You think he loves her?”
“If he’s been letting her sit in Momma’s seat for a month, yeah, I’d say he loves her.”
Tandy dropped onto a stool, defeat falling on her like a storm cloud. “How did we miss that?”
“You just got married.” Kendra shrugged. “You’re busy starting your own home. And my whole world is bridesmaids’ dresses and boutonnieres right now.”
“But I shouldn’t be losing touch with my old home just because I’m starting my new one.”
“Isn’t that the ‘leave and cleave’ part of marriage?”
Tandy bit her tongue and turned her gaze to the layout now spilled out all over her side of the table. A sharp retort would help, but Kendra had a point there. Her marriage to Clay should be her priority, and it had been ever since their wedding. But letting herself focus on Clay to the detriment of Daddy? Was that really what marriage was supposed to be?
Clay would tell her Zelda wasn’t a detriment to anything good in the world. And he might be right. Keeping Momma’s

 memory alive, though, meant a lot. And how could they do that with Zelda in Momma’s kitchen cooking breakfast and in her laundry room doing the wash and in her living room rocking in Momma’s rocker? They wouldn’t even be able to talk about Momma in the house, probably, because it would make Zelda uncomfortable!
Tandy picked up a photo and began organizing the mess before her. “Look, Ken, if you don’t want to help me, that’s fine. But I’m not going to stand by silently while Daddy gets rid of all trace of Momma from this house and our lives because he’s found someone new to love.”
“You think he’d do that?”
“I don’t think he’d mean to, but I can’t see anything else being fair to Zelda. She’s not going to live forever in a house that reminds her of her husband’s first wife. I wouldn’t expect her to. Would you?”
“I guess not.” Kendra slid a blade across a photo, cutting off the extra part of it. “But, T, are we absolutely certain that the blue hairs are right? That Daddy’s thinking of popping the question?”
“No, I’m never sure of anything those women say.”
“Well, I think we need to know if there’s a situation to deal with before we take steps to address it, don’t you?”
“I do.” Tandy stood up. “Let’s go see.”
Kendra hurried to follow Tandy down the stairs. “See what?”
“See if Daddy’s thinking about marrying Zelda.”
“What are we going to do? Ask him?”
“No.” Tandy turned and marched into her parents’ bedroom. “We’re going to ask his stuff.”
“Oh, Tandy, you can’t be serious. We’re going through Daddy’s things? That’s a huge invasion of his privacy!”
Tandy spun on her heel and stared Kendra down. “Remember when we came home from school and Daddy

 and Momma were sitting on your bed with your journal in their hands?”
Kendra nodded. “Yeah, they found out I’d been sneaking out with Tyrel Parks, and I got grounded for three months from everything but church.”
“And what did they say when you yelled at them for invading your privacy by reading your journal?”
“They said they were doing what had to be done to make sure I was taken care of, safe, and making wise judgments.”
“Yep.” Tandy walked over and yanked open the top drawer of an old mahogany chest that had sat in this same spot for thirty years. “And that’s precisely what we’re doing. If we’re right and Daddy’s in love with Zelda,” she riffled through the folded white undershirts, “then he’s not in the right frame of mind to be making wise judgments. We’re just making sure he’s taken care of.”
Kendra hesitated for a second longer. With a shake of her spiral curls, she huffed and strode over to the chest’s matching dresser. “I’m not sure I buy your logic, sister, but I’ve never deserted you before and I’m not about to now.”
“Thanks, Ken.” Tandy slammed the drawer shut and moved quickly to the one below it.
“Thank me when we’re done and out of here without Daddy being any the wiser.”
Tandy shut her mouth and searched as fast as her fingers could fly.




Five
The rose bushes in my back garden look dead. Every plant out there does. Leafless trees and brown grass. No color at all. I should have put evergreens or pansies within view of this window. Instead I’m left with death staring toward my bedroom. A death created by my own hands.
I’ve never loved anyone as deeply as I love Scott Lasky. Is it possible to hate someone even while you love them? Because I hate him now. I love him, of course. I’ll always love him. But I hate him too. I hate how stubborn he is. I hate how sure he is. I hate how unsure he is. I hate how silent he is. I hate how scared he is.
I hate that most.
I know he’s scared. Does he think I don’t know? That I could have lived with him for years, made his meals, ordered his house, shared his bed, and not know when he’s scared?
I just can’t decide if he is more scared that the problem is me or that it’s him. If I’m the one keeping us from getting pregnant, then he might not be able to love me. I can be honest about that. Scott’s accustomed to getting what he wants. He’s always believed that if he works hard enough and follows the appropriate steps, he can attain the goal he has set.

