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Prologue

"Twirl me around, Sissy!"

Recklessly they twirled, the two of them, hands linked together. "Spin me faster! Faster!" The older girl, nearly grown, threw her head back and laughed in childlike abandonment as the young one lifted her feet from the earth and began to soar.

"We're flying, Sissy! We're flying!"

And fly they did, until it seemed as if all movement suspended and only the world around them kept whirling.

At last, exhausted and breathless, they flung themselves to the ground and lay silent on the soft summer grass, watching the sky circle above them. The great blue dome, split into wedges by tree branches overhead, reeled down to stillness like the big prize wheel at the county fair. Slower, slower, until the universe ground to a halt and righted itself. . .

She jerked awake, her breathing heavy and labored. Without the briefest moment of internal prodding, she recalled every vivid detail of the dream. She knew it by heart, had dreamed it a thousand times in the past twenty years. Even in daylight, the image hovered at the edges her mind, a misplaced photograph in sepia and amber tones, urging her to turn the page of some unseen album and remember it all.

But she could not remember. 

And none of it made sense. This vision was no nightmare—it was a benign likeness of two happy youngsters, a joyful image—perhaps even a benediction. Still, something about it gnawed at her, tore at her soul. She always awoke in tears, vaguely aware of a nameless emptiness, a black void, a vast yawning chasm that threatened to swallow her whole. 

She could not let it go. Despite the pain, she clutched the dream with the determination of a child, drawing it close the way she held her pillow for comfort, weeping until the dream itself grew damp and cold against her cheek.

It was all she had left of her sister.








Part 1
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The Spinning Dream

Dreams, like faith, 
 arise from deep within and far beyond us. 
 We hold to them 
 no firmer than we grasp the dawn 
 or anchor ourselves to wind. 
 Dreams, like faith, escape us, 
 and yet the gift, 
 hidden where only the hear t can find it, 
 still remains.
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The Intruder

HEARTSPRING, NORTH CAROLINA

APRIL 1995

Cecilia McAlister held her breath against the agonizing stab that shot through her. She shifted in the velvet chaise and tried to sit upright. When the pain subsided, she straightened the afghan and lay back on the pillows, breathing heavily. The slightest movement was a monumental effort now; just getting from the bed to the chaise could sap her energy for half a day.

Still, she was determined not to give in. The hospital bed—that hideous metal monster with its electronic controls, brought into this room eight months ago and installed in the corner—was her coffin. If she stayed there, she would die; she was certain of it. As long as she could get up and move to the chaise, have Vesta fix her hair and put on a little makeup, wear a nice bed jacket, hold a book on her lap, she might fend off the Intruder for a little while longer. It was a futile deception, but at least for the time being she might fool Death into believing he still had a fight on his hands.

Her breath came a little easier, and Cecilia looked around what once had been the music room of the massive house. What echoes this room held, with its grand piano and big bay windows looking over the garden. Memories of singing and laughter and voices calling her name. When she sat like this, with her back to the hospital bed, she could almost believe things were now as they once had been. She could see flowers blooming beyond the patio and watch spring storms building over the mountain vistas beyond. From the very beginning, this one room had been her refuge, her sanctuary, the single corner of the world where she felt alive and whole and—

She could barely think the word: normal. Nothing had been normal for years. And now, facing the inevitable repossession of her soul, Cecilia was forced to consider what might have been, if only she had claimed the power, years ago, to say "no" to her husband. No to his grandiose dreams, his ambition. No to his vision of what their life should be. No to—well, to a lot of things.

But no one—not even a wife—said "no" to Duncan McAlister. When he had built this house thirty years ago, he had claimed he was doing it for her—a doting husband giving the wife he loved a grand home.

But she knew the truth then as she knew it now—this house had never been built for her. It was Duncan McAlister's giant billboard, a huge, hulking "I-told-you-so" to all the people in his past who had called him a nobody, the good-for-nothing son of an alcoholic and abusive father.

Well, he had done it. He was rich. He was Somebody. A real estate mogul. Mayor of one of the Top Ten Small Towns in America. An icon. An idol. There was even talk of erecting a statue in his honor on the neatly trimmed town square.

Her husband had proved himself, Cecilia mused. But what had become of the man she had married, the gentle, wounded, compassionate boy who haunted her memories? Had he ever really existed, or had he only been a product of fantasy and imagination and wishful thinking? 

She willed the question away. She didn't have enough years left—or enough energy—to answer all of life's dilemmas. You couldn't pull every loose thread, or the whole thing would unravel.

Death had a way of bringing life into focus, of distilling out peripheral concerns and leaving you with pure, undiluted, pristine truth. A truth that had to be spoken—now, quickly, while there was still time.

A line from Keats wandered through her drug-fogged mind: Truth is beauty; beauty, truth . . .

Cecilia shook her head. It sounded high and noble, such poetry, but until you had everything stripped away and were left with nothing but your last gasping breaths and a world centered in pain, you couldn't begin to imagine how infernally ugly reality could be.

The truth might set you free, but first it would drag you through hell and back.
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The Dreamer

A narrow shaft of sunlight pierced the slit between the closed curtains and invaded Diedre McAlister's left eye. Groaning, she threw one arm over her face, but there was no escaping it. The shaft of light pierced through until she could see the road map of blood-red vessels silhouetted against the thin flesh of her eyelids. 

She rolled toward the wall and pulled the covers up higher. It was no use. Sleep might offer a few blessed hours of respite, of welcome oblivion, but morning always came again, bringing with it pain. Duty. Worry. Responsibility. A mother dying by inches from the ravages of cancer. Ubiquitous reminders of the fact that Diedre was losing, one tortured breath at a time, the person she loved most in the universe.

It was too much for a twenty-four-year-old to bear. 

Then she remembered. Today was her birthday. She was twenty-five. Twenty-five going on seventy, if the weariness in her body were any indication.

She heard the creak of hinges as the bedroom door opened, the scrabbling of toenails against the hardwood floor. A leap, a thump, and then a series of joyous canine grunts. Diedre caught a whiff of dog breath and felt a warm tongue licking her cheek and ear.

She groaned again, opened her eyes, and struggled to a sitting position. "All right, Sugarbear; take it easy, girl. I'm getting up."

The dog pawed playfully at the covers and thrust her muzzle under Diedre's hand, and Diedre felt a rush of warmth well up in her. A shelter pup, primarily a mix of cocker and Lhasa, Sugarbear was the original dumb blonde—not the brightest bulb in the chandelier, but intensely loving and loyal. And despite the abuse and neglect heaped upon her by her previous owners, the beast was blessed with a disposition that made Pollyanna look like a curmudgeon. She had been with them for ten years, and no matter what Diedre's emotional state, she could always count on Sugarbear to make her smile. Prozac with paws.

The bedroom door opened a little farther, and a seamed and wrinkled brown face peered around the doorjamb. "You awake, honey?"

"I am now." Diedre propped the pillows against the headboard, moved Sugarbear to one side, and motioned Vesta Shelby to enter the room. Vesta had been with the McAlisters for ages, and Diedre adored her. To a little girl who had grown up as an only child, Vesta represented an eternal, apparently inexhaustible source of unconditional love and uncritical acceptance.

The stooped old woman pushed her way into the room bearing a tray loaded with scrambled eggs, bacon, and-Diedre's favorite-French toast made from cinnamon challah bread.

"What's all this?"

"It's your birthday breakfast, of course." Vesta set the tray on Diedre's lap and eased into a small chair that sat next to the bed. "Surely you didn't think your old Vesta would forget your birthday."

