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“DANCE WITH ME, RACHEL. COME ON, IT’LL
BE FUN, AND THEN I’LL LET YOU GO.
PROMISE.”

His eyes gleamed down at her, teasing her, luring her. His hand hard and warm about hers, Johnny pulled her out into the cavernous nightclub and with her in tow, headed toward the dance floor.

The flashing overhead light changed to a glittering ball that swept the room with tiny red and purple pulse points.

“Ain’t it romantic?” The entertainer sighed into his microphone, then struck up the opening bars of the Ronettes’ “Be My Baby.”

“ ‘Be my—be my little baby,’ ” the singer crooned.

Rachel had never danced like this in her life. Johnny shimmied with her, turned with her, dipped her back and pulled her up into his arms again. All the while the friction of his leg moving between hers stole away the last vestiges of her good sense.

After a single shocked attempt to pull away, Rachel, mesmerized, didn’t even try to resist him. He was taking her with him to heaven or hell—Rachel didn’t know which—and as the explosive combination of song and man and her own longing combined to strip her of her reason she didn’t much care.…
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Ever since that nightmarish dawn, Rachel Grant had not been able to abide the scent of summersweet. It was ironic that at this of all possible moments the smell seemed to be practically smothering her.

She stood on the sweltering asphalt in front of the Greyhound bus station, waiting to welcome Johnny Harris home. Johnny Harris, the bad boy to whom she had tried to teach high school English all those years ago. Johnny Harris, the swaggering son of the local no-good, whom the whole town had expected to turn out just like his dad but who had in fact turned out to be far worse.

Johnny Harris, convicted of murdering and accused of raping a seventeen-year-old high school cheerleader eleven years before.

Today, with her help, Johnny Harris was coming home.

The sound of the bus engine reached her before the vehicle itself came into view. Rachel tensed, glancing nervously around to see who might be watching. Bob Gibson, the ticket agent, was nothing more than a blur behind the plate-glass window that fronted the converted gas station that served Tylerville as a bus depot. Jeff Skaggs, who’d graduated from high school this past May and now worked at the 7-Eleven, was dropping coins into the Coke machine at the side of the building. Just beyond his parked pickup truck she discovered the summersweet bush with its shiny bright green leaves and spikes of white flowers.

Identifying a very real source for the smell made Rachel feel a little better. Still, the coincidence was eerie. Marybeth Edwards’s bloody corpse had been found beside a summersweet bush eleven years ago almost to the day in the midst of a heat wave much like the one Tylerville was presently experiencing. A shower of blossoms, apparently dislodged in her struggle with her assailant, had covered the girl’s body. The sweet scent of the flowers had almost masked the more pungent odor of blood. Then as now, it had been late August, and as hot as the inside of a pizza oven. Rachel, on her way to Tylerville High to get her classroom in order for the coming year, had been one of the first on the scene. The horror of the sight had never left her.

Neither had her certainty that Johnny Harris, who’d been notoriously sweet on the pretty blonde, had not killed her. He had been seeing Marybeth on the sly, against her parents’ orders, and when she was found dead with his semen inside her body, the case had seemed open and shut. He’d been arrested within a week of the murder, tried, and subsequently convicted of murder, on the theory that Marybeth had told him that night that she meant to stop seeing him. The rape charge was dismissed. There had been too many people, like Rachel, who knew exactly what kind of relationship Marybeth had had with Johnny. She’d been sure that the boy she knew could not have committed so heinous a crime. She’d always been convinced that the only crime of which he was guilty was simply being Johnny Harris.

Now she only prayed she was right.

With a swoosh of tires and a squeal of brakes, the bus pulled into the station and stopped. The door opened. Rachel watched the empty spot, her fingers tightening around the strap of her summer purse. The heels of her neat white pumps sank into the asphalt as her body tensed in anticipation.

Then there he was, in the doorway. Johnny Harris. He wore scuffed brown cowboy boots and beat-up jeans and a white cotton T-shirt. His shoulders were wide enough to stretch the knit shirt taut across them. His biceps bulged with muscle, and his skin was surprisingly tan. He was thin. No, that wasn’t the right word—lean was the one she wanted. Lean and hard and tough as leather. His hair was the same color, coal black, as it had always been, though it was longer than he used to wear it, almost touching his shoulders, and wavy. His face was the same—she would have recognized him anywhere once she looked into it, although several days’ worth of stubble blurred the lines of his jaw and chin. The sullenly handsome boy she remembered was still sullen, still handsome, but no longer a boy. He had matured into a dangerous-looking man.

It occurred to her with a sense of shock that Johnny Harris was now almost thirty years old. If she had ever known anything about him, she no longer did.

He had spent the last ten years of his life in federal prison.

He stepped down onto the asphalt, glanced around. Rachel, who had been standing off to one side, gave herself a mental shake and started forward. Her heels caught in the tiny craters they had created in the pavement, and she stumbled. When she recovered her balance, his eyes were on her.

“Miss Grant.” He didn’t smile as he gave her a thorough once-over. The look was almost offensive in its bold assessment of her femininity, and it threw her mentally off stride. It was not the kind of look that she as a teacher expected to receive from a male student, or former student, for that matter. Respect was not in it.