We share that vision.
Pregnancy isn’t falling into line, though. It relies on body parts outside of our control. And even a certain amount of magic, I think. Or miracle.
Yes, miracle.
Miracles don’t come from hard work. They come from prayer and from the will of a God with whom we’re not allowed to reason. A God whose character or motivation I cannot fully grasp. I thought God wanted us all to be happy. But if that’s the case, we would be pregnant by now.
Meg said our life’s purpose isn’t to be happy; it’s to bring glory to God.
Didn’t God tell us to be fruitful and multiply? How can I be faithful to His command, glorify Him in my obedience, if He’s given me a womb that doesn’t work?
Then again, the problem could be Scott. I don’t know if he’d survive that knowledge. If he could comprehend being unable to do what he wants. If he’s the problem, I’ll bet he finds a solution. Scott wouldn’t rest until he’d found a way to overcome whatever issue life presented.
I love that about him.
* * *
“I CAN’T BELIEVE this, Tandy.” Kendra unwound her purple, red, yellow, and orange striped scarf, tossing it atop the desk on which she sat. She clicked the switch on a leopard print lamp at her side. The feathered finish around the edges left no question as to whose desk this was, sitting proudly in all its eclectic glory in the Sisters, Ink office.
“Me, either.” Tandy wore a shell-shocked expression— eyes glazed over, fixed on nothing in particular, but fixed nonetheless. Her own brass lamp with green hood and short

 gold pull cord testified to previous days spent slaving over briefs in an Orlando law office.
Kendra leaned forward and snapped her fingers. “Hey, Earth to sister. Come in, sister.”
Tandy blinked and turned her head. “I just can’t believe this.”
Kendra wrinkled her forehead. “Weren’t you the one telling me ‘Daddy’s in love with her’ and all that jazz? Why are you so surprised?”
“I guess I hoped I was wrong.” Tandy leaned back in her desk chair and steepled her fingers, looking for all the world like the attorney she had once been. “You know? Saying it out loud sounded so ridiculous that it just had to be wrong.”
“Well, news flash. That box means he’s not only planning to pop the question, he’s not scrimping on the diamond. And he went to Lindell Jewelers. They’re in Brentwood. That’s where Darin designed my ring. And their diamonds don’t come with a small price tag or an everyday setting.”
“So he’s been planning this for a while.”
“If he went to Lindell, I’m betting he’s done what Darin did and designed the ring himself. So yeah, he’s been planning this a while.”
“How did we miss this?”
Kendra slapped her hands on her jean-clad thighs. “Beats me. Who cares? What’s done is done. He’s in love. He’s bought a ring, and he may even have plans to give it soon. If we’re stopping this train, it’s time to throw ourselves on the tracks.”
Tandy stood and headed toward the back.
“Where are you going?” Kendra hopped down from the desk and trailed after her sister. “We’re having a conversation here!”

“I know, but my hands need to move so I can think. I did my best strategizing in Orlando in the files room.”
“Bet the paralegals loved you.”
Tandy gave a wry smile and entered their storage room. Boxes of products bearing the Sisters, Ink logo nearly filled the room. T-shirts, pens, scrapbooking tools and embellishments, club identification cards, and the usual office supplies of stationery and envelopes crammed every shelf. Tandy attacked the jumble in front of her, pulling rubber bands from pens and staples. Kendra chewed a fingernail while Tandy quickly created a rubber-band ball.
“This can’t happen, Ken. Daddy can’t get married.”
“Agreed. Now what do we do to keep that ring off Zelda’s finger?”
Tandy snapped a rubber band. “We’ve got to get ruthless.”
“Okay.”
“Really?”
“Really.”
“I thought you were only in this to support me.”
“Let’s just say the sight of a jeweler’s receipt in Daddy’s nightstand drawer was enough to bring home the reality.”
Tandy nodded. “Okay then. If we can’t find something in Zelda’s past to make Daddy break up with her, then we’ll just have to find something in Daddy’s to make Zelda break up with him.”
“What in the world does Daddy have in his past that anybody would care about?”
“Nothing that we know of. But we also didn’t know he’d bought a ring. Maybe there are other things we don’t know.”
Kendra shook her head. “No, I don’t think that’s going to work. Daddy’s been a straight arrow ever since we’ve known him. Short of killing somebody in his teenage years, we’re