"To tell the truth, I wish people would forget. I don't exactly feel like celebrating."

"You don't mean that, honey. Just 'cause your mama's sick don't mean you stop livin'."

"How is Mama this morning?"

"'Bout the same, I reckon. Eat your breakfast, now, before it gets cold." 

"Maybe I should—" Diedre pushed back the quilt and started to get up. 

"You can't make her well by worryin'," Vesta said firmly. "I took her medicine to her an hour ago. She'll sleep for a while yet. Now, eat."

Diedre relented, transferring half the eggs onto the French toast plate and rearranging the breakfast to accommodate two. "You are going to help me eat all this, aren't you?"

Vesta pulled the chair in closer and accepted the plate Diedre held out in her direction. "I can't hardly believe my baby is twenty-five years old." 

"I haven't been a baby for some time, Vesta."

The old woman smiled and winked at her. "You'll always be my baby. You should know that by now." She raised a warning finger toward the dog. "Get off the bed, Sugarbear," she commanded in her sternest voice. "You can't have people food."

In response, Sugarbear edged closer and held very still, gazing up at Diedre with soulful eyes. "Just one little piece," Diedre said, breaking a slice of bacon in half. The dog wagged all over.

"It ain't good for her."

"It's not good for me, either, if you want to get technical. But I'm going to eat it anyway."

Vesta laughed, and Sugarbear, aware that she had won this round of the ongoing begging controversy, gulped down the bacon before Vesta had a chance to protest again.

When the meal was finished, Diedre laid the tray aside and let Sugarbear lap up the remains from the china plates.

"You know your Daddy don't like her doing that."

Diedre shrugged. "What Daddy doesn't know won't kill him. Besides, it saves you time. Now you won't have to rinse everything before it goes in the dishwasher." She took a sip of coffee, leaned back, and sighed. Sugarbear settled on top of the blanket, as close to her human as she could possibly get. Absently Diedre stroked the dog's head. "You need a grooming, girl," she murmured. "Just look at that mustache, poking out in all directions."

"She's going to Dapper Dogs for a bath and trim tomorrow morning," Vesta answered. "And if you ask me, you could do with a little sprucing up, too."

"I haven't had time."

"You haven't taken time, you mean." Vesta reached out a shaky hand and fondled a wayward curl behind Diedre's ear. "You ain't been out of this house in who knows how long. Miss Celia won't mind you takin' a little time to yourself."

In exactly the same way Sugarbear nuzzled in to be petted, Diedre found herself leaning in to Vesta's touch on her neck. For a moment, just a heartbeat, she became a little girl again, recalling what it felt like to be safe and comforted, free of the anxieties of adult life. Then she sat up and ran a hand through her unruly hair. "You don't like my hairdo?"

Vesta chuckled and tugged on the curl. "I think you could use a new cut." Her smile faded, and her dark eyes went sad. "I can take care of your mama, honey. You don't have to be here twenty-four hours a day. Why don't you go down to Asheville, buy a birthday present for yourself, maybe have lunch with your little friend Carlene?"

Diedre smiled inwardly at Vesta's description of Carlene as "her little friend." Nothing about Carlene Donovan could justifiably be described as "little." A large, exuberant woman given to wearing purple and red and fuchsia, Carlene was the flamboyant, extroverted yang to Diedre's subdued yin. She had been Diedre's best friend since undergraduate school, and they had remained close even while Diedre was at Duke pursuing her master's. For the past five years Carlene had taken it as her personal mission in life to teach Diedre how to dream big. She had almost succeeded.

Carlene's most recent dream—and, by extension, Diedre's—was to open a shop in Biltmore Village. A boutique called Mountain Arts, dedicated to featuring the work of local painters and sculptors. Now that Diedre had completed her education, she and Carlene were ready to begin the process of opening the shop. Their plan was to be equal partners in the venture—Carlene would run the shop and do most of the buying, while Diedre, who had put up most of the money for the place, would pursue freelance photography and display and sell her prints. It would be an instant success, Diedre was certain—if for no other reason than the compelling force of Carlene's personality.

They had gone as far as making an offer to purchase a storefront a block down from Holy Trinity Cathedral, and during her last semester of grad school, Diedre had begun to do Internet searches for a house of her own. But when Mama's cancer had returned, Diedre had put the dream on hold and come home to Heartspring, leaving Carlene to do the legwork in Asheville.

For a minute or two Diedre let herself revel in the idea of spending the day in Asheville. It was a beautiful spring morning, and she desperately longed to get away—to sit with Carlene on the terrace at La Paz, their favorite Mexican restaurant, soaking in the sunshine and the ambiance of Biltmore Village. But she couldn't. Given her mother's condition, it was out of the question.

"Why don't you call Carlene and make a day of it?" Vesta prompted. 

"You know I hate shopping," Diedre hedged. It was the truth, but only part of the truth. How could she say to Vesta what she could barely admit to herself? Mama was still sick. Diedre's life was still in limbo. The burden of responsibility still circled over her like a vulture waiting for its prey to drop. A shopping spree, a new haircut, or a lunch with Carlene wasn't going to change anything.

Coming home had been the right thing to do, Diedre was certain of that. But after four years of college and two years of grad school, living under her parents' roof again had engendered a kind of schizophrenic division in her, a languishing of soul she could neither overcome nor control. She could no longer be who she perceived herself to be—an independent woman of twenty-five, with two university degrees and a bright future ahead of her. Instead, she had by sheer force of will taken on the roles of both parent and child. Her mother now depended upon her, and once again her father's overbearing protectiveness threatened to smother her.

She was trapped—locked in a gilded cage, perhaps, but imprisoned nevertheless. And even though love had compelled Diedre to volunteer for the duty, she still felt shell-shocked, captive to a war that seemed to have no end.

She changed the subject. "Is Daddy home?"

"Mr. Mayor? He hightailed it outta here about seven-thirty this morning. Said something about a breakfast meeting with a bunch of those real estate investors." Vesta frowned. "He needs to be here, with his wife, where he belongs."

Her eyes widened suddenly, as if she had shocked herself with this outburst. Diedre, however, was not surprised. This might be the first time she had ever heard Vesta speak an unguarded word about her employer, but with Vesta, words weren't always necessary to convey her innermost thoughts.

"Give him a break, Vesta," Diedre said softly. "He's hurting, too; he just doesn't know how to show it. It's hard for him, watching her like—like this."

Still, Diedre had to admit that she felt the same way about Daddy sometimes. He was loving and concerned, even to the point of smothering her. She had spent years trying to convince him that she was an adult, capable of taking care of herself. But occasionally, she caught a . glimpse of something in him that held back. Something hidden, as if he nursed some secret wound that rendered him incapable of giving himself fully. He had been this way with Mama of late. Apparently watching her waste away was simply too much for him to bear, and so his only choice was to withdraw, to take his pain to work and bury it there.

"You look tired, honey," Vesta said, interrupting Diedre's thoughts.

"I didn't get much sleep."

"Worrying about your Mama?"

"Yes." Diedre paused. "And the dream."

"You been having that dream a lot since you came back home."

Diedre nodded. It made sense, she supposed, that returning to the house of her childhood would resurrect what she had always called the Spinning Dream. In the vision, she was young, maybe three or four years old. The other girl, she was pretty sure, was the older sister she had never known.

For years the dream had haunted her. But no one ever wanted to talk about it. It made Mama cry and made Daddy sullen and silent. At last she had given up with everybody except Vesta.

"Tell me about Sissy."

Vesta shook her head. "It don't do no good, resurrecting the dead." Although the words were harsh, the tone was kind, compassionate. Almost wistful.