“J-Johnny. Welcome home.” It seemed absurd to address this hard-faced man as she would have addressed the high school boy, but his name came automatically to her lips, just as, apparently, he had also slipped by force of habit into the remembered form of addressing her.

“Home.” His lips thinned as he glanced around. “Yeah, right.”

Following his gaze, she saw that Jeff Skaggs, eyes wide and Coke can suspended halfway to his mouth, was gaping at the pair of them. The news of Johnny Harris’s return would be all over Tylerville by suppertime, Rachel knew. Idell Skaggs, Jeff’s mother, was the biggest gossip in town. Not that Rachel had ever thought to keep Johnny’s return a secret. There were no secrets in Tylerville, Kentucky, at least not for long. Everyone knew everyone else’s business. Still, she had hoped to give him a chance to arrive and get himself reoriented a little before the inevitable storm of protest broke out. If certain segments of the population had known in advance that Johnny Harris was coming back to Tylerville, they would have raised heaven and earth to keep him out.

Now they knew, or very soon would know, but it was too late for them to do anything about it. There was going to be a huge outcry, and much of it was going to be directed at her. But she had known that ever since she had read his letter asking for a job so that he could win parole and she had written back to say yes.

She hated controversy. She especially hated to be at the center of a controversy. But she had felt strongly that the boy she remembered deserved a better shake than he’d gotten. She still felt that way.

Only the tall, surly-looking stranger beside her was not the boy she remembered. That nearly insulting glance proved it, if anything more than his altered appearance were needed.

The driver stepped down, turned to open up the belly of the bus. Rachel took a firm grip on her composure.

“We’d better get your things.”

He laughed. It was a sound of derision rather than amusement. “Miss Grant, I’m holdin’ ’em.”

A stained canvas duffel bag that he’d been dangling over one shoulder was swung around for her inspection.

“Oh. Well then, shall we go?”

He said nothing. She turned to lead the way to her car, feeling oddly disconcerted. Of course she had not really expected the eighteen-year-old boy she had taught to step off the bus, but she had not been prepared for the man, either.

More fool, she.

Trying not to panic, Rachel reached her car, a blue Maxima, opened the door, and glanced over her shoulder just in time to catch Johnny Harris flipping Jeff Skaggs the bird. The sight of that long middle finger pointed obscenely skyward was all she needed to confirm her suspicion that where Johnny Harris was concerned, she just might have bitten off more than she could chew.

“Was that really necessary?” she asked in a low voice as he approached.

“Yep.”

He walked around the car, opened the rear door, threw in his duffel bag, then slid into the front passenger seat. Rachel was left with nothing to do but get in herself.

She did. It was amazing how small her usually roomy Maxima seemed now that Johnny Harris was in the bucket seat beside her. His shoulders were broader than the gray plush seatback, so broad that they seemed to infringe on her space. His legs, too long to stretch out, sprawled apart. One jean-clad knee rested against the gear console between the seats. His proximity made her uncomfortable. He turned his head in her direction, and his eyes (they were a deep, smoky blue—funny she hadn’t remembered that) moved over her again. This time there was no mistaking the nature of his glance.

“Put your seat belt on, please. It’s the law.” Rachel had to fight an urge to hunch her shoulders forward to shield her breasts from his view. She was not usually ill at ease with men. In fact, for the last several years, she had tended to scarcely notice them. Once, long ago, her foolish heart had loved madly, as she had always expected to love a man. He had taken all the love she had had to give, and all the mindless young passion, too, and dismissed it as a gift of little value. She’d survived but in the process she had learned that it was safer to shut men out.

But there was no shutting out Johnny Harris. His eyes—no, she was not imagining it—lingered on her breasts. Instinctively, Rachel glanced down at herself. Her sleeveless dress of white cotton knit with bold purple hydrangeas splashed across it had a high, round neckline and a skirt that swept her ankles when she walked. It flattered her slender figure while being both ladylike and modest. There was nothing about the way she was dressed to provoke that disturbing glance. Still, with his eyes on her like that, she felt hideously exposed, almost naked, and she didn’t like the feeling one bit. Ignoring his behavior took an effort, but she could think of no other way to handle it, so ignore it she did.

“We sure wouldn’t want to break the law, now, would we?”

If there was a jeer hidden somewhere in his words, and Rachel strongly suspected there was, at least he pulled the seat belt around himself and fastened it. No longer feeling his gaze on her person was a palpable relief.

By this time, Rachel was so rattled that her fingers shook as she inserted the key into the ignition. It took three tries before the key went home and the engine turned over. Hot air blasted out of the wide-open air conditioner vents, nearly choking her. Fumbling for the buttons, she rolled down the passenger side window and her own. The air outside was no cooler, and she could feel beads of sweat forming on her forehead.

“It’s hot, isn’t it?” A good, safe topic of conversation, she thought.

He grunted.

So much for that. She shifted gears, lifted her foot off the brake, and pressed down on the gas. But instead of driving forward out of the lot, the Maxima shot backward. It was brought to a jarring halt by a telephone pole that sprouted from the grassy strip separating the bus depot from Callie’s Laundromat next door.

Apparently she had put the transmission into reverse by mistake. Rachel swore silently.

For a moment after the impact neither of them moved. Rachel was still recovering her presence of mind when Johnny slewed around in his seat to survey the damage.

“Next time, try drive,” he said.