 not going to find anything bad enough to make Zelda walk away. Besides, like you said before, they’ve probably already talked through their pasts.”
“So we go with your plan.”
“What plan?”
“We’ll stop being nice.”
“You mean the plan you hated?”
“I hated it in its first stage. We’re going to escalate to a stage that works.”
“Based on your reaction the first time we talked about this, I’m betting that’s about stage twenty.”
“Exactly. Not only will we stop being nice, we’re going to be downright rude.”
“Meg will never go for this.”
“She doesn’t have to. Two of us being rude to Zelda will probably be enough.”
“Maybe, but it’d be more effective if all four of us sent the message.”
“Then we’ll do whatever it takes to convince Meg and Joy that the right thing here is to be rude.”
“Good luck with that. I’m pretty sure Joy equates rude with the seven deadly sins.”
“And we wouldn’t want Joy to go against her principles.”
Tandy and Kendra spun around at the new voice.
“Zelda!” Tandy dropped her rubber-band ball. It bounced lightly, then rolled across the commercial carpet to stop at Zelda’s boots.
“Hello, girls.” Zelda retrieved the ball, then straightened.
“H–how are you? We didn’t hear you come in.” Kendra pushed her hair behind her ears.
“I guess not. Though I’ll say your rude campaign is off to a great start.”
“Oh, we didn’t—”

“Yeah, I guess so.” Tandy put her hands on her hips. “Was there something you needed or do you always go around butting into people’s private conversations?”
Zelda smiled while the feeble storage room light glinted off her red spiky hair. “Yes, I’d say you would have done well at this campaign.”
Tandy raised an eyebrow. “Would have?”
Zelda shook her head and her big silver jewelry clanked. “You can call it off.”
“I don’t think so.” Tandy took a step toward Zelda and pointed. “So long as you’re around, you should know there’s no more nice daughter for you. Daddy’s having a friend to hang out with is fine. Shoot, even grocery shopping together is fine. But we have a mother, and we certainly don’t need some red-haired marine widow walking in here and trying to take Momma’s place just because she’s gone home to heaven.”
Zelda’s face hardened, and Kendra saw the strength of a military wife shine through. “The very fact that you’d think I’d try,” her voice could have cut glass, “is enough for me to know this won’t work. I told Jack we should keep things casual. That you girls weren’t ready for anything else. But from the sound of things, he didn’t listen.”
Tandy sneered. “Oh, sure. Getting married is all Daddy’s idea. You haven’t thought a bit about living in our house or enjoying your status as the preacher’s wife, right? Don’t try to sell me that line. You’ve been sitting in Momma’s seat for a month now. And that’s another thing that’s about to change. Don’t even think about trying it this Sunday. We’re on to you. We’ll put up with your presence in Daddy’s life. But your little plan for marriage is over right now. Got it?”
Zelda stared at Tandy, tension tightening the distance between them. Kendra’s gaze darted back and forth.

A brawl at the Sisters, Ink office wouldn’t go unnoticed by townsfolk.
“Look, ladies—”
“No, Kendra.” Zelda held up a small hand, exhaustion lowering her tone. “Don’t bother. I care a lot about your daddy. Enough to know that being with me isn’t worth hurting his relationship with his daughters.” She moved to go, then turned back and tossed the rubber-band ball. Tandy caught it in reflex. “I’ll be gone by tomorrow, Tandy. Tell your daddy whatever you want about why.”
“Wait, Zelda.” Kendra stepped forward. “Where are you going?”
Her smile held sadness and the remembrance of familiar heartache. “Somewhere quiet, Kendra. Somewhere my presence doesn’t cause so much pain.”
The thud of her boots receded, punctuating Kendra’s racing thoughts. Had they done the right thing? Would Daddy be mad? Well, of course he’d be mad. But how long would it take for him to see they’d done this because they were looking out for him?
Kendra thought back to Tyrel Parks. She didn’t get over that for a month. And that had been a high school crush two weeks in the making. Daddy and Zelda had been together for almost a year now. She’d been at Tandy’s wedding.
Shoot, she’s on the guest list for my wedding.
Kendra turned to find that same shell-shocked expression on Tandy’s face.
“Should we go after her?” Kendra’s whisper barely covered the space between them.
Tandy shook her head. “I don’t think so. Just be grateful she’s gone and things can get back to normal.”
Normal? What did that mean?
One look at her sister’s face convinced Kendra it was better not to ask.
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