"But I need to know, Vesta. She was my sister"

Vesta gathered up the breakfast tray and got to her feet. "Why don't you get cleaned up and go see your Mama? She'll be awake by now."

She paused at the door and turned back toward Diedre, her ancient eyes watering. "You need to let it go, child," she declared. "It don't have to mean nothing. Sometimes a dream is just a dream."
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The Photograph

Diedre paused outside the music room and listened at the door. If Mama was sleeping, she would come back later. But she didn't hear the shallow, rasping snore that had grown steadily worse as her mother's lung capacity had declined. All was silent.

She pushed the door open a crack and peered in. Mama lay on the chaise with her eyes closed and a book turned upside down on her lap. Diedre felt a jolt in her chest, as if her heart had stopped beating for a second or two. Every time she entered this room she held her breath, hoping that her mother wouldn't just slip away without a chance to say good-bye.

Protracted dying wore on everybody in different ways. Daddy was in denial, going about his business as if his wife of more than forty years had merely holed herself up in the music room to finish reading a compelling book or to decide on a new wallpaper pattern. Vesta—always there, always faithful and loving—had steadfastly refused to take part in any discussion of what would happen when "Miss Celia" finally passed over. And Diedre found herself vacillating between the two—longing to flee, wishing she could take refuge in denial—but able to do neither with any degree of success.

Six months earlier, before the pain medication had been increased, Diedre and her mother had talked about dying. "Don't let them put me on any machines," Mama had made her promise. "No more surgery, no more chemo. I've had enough. Just keep me comfortable and let me go."

The cancer had first appeared three years ago in the right breast, but Mama adamantly refused to allow Diedre to leave college during the last semester of her senior year. After a double mastectomy, the doctors seemed to think she might be able to beat it—she was not yet sixty, and a prime candidate for survival. But then the tumors began to appear—in the lungs, in the liver, in the pancreas. It was like fighting mildew in a shower stall, Mama said—you scrub and scrub, but when you come back a day later, there it is again. Different corner, same mess.

And so Diedre had put her own dreams on hold and returned to Heartspring. Mama had held on for nine months, but she was beginning to lose the battle. Diedre could see it in her mother's eyes, hear it in every labored breath, feel it in the paper-dry touch of those trembling fingers. Even smell it in the odor of antiseptic and decay that lingered in the corners of the room.

Well-meaning friends said Diedre was lucky—or blessed, depending upon their religious beliefs and philosophies. Here she was given the opportunity to spend time with Mama, to express all those unsaid feelings, to say a proper farewell. 

But despite months of grieving the inevitable loss, Diedre knew she wasn't really prepared for that moment. She would never be prepared. How do you steel your heart to let go of someone you love?

"Mama? Are you awake?" As Diedre pushed the door open a little farther, Sugarbear shoved past her and launched herself onto the chaise lounge where her mother lay. "Bad dog!" Diedre hissed. "Get down!" 

"Let her be, sweetie."

Mama's eyes didn't open, but one hand reached out slowly to pet the dog's silky ears. Almost as if she understood the situation, Sugarbear settled herself on the edge of the chaise, careful not to crowd her mistress. Her tongue reached up and kissed the hand that stroked her.

"Miss Barrett will receive you now," Mama said wryly, her voice little more than a whisper against the morning.

Diedre smiled. Ever since Mama had been moved to the music room, she had likened herself to Elizabeth Barrett Browning—the elegant invalid, couched with her faithful spaniel Flush upon a velvet chaise, welcoming visitors in proper Victorian majesty.

"How are you feeling this morning?" Diedre pulled a chair up close to the chaise and took her mother's hand.

"Like Death, not quite warmed over." Mama's eyes fluttered open. "Happy birthday, sweetheart."

Tears stung Diedre's eyes. "Let's not talk about my birthday."

Mama frowned. "Why not? It's not every day you turn twenty-five. This is a big day. I have a present for you—the last one I'll ever be able to give you." She pointed toward the bay window. A brightly wrapped box sat on top of the grand piano.

"Mama, how—?"

"Vesta helped me. As always." Diedre's mother struggled to sit upright, and a fit of coughing overtook her so that she couldn't continue for a moment. "My last gift, and my best."

Diedre went over and retrieved the package, then came back to her chair. "Do you want me to open it now, or wait until tonight when Daddy comes home?"

A shadow passed across the woman's face. "Everything is now," she insisted. Her brow furrowed as she summoned the strength to wave a hand. "Open it."

Carefully, Diedre removed the wrapping and opened the package. Inside, in a nest of pale blue tissue paper, lay a scarred wooden cigar box. Nothing more. It had finally happened—in the last throes of the disease, her mother's mind had gone completely. "It's . . . nice, Mama," she stammered.

A flash of fire briefly illuminated Cecilia McAlister's expression. "Not the box, Diedre." She rolled her eyes heavenward. "What's inside the box. That's your gift. It's what you've always wanted, what I've never been able to give you . . . until now."

Diedre started to lift the lid, but her mother reached out and stopped her.

"Sweetheart, I need to explain something to you . . . "

Diedre stared down at the hand that gripped her own. A claw. A skeleton with skin. Not her mother's hand. She inhaled sharply.

"Yes, Mama? What is it?"

"I should have told you a long time ago. Things . . . aren't what they seem to be."

More than the words, it was the tone of Mama's voice that sent a shock coursing through Diedre, as though someone had shot ice water into her veins.

"What do you mean, Mama?" Against her will, she tried to extract her hand from her mother's grasp.

"Just—" She pointed a trembling finger in the direction of the box. "Open it."

Diedre obeyed. There, in the box, lay an old photograph, yellowed with age and worn around the edges—a black-and-white picture of a small child. An image trapped in amber.

The girl, perhaps four or five years old, sat perched on a man's lap. He leaned back in a ragged, overstuffed chair, and behind them Diedre could make out a dingy living room scene: a sparse Christmas tree and a cardboard fireplace with three stockings pinned to the fake mantle. The girl had dark curly hair and scuffed black shoes with bows on the tops. But it was the face that made Diedre's skin crawl—a round little face with huge brown eyes, white, even baby teeth, and one deep dimple in her left cheek.

Diedre's face.

"It's a difficult thing to lose a parent, Diedre," Mama was saying. "But it's even more terrible to lose a child . . . "

Diedre focused on the photo again. It could have been her face, but it wasn't. The clothes were all wrong. The room was totally foreign to her. The man, however, seemed familiar. He was smiling broadly, his arms wrapped around the child in an attitude of pure joy.

Then the significance of the picture struck her like a physical blow.

"It's Sissy," she breathed. "My sister! With Daddy!"

"Gone," her mother wheezed, her breath more labored now. "Gone forever." Alarmed, Diedre leaned forward. "Mama, are you all right?"

"I will be . . . now." With monumental effort she reached her hand in the direction of the photograph. "Find yourself," she whispered. "Find your truth." She sagged back against the pillows. "Just don't expect it to be what you thought it would be."
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The Visitation

Diedre sat on the chaise lounge in the music room and absently fingered the soft cream-colored afghan Mama had made for her more than twenty years ago. In recent months Mama had kept it close, as if holding it and feeling its warmth might chase the chill of death away. 

But it hadn't worked. Cecilia McAlister had died in her daughter's arms, here in this very room, and Diedre had been able to do nothing except hold her and watch as the light faded from her eyes.

"I love you, Mama," she whispered to the empty room, just as she had whispered to her mother in those last moments. Diedre had been expecting the moment, waiting for it, fearing it, yet when it came, it left her numb and disbelieving. 