Rachel said nothing. What was there to say? She put the car into drive and pulled away. If she had a dented bumper, which she probably had, examining it could wait until Johnny Harris was out of her car.

“Am I making you nervous, Miss Grant?” her passenger asked as Rachel somehow managed to pull out onto the two-lane road that bisected the town without hitting any oncoming traffic. The humid air rushing through the windows whipped strands of her usually smooth, chin-length brown bob in front of her eyes, making it difficult to see where she was going. Distractedly, she pushed her hair back from her face and held the foremost sections at her crown with one hand. Coping with Johnny Harris while at the same time trying to drive only seemed like mutually exclusive activities, she told herself. With a little concentration, she could surely manage both.

“Of course not,” she said, and forced a smile. She had not taught high school for thirteen years for nothing. Keeping her cool in the face of constant chaos and occasional disaster was second nature to her by now.

“You sure? You look like you’re wondering whether I’m about to jump your bones.”

“Wh-what?” Rachel was so taken aback that she could scarcely get the word out. The hand that had been holding her hair out of her face dropped to the steering wheel as she shot him a shocked glance. She knew what the expression meant, of course. It was teenage slang for “have sex with you.” But she couldn’t believe that he would actually address such a remark to her. She was five years his senior, and even in her youth had been nobody’s idea of a boy-toy. Besides, she had been his teacher, for goodness’ sake, and was trying her level best to be his friend now.

Although being Johnny Harris’s friend was turning out to be altogether more difficult than she had anticipated.

“After all, it’s been ten years since I’ve had the pleasure of a woman’s—oh, sorry, in your case I guess I should say a lady’s—company. You might be worried that I’m kinda horny.”

“What?” This time it was more a gasp than a question as she stared at him in disbelief.

“Damnation, woman, watch the road!” The unexpected roar made Rachel jump to obey, even as his hand shot out to grab and jerk the steering wheel. A heavily laden coal truck thundered past, causing the small car to shiver.

“You nearly got us killed! Jesus H. Christ!”

Heat and tension combined to make Rachel nauseous. She pushed the buttons that rolled up the windows. The flow from the vents was now blessedly cool. For a moment she enjoyed the feel of the chilled air on her overheated face.

“For God’s sake, who the hell taught you how to drive? You’re a menace!”

When she didn’t reply, he slumped back into his seat. His hands, which were clenched into fists in his lap, were the only outward sign of tension he betrayed. That, and the way his eyes were now fastened on the road.

At least she had found a solution to the problem of warding off his lewd glances. But ignoring the issue was probably a mistake. The only way she or anyone else had ever been able to deal with the youthful Johnny Harris was to stand up to him. If he thought he could walk all over someone, he did.

“You can’t talk to me that way,” she said into the tense silence. “I won’t allow it.”

Both her hands grasped the steering wheel as she spoke, and she kept her eyes fixed firmly on the road. Stay cool, calm, and collected, she told herself. That was the way to handle him. Unfortunately, the bus depot was on the other side of town from their destination, which was still some ten minutes away. Traffic on this Thursday afternoon was surprisingly heavy. Even under the best of conditions she had a regrettable tendency to let her mind wander from the road. She was always building castles in the air, to use her mother’s exasperated description, instead of keeping her feet planted firmly on the ground and her mind affixed to her business. As a result, she had suffered untold numbers of fender benders.

These were not the best of conditions.

“What way? Oh, you mean the part about my being horny? I was just trying to reassure you. You don’t have to worry about being attacked or anything. At least, not by me.”

This innocent-sounding statement was accompanied by another sliding glance that made no effort to disguise its purpose: a blatant appraisal of her body. It was almost as if he were deliberately trying to make her uneasy in his presence, though if he was, Rachel couldn’t imagine why. At this point, she was just about the only ally he had left in town, if not in the world.

“Are you determined to make things difficult for yourself, Johnny?” she asked quietly.

His eyes narrowed. “Don’t come all teacherish with me, Miss Grant. I’m not in high school anymore.”

“Your manners were better then.”

“So were my prospects. They’ve both gone to hell since, and you know what? I don’t give a big goddamn.”

That shut her up, as it was no doubt meant to.

In silence they passed the Wal-Mart, the Burger King, the Kroger, and the cluster of antique shops that had sprung up on the corner of Vine and Main. With their destination now near at hand, Rachel began to relax a little. Just a few more minutes, and she would be rid of him. She concentrated on pulling without mishap into the parking lot at the rear of Grant Hardware, which her grandfather had founded just after the turn of the century and which she now oversaw.

“There’s an apartment over the store. It’s yours. Just go around to the side and up the stairs.” Rachel stopped the car and put the transmission into park as she spoke. Reaching into the door pocket beside her, she handed him a single key dangling from a round metal ring.

“Here’s the key. The rent will be deducted from your paycheck each week. As I told you in my letter, the hours are from eight in the morning till six at night, with an hour for lunch, Monday through Saturday. I expect you to be on the job at eight in the morning.”

“I’ll be there.”

“Good.”

Still he sat, the key dangling from his fingers, looking at her with an expression she couldn’t decipher.

“Why’d you offer me a job, anyway? Aren’t you just a little bit afraid of a man who’d rape and kill a teenage girl?”