The one thing Diedre wanted was the very thing that money couldn't buy, that wishing couldn't retrieve, that even God denied her. Time. Time to say I love you again. Time to see her mother's smile and hear her laughter. Time to ask the thousand questions that crowded into her mind. 

But there was no time. No time for explanations. No time for grief. The ambulance had finally pulled out of the driveway, taking her mother's lifeless body away, and now Diedre braced herself to be thrust into a frenzy of activity. Decisions had to be made, a funeral planned. Mama might be resting in peace, but the rest of the household was moving into overdrive.

Tired. She was so, so tired.

[image: dd]
Heartspring was a small town, but even the largest parlor at Dower and Gray Funeral Home wasn't nearly big enough to accommodate the hundreds of people who would come to pay their last respects. After much discussion with Mr. Dower, Diedre and her father reluctantly decided to give in and hold the visitation at the McAlister home.

That meant food. Caterers. Hiring extra help. Removing Mama's hospital bed from the music room. Getting ready for an onslaught of guests.

The expansive rooms of the big stone mansion might have been more spacious than the Serenity Parlor at Dower and Gray, but the effect was still a little like stuffing sumo wrestlers into a Volkswagen Beetle. It seemed that every one of Heartspring's 3,159 citizens had decided to show up—all at once. Diedre had trouble just negotiating her way from one side of the room to the other. The place was packed with wall-to-wall mourners—at least that was what they were called, according to tradition. A good many of them, as far as Diedre could tell, had apparently come for other reasons than to grieve the passing of Cecilia McAlister from this world into the next.

At first she hadn't noticed it so much. She had been caught up in the daughterly duties of arranging flower sprays, shaking hands, receiving hugs, and trying to suppress fresh tears as she listened to everyone who came through the door tell her what a wonderful, sainted woman her mother had been.

It was true, of course. But every kind word about Mama became a knife-thrust into Diedre's wounded heart, and soon the emotional involvement became too intense to bear. If she caved in now, she'd be in shambles within the hour. Better to disengage, to withdraw a little. The real grieving, no doubt, would come later. For now she simply had to get through this any way she could.

But distancing herself from the pain had its drawbacks. Her attention started to wander, and other concerns began imposing themselves upon her consciousness. She wasn't accustomed to wearing high heels, and her feet ached. Her lower back was beginning to spasm. She needed a break, desperately wanted to get away for a while. Where was Daddy? 

She let her gaze wander around the room and finally found him, surrounded three-deep by men in dark business suits, each one jockeying for the honor of standing beside the mayor in his hour of grief. It looked more like a cocktail party or an election fund-raiser than a wake. The women, like elegantly clad Stepford Wives, all seemed to be wearing the same Perfect Little Black Dress and sporting identical strands of pearls at their necklines. Some of the guests were clamoring for Duncan McAlister's attention. Some were huddled together in little clusters, gossiping. Others seemed to be posing for photo ops as a few reporters from the local paper milled about snapping pictures.

Diedre pressed a hand to her temple and closed her eyes for a moment. When she opened them, she found herself staring into the eager, watery eyes of Oliver Ferrell.

He gripped her fingers in a moist, earnest handshake. "Miss McAlister," he said breathlessly, "I am just so, so sorry. Such a loss, such a loss, a terrible, terrible loss. Your dear, dear mother was such a lovely, lovely woman, such a fabulous, fabulous asset to your father's career."

Diedre fought to suppress the grin that tugged at the corners of her mouth. She didn't know Ferrell well, but she had heard Mama and Daddy talk about him often enough. He had been on the City Council for years—the loyal swing vote who made sure that every program Duncan McAlister proposed would be approved without question. Her father had often regaled them with stories about Ferrell, imitating the man's annoying habit of repeating every adverb and adjective at least twice, sometimes three or four times. By the time Daddy was done with one of his Ollie Ferrell impersonations, Diedre and her mother would be doubled over the dinner table, laughing so hard they had to wipe away tears.

Now the memory came flooding back, and Diedre felt herself trying to muffle a snicker. But it was too late. It overtook her before she could stop it—the kind of uncontrollable hysteria that makes you disrupt a church service or blow milk out your nose. She jerked her hand from Ollie's grasp, thrust her face into her handkerchief, and stood there with her shoulders shaking, unable to restrain the convulsions of laugher.

Fortunately, Ollie took her reaction for a fresh outpouring of grief. He patted her awkwardly on the arm and tried to console her. "Oh my, oh my, oh my," he murmured. "There, there, Miss McAlister. We will all miss your wonderful, wonderful mother so very, very much. Her passing, her untimely passing, her terrible untimely passing leaves such a void, such a vast, vast void, in our little community."

He paused, apparently waiting for some response, but Diedre was laughing so hard that no sound came out, just a series of high-pitched, breathless little squeals.

"We all share your pain, your deep, deep pain," Ollie tried.

"Th-thank you," Diedre managed, her face still buried in the handkerchief. "Excuse me," a deep voice interrupted. "I think Miss McAlister needs to be alone for a few minutes."

A firm hand steered Diedre away from the crowd and into the library across the hall. When the door shut behind them, Diedre looked up to see Jackson Underwood grinning down at her.

"Uncle Jack!" she exploded in relief. "Thanks for . . . rescuing me." She put a hand to her chest, fighting for air.

He folded his arms. "Ollie Ferrell's quite a piece of work, isn't he?"

"I couldn't help myself, Uncle Jack. He was just there, spouting out all those adjectives, and I—" She dissolved into laughter again and sank into a leather armchair.

"Why don't we just sit in here for a few minutes until you regain your sense of decorum?"

Diedre sighed. "I think that's an excellent idea. Could I get something to drink, do you suppose?"

"There's punch and coffee in the dining room. Which do you want?" 

"Something cold, please. I'd rather have a Diet Pepsi if you can find one, but otherwise punch will be fine."

"I'll be right back."

He opened the door, and a wave of noise rolled toward her, indistinguishable voices that from this distance sounded like the chattering of geese on a riverbank. When the door closed again, silence washed over her like healing waters. Good old Uncle Jack. Always dependable. Always around when you needed him.

Jackson Underwood wasn't her real uncle, but he had been a friend of the family since before Diedre was born. As Daddy's attorney, business associate, closest confidant, and sometime campaign manager, Jack had been present for every McAlister family celebration, fund-raiser, election banquet, and funeral for more than twenty-five years. He had three ex-wives but no children and had become Diedre's unofficial "bachelor uncle" so long ago that he might as well be kin. And he always treated her as if she were the most important person in his world.

It was rumored around Heartspring that Jack Underwood was something of a womanizer. Diedre didn't know that for sure, but given his trim physique, quick wit, and charismatic personality, she wouldn't be surprised if women threw themselves at him. He had a way about him, a kind of effortless charm that made people instantly comfortable in his presence. Maybe it was that brilliant smile of his. He laughed readily, and although he had to be close to Daddy's age, he seemed ten years younger. 

Yes, she guessed, he would undoubtedly be considered quite a catch. But no one had caught him since his last divorce, which had been more than fifteen years ago.

The library door opened, and Uncle Jack entered the room balancing two crystal punch cups and a small plate heaped with finger sandwiches and cake. "I thought you might be hungry." He sat in the chair opposite hers and extended the plate.

Diedre waved the food away. "I couldn't eat. But thanks for the punch." She sipped at the pink liquid, a combination of lemonade and grape juice which tasted vaguely like the SweetTarts candy she used to love as a child.