“We both know that you were innocent of raping Marybeth Edwards,” Rachel replied crisply, though such plain speaking caused her hands to close tightly around the steering wheel. “I, for one, am perfectly willing to believe that the two of you had consensual sex, just as you claimed. And that she was alive when you left her. Now, would you please get out of my car? I have things to do.”

To Rachel’s secret relief, he opened the door and slid out without another word. How she would have ejected him had he proved difficult, she couldn’t imagine. Putting her foot on the brake, she carefully moved the gearshift down to drive. When she looked up again he was beside her, his arm resting on the roof of the car as he pecked with one finger on her window.

Lips compressing, Rachel pushed the button that rolled the window down. The heat assaulted her anew.

“There’s something I gotta tell you,” he said in a confidential tone as he leaned toward her. His face was close to hers, too close. He was making her uncomfortable again, as he no doubt intended.

That notion stiffened her spine.

“What?” she all but snapped.

“I had a major case of the hots for you when I was in high school. I still do.”

Rachel’s mouth dropped open in shock. He grinned at her cockily and straightened.

It was only as she watched him saunter away that she realized her mouth was agape. She closed it with a snap.
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From the driver’s seat of a nondescript tan car that had pulled to the curb a little way up the road from the hardware store, an unnoticed observer watched them with an unwavering gaze. The watcher’s eyes were faintly glassy as they drank in every detail of the man walking with slow arrogance across the parking lot and around the corner out of sight. The blue Maxima reversed with a squeal of tires and pulled out into the street far too fast, then drove off heading away from where the parked car waited. But the watcher hardly noticed.

He was back. Johnny Harris was back. The watcher had been waiting—oh, it seemed like forever—for this moment. The rumors had been true for once, though the watcher had scarcely dared believe them until he stepped off that bus and into view.

Johnny Harris. He was home at last, and now it was time to finish what had been started eleven years ago.

The watcher smiled with anticipation.
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“Did you hear? Idell says her boy saw Rachel Grant meeting somebody at the bus depot this afternoon, and you’ll never for the life of you guess who!”

“Who?”

“Johnny Harris.”

“Johnny Harris! Why, he’s in prison! Idell must’ve got it wrong.”

“No, she swears that’s what Jeff told her. He must’ve got out on parole or something.”

“Do they do that, for murder?”

“I guess. Anyhow, Idell says Jeff saw him, big as life, with Rachel Grant. Can you believe it?”

“No!”

“It’s true, Mrs. Ashton.” Rachel interrupted the conversation. “Johnny Harris is out on parole, and he’s going to be working at Grant Hardware.” Still shaken from her encounter with the aforesaid Johnny Harris, Rachel had a hard time summoning up a serene smile to show to her neighbors, though in the end she managed it. This was, at one and the same time, both the best and worst thing about Tylerville: there was no escaping being the recipient of other folks’ views about what was going on in your life. The two chatting women were in the checkout lane at the Kroger’s, so busy with their gossip that they hadn’t noticed her in the next lane over. Mrs. Ashton was sixtyish, a friend of Rachel’s mother, and the recipient of the news. Pam Collier was younger, perhaps forty-five, with a terror of a sixteen-year-old son who would, in all likelihood, be in Rachel’s class the coming fall. Rachel would have thought that with such a hellion of her own, Pam might be slightly sympathetic to Johnny’s plight, but apparently she was not.

“Oh, Rachel, what about the Edwardses? They’ll just die when they hear.” Mrs. Ashton’s distress for the slain girl’s family was plain in her eyes.

“I’m sorry for them, you know I am,” Rachel said, “but I never did think Johnny Harris killed Marybeth Edwards, and I still don’t. I taught him in high school, remember, and he wasn’t a bad boy. At least, not that bad.” Conscience forced her to amend that last sentence. Johnny Harris had been bad, in a lip-curling, back-talking, black-leather-jacket kind of way guaranteed to set up the backs of the decent folks of Tylerville. He got drunk, he got in fights, he smashed lights and windows, he cursed people out, and he rode a motorcycle. The kids he had associated with were mostly trash like himself, and if talk were believed, he and his crowd had done some wild partying the likes of which had not been seen in Tylerville before or since. He’d been in almost constant trouble in school and out, and his smart mouth had not helped his reputation any. But his saving grace, in Rachel’s eyes, was that he had liked to read. In fact, that was what had first caused her to think he might be different from what he seemed.

She’d been hall monitor one day in the fall of her first semester of teaching, when she was just about to turn twenty-two, and she’d seen sixteen-year-old Johnny Harris swagger out the side door of the school as if he had every right in the world to do so. She followed him, suspecting he meant to sneak a cigarette or worse, and discovered him finally in the parking lot, stretched out in the back seat of some other student’s car. Alone, his high-top sneakers with the hole in the left sole sticking out the window, his long legs crossed at the ankles, one arm bent behind his head for a pillow. An open book had been propped on his sweatshirted chest.

Her astonishment had nearly matched his belligerence upon being discovered.

“All those Harrises are bad—every last one! Why, you remember when Buck Harris claimed to have got religion and started calling himself a minister, then set up his own church and collected no telling how much in donations for it, saying as how the money was going to go to feed starving children in Appalachia? And he went and spent that money himself, gamblin’ and drinkin’ and livin’ high? He went to jail for near a year for that, and that isn’t the worst thing he’s done. Not by a long shot, probably, if the truth were known.” Mrs. Ashton was tight-lipped at the memory.

Rachel wondered if perhaps she were one of those who had contributed to Buck Harris’s “church.” It was well known around town that only the more gullible residents had fallen for that one. After all, who in his or her right mind would trust Buck Harris? She said mildly, “You can’t blame Johnny for something his brother did.”

“Hmmph!” said Mrs. Ashton, clearly unconvinced.

Rachel saw with relief that Betty Nichols, the checkout clerk, was busy stuffing her groceries into two brown paper bags even as the girl listened to the gossip wide-eyed. Blood pounding in Rachel’s temples signaled the impending onset of a headache. She’d been prone to them for years now, ever since she had figured out that she was never going to get away from Tylerville. Not ever. Bonds of love and duty had closed around her, and now held her fast as securely as iron chains. She had accepted that, was resigned to it, and even felt a certain grim humor at her fate. She, who had always dreamed of flying high and far into a very different sort of life, had had her wings summarily clipped. That fateful summer eleven years ago could count her, too, as one of its victims.

Her life was now solidly set on the track it would doubtless travel for the next fifty years: that of a small-town schoolteacher. It was her calling to undertake the often-Herculean task of prying open the minds of Tylerville’s youth, to acquaint them with the power and beauty of words. At first the prospect had excited her. But over the years she had come to realize that delving for the requisite spark of imagination and creativity in the brains of those she taught was as unrewarding a task as searching through an ocean bed full of oysters for the occasional pearl. Only the infrequent successes made it a job worth doing.

Johnny Harris had been one such success. Perhaps, even, her least likely one.

At the thought of him, her headache came on in earnest. Wincing, she fumbled in her purse for her checkbook, the faster to make her escape from the grocery store. What she did not need, at the moment, was the stress of having to defend Johnny Harris (who, however innocent of murder he might be, was not the boy she remembered) to anyone before she was comfortable with what he had become herself. Just at that moment, what she most craved was ten minutes alone. Mrs. Ashton’s groceries were already being loaded into a cart, and Pam Collier’s last few items were being passed over the computerized price reader. The catechism would not last much longer, thank heaven. In just minutes she should be able to escape.

“Sue Ann Harris was nothing but a little slut, if you’ll excuse my French. Now she’s living up in Detroit, and I hear she’s one of those welfare mothers with three kids by three different men. And she never married any of ’em, either.”

“You don’t say!” Mrs. Ashton shook her head.

Pam nodded. “That’s what I hear. And everybody knows that Grady Harris was the biggest drug dealer in the state when he drowned three years ago. And he wouldn’t have drowned if he hadn’t been high on some kind of dope.”

Rachel took a deep, calming breath. Her head throbbed, but she ignored the pain. “What I heard was that he and some friends had been partying on a boat, and he fell overboard and hit his head. If he’d been doing anything but drinking bourbon, then it’s more than anybody ever proved. And if drinking bourbon’s a crime, there sure are a lot of criminals around these parts.” Despite her own very recently renewed misgivings about at least one of the Harris siblings, Rachel felt obliged to point out the facts, much good might it do. Like everyone else in town, she was aware of the gossip. What neither she nor anyone else knew was how much of it was actually true. Not that that stopped anyone from repeating it, of course. Gossip was the lifeblood of Tylerville. Silence it, and she suspected that a good portion of the population might actually expire.

Though if she faced the issue squarely, she would have to admit that there was more than a grain of truth in what Pam and Mrs. Ashton said. As a group, the Harrises were not Tylerville’s most desirable citizens. Rachel wasn’t disputing that. All she wanted to do was offer a second chance to a boy—no, a man now—whom she felt deserved one. She was not trying to promote Johnny Harris to sainthood. She merely felt that, as far as the murder of Marybeth Edwards was concerned, he had gotten a bum rap.

“Willie Harris has kids all over the place, too. Even some of ’em in Perrytown are his, is what I hear.” Pam’s voice dropped as she related this last tidbit. To understand its significance, one would have to know that Perrytown was the black enclave just on the outskirts of town. While integration was the law and nearly everyone in Tylerville was a vocal opponent of racism of any stripe, the reality was that most of the blacks lived together in their own small community.

“Oh, I don’t believe that!” Even Mrs. Ashton sounded shocked at this slander on Johnny’s father.

“That’s what I hear.”

“That’ll be thirty-seven sixty-two, Miss Grant.”

“What?”

Betty Nichols patiently repeated the total. Recalled with relief to the business at hand, Rachel hastily wrote a check and passed it over. Everyone in Tylerville knew everyone else. Betty was a former student of hers, so there was no need for a driver’s license or anything like that. The whole town knew that the Grants’ checks were good as gold, just as the whole town would have refused to accept one from any of the Harrises.

That was life in Tylerville.

“ ’Bye, Mrs. Ashton. ’Bye, Pam.” Rachel caught a bag up in each arm and headed for the parking lot.

“Wait, Rachel!” Mrs. Ashton called after her. Pam called something, too, but by then Rachel was through the automatic door and didn’t hear what it was. Not that she was sorry.

Driving toward home, head pounding, Rachel decided that she’d never felt so wrung out in her life. Maybe it was the heat. Or maybe it was the strain of championing Johnny Harris.