She looked at Jack and tried to consider him objectively, as if she hadn't known him all her life. He was handsome, she concluded with surprise. She had never really noticed that before—

"Is something wrong?" He ran a hand through his hair. "You're staring."

"No, I—" Diedre shrugged. "Sorry."

"I know, this is all so difficult." He grinned and winked at her. "So very, very, terribly, terribly difficult."

Jack's imitation of Ollie Ferrell wasn't as good as Daddy's, but Diedre chuckled nevertheless.

He took her hand and squeezed it. "So, how are you doing, kiddo?"

"All right, I guess." She let out a sigh. "For a while I was running on adrenaline, I think, but my supply is used up. I'm exhausted."

"The funeral's tomorrow. Then things will get back to normal."

Back to normal. The words echoed in her head like a foreign language, elusive sounds she should be able to understand but couldn't get her mind to comprehend. It had been so long since anything had seemed normal—with her mother's illness and then coming home to help with her care—that Diedre couldn't remember what that felt like. And now without Mama, she couldn't imagine life ever being normal again.

A light knock sounded on the door, and it opened to reveal a long-legged, attractive blonde in the requisite black dress and pearls—but with significantly more makeup than the other Stepfords. "There you are." She sidled in Jack's direction, casting a desultory glance at Diedre. "Busy, Jack?"

"Does it look like I'm busy?"

The blonde arched one immaculately tweezed eyebrow. "It looks like you've cornered someone half your age. Really, Jack!"

He set his punch on the table and took a step in the woman's direction. "This is Diedre McAlister," he said, speaking slowly and deliberately, as if to a very stupid child. "Mayor McAlister's daughter."

A confused look came over the woman's face. "Oh. Sorry."

Uncle Jack rolled his eyes. "Diedre, this is Pamela Langley, my new secretary."

"Legal assistant," Pamela corrected with a vacant smile. She shook Diedre's outstretched hand with the tips of her manicured fingers. "A pleasure to make your acquaintance. Nice party." She turned her attention back to Jack and lowered her eyelids to half-mast. "Isn't it about time we were leaving?"

Jack frowned and cut a glance in Diedre's direction. "Not now, Pamela—"

Diedre waved a hand. "Never mind, Uncle Jack. Go on. I'm sure you've got work to do. It's all right."

"You'll be OK?" he asked.

"Of course. I need to get back to our guests, anyway."

Diedre stood to see them out, but before they could make their exit, a large, familiar figure blocked the doorway of the library.

"Carlene!" Diedre reached out a hand toward her best friend. "Come in!"

Carlene Donovan shouldered past Pamela Langley and Jack and drew Diedre into an exuberant hug. "Sorry it took me so long. I got here as soon as I could."

Diedre held onto her for a minute or two, then stepped back to look at her. She was decked out in a flowing tunic and pants of peacock blue and actual miniature peacock feathers dangled at her earlobes. With her round face, pixie haircut, and bright silk outfit, she provided a striking contrast to—and relief from—the thin, blonde, black-clad Pamela. 

"I'm so glad to see you!" Diedre said, gripping both of Carlene's hands. "You weren't there when I called; I wasn't sure you'd get the message." 

"I got it, all right. I came as fast as I could."

The legal assistant raked cold eyes up and down Carlene's ample form, making no attempt to camouflage her blatant assessment—and obvious disapproval. If she had spoken aloud, her opinion could not have been more clear: a woman of size and substance, especially one who had the audacity to wear bright colors and carry herself with confidence—had no right to exist in the svelte Miss Langley's world. "Can we leave now?" she whined in Jack's direction without taking her measuring gaze off Carlene.

He cleared his throat. "You go on without me."

The woman's face took on a pinched expression, as if she had just caught a whiff of something distasteful. "If you insist." She straightened his tie and pushed a cocktail napkin into the pocket of his suit coat. "I'm not going back to the office. Here's my new cell phone number. Call me later."

Jack hustled her out the door and turned back toward Diedre. "Sorry." He lifted his shoulders in a shrug, then offered his hand to Carlene. "I don't believe we've met. I'm Jack Underwood."

"This is Carlene Donovan, my best friend from Asheville," Diedre said. "Carlene, this is my Uncle Jack."

"Your uncle?"

"In name only, I'm sorry to say," Jack responded smoothly. "I'm Diedre's father's attorney, and an old friend of the family. You'll be here for a few days, Miss Donovan?"

Carlene nodded. "At least for the funeral."

"Then I'll look forward to seeing you again." He leaned over and kissed Diedre on the forehead. "Bye, honey. I'm going to talk to your dad for a few minutes, and then take off. I'll see you tomorrow."

Diedre watched him go. When she turned back, Carlene was lounging in the leather library chair, shaking all over with laughter.

"What's so funny?"

"Your dashing Uncle Jack and his anorexic model. What a pair."

"They're not a pair, Carlene. She's his secretary."

"Right. And I'm Cindy Crawford."

"You think they're together? I don't believe it."

"Believe what you like." Carlene chuckled. "But they are a couple—of some kind, anyway. And from what I just saw, they probably deserve each other."

"That's not a very nice thing to say about my Uncle Jack. He's a very compassionate and generous man."

"If I were a woman anywhere within thirty years of him, I'd watch out." Carlene insisted. "Easy on the eyes, hard on the heart."
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Daddy's Girl

Diedre lay in the dark and listened. The house was silent. The last of the mourners had drifted back to their respective homes, leaving the refrigerator and freezer stuffed with enough food to feed a small army for the next month and a half. Carlene had returned to Asheville. Vesta had finally gone to bed, and Daddy was no doubt sequestered in his study.

The events of the past few days swirled in her mind. Everything was moving too fast, and with all the chaos—the ambulance, the funeral home, the service and interment, the constant reminders of Mama's absence—Diedre had almost forgotten her birthday gift.

She sat up in bed and turned on the light. The wooden cigar box lay in the drawer of her bedside table. She pulled it out and opened the lid. With one glimpse of the faded, browned photograph of her long-dead sister, images of the Spinning Dream filled her mind, and a sense of loss and loneliness overwhelmed her. She was twenty-five years old, yet she felt like an orphan, a tiny child abandoned and terrified in a threatening and uncertain world.

Her eyes burned with unshed tears, mocking her, tormenting her with the promise of release. But when she tried to let herself cry, no tears would come. She missed her mama. She wanted her daddy. She longed for the sister she had never known.

But Mama was dead, and Daddy was locked up with a private grief she could not share. She clutched the photograph to her chest and held it there, but it brought little comfort. 

All her life, Diedre had longed to be close to her father. She was, at heart, a Daddy's girl—or at least she wanted to be. And she couldn't deny that he loved her. He had always doted on her, protected her. But something was missing, something she couldn't quite grasp. 

She fingered the amber-toned photograph. No wonder she hadn't recognized the man in the picture right away. He was smiling. Laughing. Maybe even tickling the little girl on his lap. But it wasn't just any little girl. It was Sissy. Her big sister. And the two of them together looked like the perfect portrait of father and daughter.

This was what she had missed all her life, without any words to express it. The abandonment. The joy. The freedom of loving and being loved without reservation. Diedre had never seen that look on her father's face. With her, there had always been a split second of hesitation, the tiniest fraction of holding back.

At last long-overdue tears welled up in Diedre's eyes and ran down her cheeks. She cried for a long time—sometimes sobbing like a child, sometimes weeping silently. Sugarbear jumped onto the bed and lay beside her, whimpering softly.

Things are not what they seem to be. 