Her purse rested on the passenger seat. Pulling it toward her and groping inside it with one hand, she found the tin of aspirin that she always carried with her. Opening the small metal container without running off the road was quite a trick, but she managed it and swallowed two tablets dry.

“ ‘This is my letter to the world / that never wrote to me.…’ ”

Emily Dickinson’s words flitted into Rachel’s mind. She had always loved poetry, and that line had lately seemed to her an apt summation of her existence. To her, it symbolized a yearning soul locked tight into the humdrum everydayness of an ordinary life. Like Emily Dickinson, Rachel lately found herself wanting more, though just what it was she longed for she couldn’t have said. Often she felt almost achingly alone despite the fact that she had never lacked for friends or company. But no one she knew was the rarest of all creatures—a kindred spirit.

Over the years, she had come to realize the she did not quite fit in in Tylerville. She was different from her family, different from her neighbors, different from her co-workers and students. She read everything she could get her hands on—novels and plays, biographies and poetry. Newspapers, magazines, cereal boxes—anything. Her mother and sister read cookbooks and fashion magazines. Her father read Business Week and Sports Illustrated. She was content in her own company for hours on end. Given the choice, she even preferred to be alone. They were unhappy without a busy social calendar. She even wrote poetry herself and dreamed that one day it might actually be published.

Her family laughed indulgently at her scribbles.

Yet she loved them and they her.

Sometimes she reminded herself of the ungainly baby swan in the story of the ugly duckling. No matter how hard she tried to be like the others—and she had tried, over the years—she just couldn’t do it. Finally she had learned just to simply pretend she was like them. It made life easier, and it wasn’t difficult. All she had to do was keep to herself about eighty percent of what she thought and felt.

Pulling in between the large stone pillars that marked the entrance to the 250-acre farm called Walnut Grove, which had been home to the Grant family for generations, Rachel felt the worst of the tension begin to seep from her body. The pounding in her temples eased, for which she was thankful. Coming home always had a soothing effect on her. She loved the rambling century-old house in which she’d grown up. She loved the long driveway, only paved within the last ten years, that meandered through towering oaks and maples. She loved the flowering dogwood and redbud trees that made the place a wonderland of beauty in the spring, the peach trees that grew out back and provided fruit, and the walnut trees that littered the driveway and yard with hard green balls in the autumn and gave nuts for munching in the winter. She loved the sight of the few horses they kept nowadays cropping grass in the wood-fenced fields beyond the house. She loved the barn that her granddaddy and his father-in-law had built, and every one of the three ponds, and the woods that took most of the back field. She loved the old-fashioned porte cochere that extended from the side of the house, beneath which she customarily parked her car. She loved the soft white paint that had chipped here and there to show the rose-pink of the bricks of which the house was built, and the red color of the tin roof that formed peaks and gables three and a half stories above the ground. She loved the wide veranda with its fat white columns that graced the front of the house, and the stone path and terrace that led to the rear. She followed that path with her arms full of groceries, allowing the sights and smells and sounds of the place to soothe her jangled nerves. As always, it was good to be home.

“Did you get the pork chops? You know your daddy said he wanted pork chops.” Elisabeth Grant, Rachel’s mother, met her at the kitchen door, her voice fretful as it often was nowadays. Barely five feet tall and weighing maybe ninety pounds, Elisabeth’s physical legacy to her daughter was her build. Other than that, there was little outward resemblance. Elisabeth’s hair, which was short and curly, had once been naturally black, and now was artificially so. Her skin was paper-thin, olive in tone and wrinkled from years of lying in the sun, but her makeup was exquisitely applied and compensated for a good deal. Even when she had no plans other than to remain at home, Elisabeth was always perfectly groomed. Today’s attire was an emerald-green linen shirtwaist dress with tasteful gold jewelry and matching pumps. Elisabeth had once been a beauty, and traces of it still showed. No beauty herself, Rachel had always felt she had disappointed her mother in that regard. Her coloring and features more closely resembled her father’s.

“Yes, Mother, I did.” Rachel surrendered the groceries to Tilda, who sidestepped Elisabeth to receive them. Tilda, comfortably plump in the stretch pants and trendy oversize T-shirt she wore in defiance of her fifty-two years, had been the Grants’ housekeeper for as long as Rachel could remember. She and her husband J.D., who did general work about the place, were almost family, though they did return to their small frame house in Perrytown each night.

“I would have gone to the store, Mrs. Grant, if you’d told me you needed something.” Tilda’s voice was slightly reproachful as she carried her double burden over to the long counter beside the sink. Rachel was her baby, or rather one of her babies as she had six of her own, and she didn’t like her babies being imposed upon, as she would have put it, by anybody. Not even by Rachel’s own mother.

“You know I needed you here today to help J.D. with Stan, Tilda. The way he is now, I’m just not strong enough to do anything with him.”

“He must be having a good day if he asked for pork chops.” Rachel filched a banana from the bag Tilda was emptying and peeled back the skin. Stan was her beloved father, past seventy now though it was hard to believe. He suffered from Alzheimer’s, which had, over the course of the last eight years, robbed him of both mobility and, to a large degree, reason. Only occasionally now would he emerge from the fog of incoherence in which he dwelled to recognize one of them, or even to talk at all.

“He is. Why, he knew me this morning. He even asked where Becky had been hiding herself. Of course, he’s completely forgotten that she’s married and has the girls.” Elisabeth bent to extract the big iron skillet from the cabinet beside the stove.

Becky was Rachel’s younger sister, who lived in Louisville with her husband, Michael Hennessey, and their three small daughters. She was their mother’s spitting image, physically and in personality, too. And that, Rachel imagined, was why she was also their mother’s favorite. Elisabeth understood Becky clear down to her toes. Becky had been first a cheerleader, then prom queen, then homecoming queen, and she and Elisabeth shared a keen interest in clothes and men. Rachel, on the other hand, always had her nose in a book and her head in the clouds. A dreamer, Elisabeth had termed her, and the description was not necessarily a compliment. Elisabeth’s partiality no longer bothered Rachel, though it had been a secret and carefully hidden hurt while she and her sister were growing up. But as the pair of them had grown older, Rachel took on the role of Daddy’s girl, joining Stan on jaunts about town and on his favorite fishing trips and exerting herself to learn all she could about the hardware business to please him. He didn’t care if she wasn’t a beauty, or get upset if she occasionally got so caught up in a book that she forgot to watch the stove and let supper burn. That special relationship with her father became very precious to her over time, and as it did, Becky’s closeness to their mother had ceased to wound Rachel.

“Did that Harris boy come?” Elisabeth’s voice was full of disapproval as she opened the package of pork chops that Tilda had placed on the counter. Rachel, who now handled nearly everything to do with the store, had not consulted with her mother before offering Johnny Harris a job. Indeed, she had told her mother what she had done only the day before, when she could avoid it no longer. As Rachel had expected, Elisabeth had been horrified at the mere idea of Johnny Harris returning to Tylerville. As for employing him, why, she would sooner hire the devil himself, she said. She was coldly furious with her daughter over it. Rachel knew that in punishment she would suffer subtle jabs, such as the one about her father asking for Becky rather than herself, for days.

“Yes, Mother, he did.” Rachel took a large bite out of the banana, found she no longer fancied it, and threw it, half eaten, away. “He’s very grateful to us for offering him the job.” And that was a fib if ever she’d told one.

Her mother sniffed. “We didn’t offer him a job. I never would have done any such thing. It’s all your doing, missy, and it’s you alone who will bear the consequences. He’ll attack some girl, mark my words, or do something else dreadful. He always was that type.”

“I think he’ll do just fine, Mother. Tilda, where’s Daddy?”

“He’s up in the ballroom. J.D.’s got him one of those Elvis tapes he likes, and they’re up there listening to it.”

“Thanks, Tilda. I think I’ll run up and see him. Call me if you need any help, Mother.”

“You know I don’t need any help cooking.” Elisabeth’s cooking ability was her pride and joy. Rachel’s offer had been more in the nature of riposte for her mother’s earlier jab than anything else.

“I know, Mother.” Rachel’s voice gentled, and she smiled at her mother before she left the kitchen and turned left, climbing the narrow backstairs. Her relationship with Elisabeth had always been as much prickles as hugs, but still she loved her. It was hard on her mother, the fate that had befallen Stan. More even than she loved Becky, Elisabeth loved her husband.

Well before she reached the third floor, Rachel could hear the rollicking strains of “Hound Dog.” The ballroom, which was a grand name for what was in essence a large glassed-in sleeping porch that took up about half of the top of the house, was devoid of furnishings and had a hardwood floor without the noise-deadening oriental carpets that warmed the rooms below. Sound was amplified by the room’s bareness. Despite herself—she had never been a big Elvis fan—Rachel found herself bopping to the beat as she walked along the upstairs hall. The song was infectious. Stan had always loved Elvis and had mourned as if at losing a family member when he died.

The door to the elevator, which they had had installed for Stan and his wheelchair, stood open as she passed it. Later it would take Stan and J.D. down to the first floor, where he would eat and be wheeled outside for his daily walk. Still later, it would bring him back to the second floor to be bathed, given his sleeping prescription, and put to bed. Such was the unremitting routine of his days. Whenever she thought of her vigorous father being reduced to such never-ending monotony, Rachel wanted to weep. So she tried not to think about it.

Just as she had expected as she turned the corner to enter the ballroom, Rachel found that her father was seated in his wheelchair, eyes closed, nodding his head in time to the music. Listening to Elvis’s songs was one of the few pleasures that remained to him. They managed to reach him when nothing else could.

J.D. sat cross-legged on the floor beside Stan, his belly protruding hugely over the waistband of his gray work pants, his lighter gray shirt unbuttoned to reveal the white undershirt beneath. Darker skinned than his wife, he was also more ebullient, with a ready smile for anyone who passed his way. He hummed along with the music, his gnarled fingers drumming a beat on the polished floor. Rachel must have made some sound, because he looked up, grinning when he saw her. Rachel waved at him. Any attempt at speech was almost certainly doomed given the volume of the music.

She crossed to her father and touched his hand.

“Hello, Daddy.”

He didn’t open his eyes, didn’t even seem aware of her presence or of her fingers resting on his. Rachel kept them there for a minute, then removed them, sighing. Not that she had expected any other response. These days it was enough for her to see him, to know that he was comfortable and well cared for.