Mama's words came back to her, an echo in her mind, and as Diedre considered the photograph, she wondered what Mama had meant. Was it possible that Daddy had once been open and loving, a true father? Had the loss of his firstborn child driven him inward, so that he could not give himself completely to loving his younger daughter? Was it too much of a risk for him, such wholehearted love?

With the death of Mama a fresh wound in her heart, Diedre could almost understand such reticence. Loving deeply opened you to being deeply hurt. And although time, she was told, would ease the immediacy of the pain, it would never erase the scars completely. They stayed forever—reminders, warnings, of what could happen when you gave your heart away.

Mama was gone. Sissy was gone. But Daddy was still here. He was all she had left. Perhaps, deep down, there was still a spark—even a small glimmer—of the Daddy who smiled back at her from this old photograph. Some tender place that could dare to reveal itself now that they only had each other. Maybe they could find a way to be a family.

Diedre couldn't bring back her mother or her sister. But she had to take the chance that she might be able to bring back her father.

What did she have to lose?

Tomorrow, she thought as she set the cigar box aside and settled down to sleep. I'll talk to him tomorrow.
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Sugarbear's Treasure

Diedre awoke to a snuffling sound and a movement on the bed. The illuminated numbers on the clock said 6:55. Outside the window, night was beginning to give way to gray dawn.

"Settle down, you beast," she muttered, reaching a hand to rub Sugarbear's head. "It's too early. Go back to sleep."

The snuffling continued.

She sat up and peered through the half-light at Sugarbear, who was pawing and rooting her nose at something. Diedre flipped on the bedside lamp. "Sugarbear, no!"

She had gone to sleep with the cigar box next to her on the bed. Now the dog had her snout in the box and was pushing it toward the edge of the mattress. In the instant before it fell, Diedre grabbed it.

"What on earth is the matter with you?" she reprimanded. "Look what you've done—slimy nose prints all over my sister's picture." She wiped the photograph on the blanket, held it to the light, and scrutinized it again. Her sister, looking remarkably like herself in her own baby pictures. Her father, much younger, so loving and attentive that it made Diedre's heart squeeze with unwelcome envy.

She had to stop torturing herself like this. Just put it back in the box and go to sleep, she thought. Then her eye fixed on something she hadn't seen before. "What in the world—?"

Sugarbear positioned her furry little face over the box and looked. Beneath the picture, a rectangle of cardboard lay in the cigar box—just about the same size and color of the box itself. Sugarbear's investigation had pushed the cardboard down in one corner. Now Diedre lifted it up and saw that it made a neat little false bottom to the box. And underneath lay a folded paper and a couple of envelopes.

With trembling fingers she unfolded the sheet of heavy-stock paper. At the top, in elaborately scrolled letters, it said:

State of NorthCarolina 
 Certificate of Live Birth

Diedre's eyes scanned the document

Child's name: Diedre Chaney McAlister 
 Gender: Female 
 DOB: April 3, 1970

It was her birth certificate. But why would there be a copy, and why would Mama keep it in this box, hidden away?

The original was in Diedre's own desk, along with a passport she'd never had a chance to use, a copy of the life insurance policy Daddy had taken out on her when she was six months old, and the telephone numbers of Daddy's insurance agents and stockbrokers.

Then she looked more closely.

Mother's name: Cecilia A. McAlister 
 Father's name: Unknown

The document blurred in front of her eyes. Diedre blinked. Unknown? 

Mama's words echoed in her mind: Things are not what they seem to be . . .

Diedre knew she ought to slow down, to think through this situation logically. There had to be some rational explanation. But the accelerator on her brain seemed to be stuck; her mind lurched ahead, leaving reason idling at the caution light.

Like a slide show on fast-forward, images began to click into place in her mind: Daddy's faltering attempts to demonstrate his affection. His reserve with her, compared to the love and joy that emanated from the picture of him with Sissy. He had provided for Diedre, lavished her with material gifts, taught her discipline, nearly smothered her with his insistent overprotectiveness. But he couldn't give Diedre the kind of love and warmth he had given her sister, because—

Because he was not her father.

Her breath came in shallow gasps, as if she were drowning. Was it possible that Daddy was not her daddy? That Mama had cheated on him, and Diedre was the fruit of that infidelity?

No wonder she felt like an orphan. If she was not who she believed herself to be—not Diedre McAlister, daughter of Duncan and Cecilia McAlister—then who was she?

And what else had they kept from her?

Diedre laid the birth certificate aside and reached into the cigar box gingerly, as if it contained a mousetrap, or something alive that might bite. She lifted out the envelopes and looked at them—letters, addressed not to "Mr. and Mrs. Duncan McAlister," or even to "Mrs. Duncan McAlister," but to "Cecilia McAlister"—her mother alone, as if she were a single woman. 

Were these letters from her birth father, a man her mother loved? The envelopes bore no address, just the name. And they were folded oddly, as if they had been inserted into a second envelope. Her mind raced, jumped to conclusions. A go-between, perhaps. Someone who would keep her mother's dark secret. Maybe even Vesta.

Diedre's hand shook as she stared at the letters, reason grappling with emotion for supremacy. She wanted to know. She didn't want to know. But she had to know. She straightened the blanket around her legs and propped a pillow against the headboard of the bed. Mama had given her these documents for a reason.

Was this the truth she wanted Diedre to find? Had Mama been looking for forgiveness, a way to expiate her sins before she met her Maker? The image of Mama with someone else assaulted Diedre's senses, bringing with it a wave of nausea and a chilling sweat. She shivered and pushed the thought away.

Gathering all the nerve she possessed, she opened the first letter and began to read. But if she thought she had met her quota of bombshells for one morning, Diedre realized from the first sentence that there were land mines she hadn't even begun to uncover.

November 1914

Dear Mama,

I'm sending this letter through Vesta so you'll be sure to get it. Forgive me, but I don't trust Daddy not to bum it or keep it for his own purposes.

I'm sorry for the upheaval I caused by coming home again. I didn't mean to hurt anyone, least of all you. At least I got to see little Diedre, and that was almost worth the price I've paid. She is a beautiful child. She can't possibly understand all this, can she?

I'm sure you must be hurting, and probably feeling guilty, too. But, as my doctor keeps telling me, you have to let it go and learn to forgive yourself. Please try—for my sake, and your own.

By the time she finished reading, Diedre was shaking all over. The letter wasn't signed, but it had to be from her sister—the one she had longed for, dreamed about all these years. And apparently she knew all about the circumstances of her little sister's birth! It seemed impossible. Yet here it was, in black and white.

Mama was right. This wasn't the truth she expected to find. And it was almost too much to take. Diedre's father was not her father. Her mother had been unfaithful to him and had borne a child out of that adulterous affair. Her sister had known all about it—and, if the letter was any indication, had not condemned her mother for what she had done.

What else?

She closed her eyes and sent up a silent prayer for strength, then drummed up the nerve to open the second letter.

April 1979

Dear Mama,

This will probably be my last letter from Raleigh. My doctor seems very happy with my progress and is recommending that I be given early release in the next few weeks. Five years is a long time to be hospitalized, and the world outside will probably seem very foreign to me. I hope I'm ready.

I don't think it's a good idea for me to come home when I get out. A friend of mine has offered me a place to live and work, a place where I won't be bothered. I'll change my name and start over, hoping this time will be different. God knows I'm different.

Try not to worry about me, and give D a hug and a kiss. Wish I could be with her—maybe someday. I'll try to keep in touch.

Diedre sat back on the bed, stunned, and her eyes focused on selected phrases from the letter: my doctor . . . hospitalized . . . released in a few weeks. Daddy had led her to believe that Sissy was dead; even Mama, at the end, had said she was gone forever. But here it was, clear as day—her sister had been in a hospital. For five years.