Attending to his physical needs was all she or anyone else could do. At least they’d managed to keep him at home. Without J.D., who alone could handle him when he became unruly, and without Tilda to help, they would have had to put him in a nursing home.

Rachel cringed at the mere idea, although Dr. Johnson, Stan’s physician, had warned that institutionalization might yet become necessary as the disease progressed through its last stages. Elisabeth could not even consider the prospect without hysterical tears. They had been married forty-one years.

Stan had once been a big man, over six feet two and about two hundred twenty pounds. He was still physically large, but his illness seemed to be shrinking him. Or perhaps, now that he depended on her instead of the other way around, it was Rachel’s perception of his size that had changed. In any case, she felt a fierce, protective love as she looked down at the few silvery strands of hair that made a poor job of covering his scalp. Aging was never a pleasant prospect, but this disease that took the soul before the body was a hideous thing.

“I’ll be here as long as you need me, Daddy,” Rachel promised silently, and her hand tightened over his.

“Hound Dog” changed to “Love Me Tender,” and at the sweet, sad notes Rachel felt tears threaten. Ridiculous. The only thing crying would do was give her a stuffy nose. Blinking the moisture back, she patted her father’s hand one last time, waved at J.D. again, and turned away. She would change clothes before going downstairs. If her mother was making her famous southern-fried pork chops, a time-consuming process, Rachel had plenty of time to get her thoughts in order before they sat down to eat.

Rachel could faintly hear strains of “Heartbreak Hotel” as she slid into a pair of blue and green plaid shorts and a bright green polo shirt. A pair of white socks and sneakers completed her outfit. Running a brush through her hair and then fluffing it out with her hand, Rachel surveyed herself in the mirror. For the first time in a long time, she realized, she was really seeing herself instead of just spot-checking her hair and makeup. Then she realized why. Unable to avoid the specter of Johnny Harris any longer, she was subconsciously trying to view herself through his eyes.

“I had a major case of the hots for you in high school. I still do.” Unbidden, Johnny’s words popped to the forefront of her mind. Rachel’s hand clenched around the brush she still held. Surely he had not meant it. He was just trying to make her uncomfortable for some reason she couldn’t fathom. Certainly she was not the kind of woman who ordinarily filled men with lust. That was one reason she had been so dazzled by Michael. Handsome, brilliant Michael—in love with her. Even at the time, she’d had trouble believing it.

A pang of remembered pain made Rachel grimace. It had been so long ago since he had given her up with a kiss on the cheek and a line about how they were not really suited after all, were they? Her heart had broken, but he hadn’t seemed to realize, or care. She hardly ever thought of Michael anymore. Not, at least, in connection with herself. He was no longer hers to think about. He was Becky’s now. Becky’s husband.

Her thoughts slid away, to a subject that was more immediately troublesome. The notion that she might have inspired a case of the “hots” in a teenage Johnny Harris, who’d been quite a stud, to borrow from her students’ idiom again—well, it was quite simply laughable.

She simply wasn’t the type.

She was thirty-four, almost thirty-five years old, though she supposed she didn’t look it. A lifelong aversion to the sun because she always burned instead of tanned had left her unwrinkled except for a few lines around her eyes. Her figure was slender, but that was the only point in its favor. Most thirteen-year-old girls had curves she might envy. Her best-kept secret was that she could, and often did, buy her clothes in the preadolescent boys’ department of Grumer’s, the local department store. Her hair was plain medium brown, cut chin length and turned under at the ends to frame a face that was passably pretty, with its delicate even features and oval shape, but rather colorless. Certainly it fell far short of beauty. Her eyes were large and well shaped, with a thick sweep of dark brown lashes, but they were of an ordinary shade of hazel that would mesmerize no man. “Cute” was how she had most often heard herself described. Even Rob, the man she’d been desultorily dating for the better part of the past two years, had called her that.

Rachel hated to be called cute. It was a word for toddlers and puppies, not grown women. Even if it was accurate, she considered the description mildly insulting. But of course Rob had no way of knowing that, and she hadn’t told him. He was a nice man, and he had only meant to compliment her. He had a good income—he was a pharmacist and owned his own drugstore—and nice manners, and he was reasonably good-looking. She was sure that he would be a good father. And she was starting to want kids.

It was time she married. If Michael’s defection had killed an elusive something inside her, well, such was life. She did not delude herself that she was the only woman who had ever been dumped. Her broken heart had long since healed. Certainly she no longer ached for Michael. Age had given her the wisdom and determination necessary to make a marriage work. If she was hesitating because she remembered the fiery excitement of her passion for Michael and found it lacking in her relationship with Rob, she had only to remind herself that she was no longer the naive, starry-eyed girl who had loved with a whole heart and unbounded confidence in her future happiness. She had grown up and wised up.

“Rachel! Rachel, come down here this minute!”

For her mother to yell up the stairs like that was unusual enough to snap Rachel to attention. Turning away from the mirror, she opened her door and hurried toward the kitchen. Elisabeth stood at the bottom of the stairs, a long-tined fork clutched in one hand. From her expression Rachel could tell she was upset.

“There was a call for you,” she said before Rachel could ask what the matter was. “It was Ben from the store. He said you’d better come down right away. The police are there. There’s been some trouble with that Johnny Harris.”
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