Was it possible she had died after her release? Was that why Diedre's parents had been reluctant to talk about her, to give Diedre any details about her sister's life and death? Yet in the letter, she didn't sound sick. She seemed perfectly well and in control. She appeared to be resigned to her past and determined to make the future better. And she had loved the little sister she barely knew. Give D a hug and a kiss. Wish I could be with her—maybe someday . . .

Tears stung at her eyes; Diedre blinked them away and bit her lip. Someday had never come. She had never had a chance to know her sister.

The sister who knew the truth about Mama, and about the circumstances surrounding Diedre's birth.

Only the two letters; no more. Precious little information about one whose presence had invaded Diedre's dreams for twenty years. Once she got over the initial shock, it was disappointing, really. She had hoped that when she finally did learn something about her long-dead sister, it would bring her more comfort and closure than this. But all it brought was more questions.

She stared at the letter again. There was something wrong, something about—

The date.

1979?

In 1979, Diedre had been nine years old. But from what little her parents had told her about Sissy, the girl had died when Diedre was very small. Diedre's only memory of her sister had been immortalized in the Spinning Dream, in which she was three or four and Sissy was a teenager, perhaps. But at the time of this letter—she did a quick mental calculation—her sister would have been twenty-four, nearly as old as Diedre was now. A grown woman, not a confused young girl on the brink of adulthood.

Suddenly everything crystallized, like the colors of a kaleidoscope falling into place. The pattern fit, and hope descended upon Diedre in a breathtaking rush.

Her sister was still alive.
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Truth in the Inward Parts

"Daddy, are you in here?"

Diedre stood at the door of her father's Inner Sanctum and knocked on the half-open door.

"Come on in, honey."

Diedre entered, and her heart constricted with anguish when she caught a glimpse of the man behind the desk—the man she had called "Daddy" for the last quarter-century. His eyes, usually bright with mirth, were now deeply shadowed and rimmed with red. His thick, gray hair needed washing. He looked as if he hadn't slept in a week. Bereavement was taking a heavy toll on him—a grief he apparently could not let his daughter share.

Then she remembered: she was not his daughter.

"I—I need to talk to you," she faltered.

She watched as her father's gaze cut to the corner of the room, and suddenly Diedre realized they were not alone. She turned.

"Uncle Jack!"

"Good morning, Diedre." Jack Underwood came to her and enveloped her in a massive hug. "You doing all right, sweetie?"

"I—I guess so. I didn't realize anyone was here."

"Your father and I had some business to discuss. I can leave if you'd prefer to—"

Out of the corner of her eye, Diedre caught a movement, a quick jerk of her father's chin, as if to tell Uncle Jack, No, stay.

She shook her head. "That won't be necessary. As close as you've been to our family all these years, you probably know all about this anyway."

Jack paled visibly, but he managed a smile. "All about what, Diedre?"

Diedre went over to her father's desk and laid the cigar box down. "Mama gave this to me right before she died. Sort of a parting gift of truth, I suppose. I guess she figured it was time I knew."

Her father—Duncan, she corrected herself—opened the box and flipped through the contents.

"Yes. A little going-away present, it seems." His voice shattered over her nerves like falling icicles. "I wish she hadn't done that."

"Daddy—" Diedre's voice choked on the word. "Why didn't you tell me? How could you keep this quiet all these years?"

"Your mother and I had . . . an agreement."

"An agreement?"

"Yes. We—" He groped for words. "We thought it would be best if you didn't know. We wanted you to have a . . . a normal life."

"A normal life?" Adrenaline shot through Diedre's veins, and her voice jumped an octave. "A life based on a lie? I don't know who I am anymore! I feel like the earth has opened up under my feet, and I have no firm place to stand. I need to know the truth, Daddy—all of it."

Uncle Jack stepped to Diedre's side and put an arm around her. "Duncan, I think the girl deserves to have her questions answered. Why don't we have a seat and talk about this calmly?"

"That's a good idea, Jack." Daddy motioned to the two leather chairs in front of his desk. "Let's all sit down."

While Diedre and Jack settled themselves, Duncan went to the sideboard and poured coffee. He handed Diedre a cup. When she took it, her hands were shaking.

He sat behind his desk. "Now, Diedre," he said softly, his eyes meeting hers, "why don't you tell us what this is all about?"

"I think you both know what it is about." She leaned across the desk and took a folded sheet of paper from the cigar box and handed it to Jack. "Here, you're the lawyer. Is this or is it not my birth certificate?"

Jack scanned the paper and passed it on to Daddy. "It appears to be."

"Then this man—" Diedre pointed at Duncan, "is not my real father."

Daddy looked at the certificate, then back to Diedre. He glanced at Jack, who raised one eyebrow quizzically.

"Honey," he said finally, looking into her eyes, "it was not our intention—your mother's or mine—to deliberately deceive you." He spread his hands, palms up, a gesture of contrition. "At the end, I'm afraid Cecilia wasn't thinking clearly, else she would not have burdened you with this. But since it's out in the open now—" he leaned forward entreatingly, "ask anything you want, and I'll answer it."

Ask anything. The words reverberated in Diedre's head and she felt herself relax a little. Finally, she was going to get some answers. But there was so much she needed to know, so many gaps to fill in. She wasn't quite sure where to begin—or how.

She took a deep breath. "All right, let's start with the birth certificate. It says Mother: Cecilia McAlister. Father: Unknown. I assume that to mean you, Daddy, are not my real father. That Mama had—" she balked at the word, then summoned her strength to finish, "an affair. That you decided to raise me as your child, and that you, Uncle Jack, complied in the deception so that no one would ever find out the truth."

Neither man said a word, but an inscrutable expression passed between them.

"I suppose I should thank you," Diedre continued, conscious of the need to remain calm, to keep her voice down. "You had no real responsibility to support me, but you did it anyway. My upbringing, my education. Why did you do it?"

Duncan shifted in his chair. "As I said, your mother and I came to an agreement. We wanted to protect you, to do what was right for you, and we thought it was in your best interests to keep the past in the past."

An odd sense of detachment came over Diedre, as if she were looking down on the scene from a great height. "But you are Sissy's real father."

Duncan nodded. "Yes."

"I should have realized," she said, trying to keep her voice from trembling. "It's so obvious in the picture, how much you loved her. And you loved me, too, I know that, but I always suspected something wasn't quite right—I felt it, instinctively. Mama was so loving and nurturing, but you—you were always a little—I don't know. Tentative."

"I—I just—" He stopped abruptly and ran a hand over his eyes.

Diedre stared at him. Was he . . . crying? Clearly, he had cherished his elder daughter, and something—something terrible—had happened. And then, at age forty, he had taken on responsibility for a child who wasn't even his.

"I know this is difficult, Daddy—" She stumbled over the word, uncertain whether she should use it any longer. But she pressed on. "It's hard for me, too, finding out after all this time that my family has lived a lie for the past twenty-five years. Sissy knew the truth about the, ah, circumstances of my conception."

"Is that what you think?"

"I think she knew who my real father was. And I think you do, too."

A shadow passed over his weary countenance. "Don't do this, Diedre. Please. Don't smear your mother's memory. Don't exhume old skeletons. Leave the past buried, where it belongs."

"I can't, Daddy. Don't you see that I have to know?"

Uncle Jack fingered the letters that lay in the pile on Duncan's desk. "What do these letters say?"

Diedre turned in his direction. "That Sissy didn't die when I was a very young child, as I have been told. That she was still alive—at least in 1979. That she spent time in a hospital in Raleigh." She swiveled around to confront her father. "Is she alive, Daddy? What happened to her? Tell me the truth."

Her father shrugged. "I honestly don't know. It's been years—"

"But you loved her! You adored her. I know you did. I can see it in your eyes!" She picked up the photograph and waved it in his direction. "What could she possibly have done to cause you to turn your back on her—your own flesh and blood?"

"Yes, I loved her." Duncan sighed heavily "But tell me, Diedre—if you were a parent, and one of your children was, well, troubled, would you want your other children—especially an impressionable young girl who idolized her big sister—to be exposed to that kind of influence? Is that the kind of role model you'd want for your own daughter?"

Diedre closed her eyes and took in a ragged breath. "She was—unstable? And that's why you'd never talk about her—why you let me believe she was dead? You wanted to keep me from finding her—from discovering the truth—even after I was old enough to handle it?"

"I had no choice."

"Of course you had a choice!" she choked out, fighting the tears. "Did you think I was unaware of those hushed conversations that were cut off midsentence as soon as I entered the room? Didn't you listen when I told you about the dreams, the vague memories of a sister who had just vanished into the shadows? How am I supposed to decide now what to believe?"

"You adored her, Diedre. Even as a baby, you worshiped her. We had to protect you. We couldn't take the chance that you might—"

"Might grow up to be like her? Might find out what secrets she held about Mama and my real father?"

He shook his head. "Might disappear and never be seen again."

An icy finger ran up Diedre's spine. "What did she do, Daddy? Besides knowing the truth about my birth, I mean?" She braced herself for the answer, not sure if she really wanted to hear it.

He rose from behind the desk and came over to where Diedre sat. Kneeling down beside her, he took her hand and stroked it gently. "She snapped, honey. Just went over the edge."

Diedre frowned at him, her heart a lump of lead in her chest. "If she was mentally unstable, Daddy, she needed help, not condemnation. Why did you send her away? Did she threaten to expose Mama's infidelity? To ruin your reputation?"

He leveled a chilling gaze on her.

"She tried to kidnap you."
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Vesta held on tight and prayed for the Good Lord's wisdom. "Honey, you got to stop this. You're gonna make yourself sick."

Still weeping, the poor girl shifted on Vesta's bed and allowed Vesta to cradle her like a little child. Vesta rocked back and forth, singing under her breath. "Calm yourself, now," she murmured. "Everything's gonna be all right."

"Vesta, you've got to tell me what you know," Diedre sobbed.

"All right, baby." She stroked the girl's back and kissed the top of her head. "Reckon it won't hurt anything now that your mama's gone."

"What was she like?"

"Your big sister? She was God's own sweet child."

"Was she very ill? Crazy? Violent?"

The old woman pulled away and frowned at Diedre. "What do you mean?"

"Daddy said she snapped. Went over the edge. She was in some sort of hospital for years. Was she—you know, not all right?"

Vesta shook her head sadly, hesitating. The memory gnawed an empty hole in her stomach, and she pressed one hand to her belly. "Till she was 'bout twelve, thirteen, she was a regular angel. Loved everybody. Had a laugh like heavenly chimes. Then something happened—I ain't quite sure what. She changed."

"Changed how?"

"She got sullen. Withdrawn. Almost never smiled. Started sneaking out at night, disobeying. Your mama and daddy couldn't deal with her anymore."

"But what about you, Vesta? Couldn't you help her? You loved her."

"I did love her, child. But I wasn't here."

Diedre swiped at her eyes and stared at Vesta. "But I thought you had worked for Mama and Daddy since long before I was born."

"That's right. After your daddy built this fine house, when your sister was just a little bit—maybe eight or nine—I come to work for your folks. By the time she was gettin' on toward a teenager, though, I wasn't needed so much anymore, and my own mama was sick with the cancer and needed tending. But I couldn't rightly afford to quit. That's when Mr. Duncan gave me a leave of abstinence."

"You mean leave of absence?"

"That's it. He told me to go on home and nurse my mama, and he'd keep on paying my wages, long as I agreed to come back if they needed me again. I felt kinda funny about it, like it was charity or something, but Mr. Duncan, he's a generous man. He made me feel like I was doing him a favor. I was gone nigh onto a year, and he paid my salary every month, just like clockwork."

"So you weren't here when she was sent away."

Vesta shook her head. "I heard about it, though, and I was real sad. Then, after my mama went on to heaven, your daddy called and asked could I come work again. I'd heard that your mama nearbout died of sorrow when that little girl went away—kept to herself for months on end. Then the Good Lord gave them another little baby to take that poor child's place. That was you, honey—kind of a late-life surprise, I guess. And Miss Celia, she needed help. So I come back."

Vesta paused. There were some things she couldn't tell—like how Miss Celia didn't seem too happy about the baby, how she just cried and cried. For a while Vesta had thought it was just what Mr. Duncan called "post-partial depression"—the blues a woman sometimes gets after a baby is born. But it went on so long, and Miss Celia cried so much. Just like her heart was breaking, or like she had some big old sin weighing her down—something she could never get forgiveness for.

"And when you returned, my sister was gone," Diedre prompted.

"Yes, bless her heart. They sent her down to Charlotte, Miss Celia told me, to stay with your Aunt Edith and go to some clinic there. She stayed gone a long time. Then, when you were about three or four, I guess, she showed up again—just appeared at the door, out of the blue." Vesta stroked Diedre's hair. "She adored you. And you took to her like a baby duck to a puddle."

Diedre closed her eyes and felt herself relaxing, just a little. "I took to her," she murmured.

Vesta leaned back and held the girl at arm's length. "But then she was gone again—and everyone was all angry and scared—your Mama, your Daddy. Scared she'd hurt you, maybe. I don't even know what happened, sweetie. I just know she never came back. Your daddy said she snapped. Maybe. I don't know."

Vesta exhaled a deep sigh. For the better part of twenty-five years she had done her best to protect this child from the danger and ugliness of the world. But it hadn't worked. Not money or privilege or love or even faith could shield the soul from truth.

Diedre flexed her shoulders and took a deep breath. "Vesta, in that box was my real birth certificate. Everything seems the same except that it doesn't say who my real father is. It says, 'unknown.'"

"Your real father?" Vesta felt a shock run up her spine, just like the time she touched a frayed light cord that was still plugged into the wall.

Diedre nodded. "When Mama told me, right before she died—or at least gave me the box—she wanted me to know. Daddy's not my real father. You didn't know?"

"I never heard a word breathed about it."

"Sissy knew. She knew everything. But she's either dead, or so far gone I'll never see her again."

Vesta got up from the bed and went to the dresser. With her back turned to Diedre, she blinked back her tears and screwed up her courage. For a minute or two she rummaged in the top drawer, then found what she was looking for and handed it to Diedre. "Maybe she's not as far gone as you think."
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Diedre stared at the picture postcard.

Her hand trembled so violently that she could barely read the words: Vesta—Settled and happy—or at least content. Thanks for believing in me when I couldn't believe for myself. Merry Christmas.

"It's from her? You're sure? There's no name."

Vesta nodded.

Diedre looked at the picture. The front of the postcard showed a parade of boats on the water, illuminated with holiday lights, and a caption that read, Christmas on Puget Sound.

"Seattle?"

Vesta stroked her hair. "That's right, hon. Seattle."

Diedre turned to the other side of the postcard and squinted at the faded postmark. December 12, 1989. Her heart hammered painfully. "Six years ago?"

"She's a long ways away," Vesta said. "But she ain't dead. I can feel it in my bones. She's alive."
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