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One

Kate was surprised when the stern-looking young woman at
the duty desk told her to take a seat instead of just asking her
name and sending her on her way when she announced, in a
voice she could barely keep from shaking, that she knew
where they could find the body of Isabella Moon. Maybe it
was the hesitant way she spoke, her purse clutched protectively
against her stomach. Although there were deep
shadows beneath her eyes, with her auburn ponytail and
cashmere sweater and tweed slacks, she knew she didn't look
like a standard nutcase – she wasn't coffee-splattered or
disheveled, she wasn't waving napkins with lipstick maps on
them. She looked like a patient mother of young children (she
had none), or perhaps a librarian (she was not). She looked
trustworthy, she knew. But more than once during the bleak,
endless hours of the previous night, as she'd waited by her
window for the stubborn sunrise, her resolve to tell what she
knew had flagged. If she was so filled with doubt about her
own sanity, what right did she have to imagine that the sheriff
would think differently?

She settled into one of the molded plastic chairs facing the
wire-studded window that separated the waiting area from the
sheriff 's inner office. Not wanting to look like she was
staring, she tried to keep her eyes on the clock on the wall
above the sheriff 's desk. She'd had no breakfast and her
mouth was dry. A water cooler sat on a stand only a few yards
away, but she was so nervous that she didn't trust herself to
cross the room.

Behind the glass, the deputy leaned over the sheriff 's desk,
presumably telling him why she was there. For a brief
moment Kate's eyes met the sherifs, but she quickly looked
away. She'd seen him on the street before, but not up close.

Jessup County was prosperous, but not so wealthy that
politicians spent campaign money on billboards bearing their
photographs. She had voted for him in the last election not
because she liked him or knew anything about him, but
because the man running against him had brushed
purposefully against her while they waited for their take-out
lunches at the crowded counter of the Carousel Café. It
wasn't even so much that he touched her but that he had
reeked of stale cigarette smoke.

As soon as she looked away from the sheriff – his eyes had
been frank and curious, not at all dismissive as she'd feared –
she regretted it. People who lie avoid eye contact. And she
wasn't lying. At least, not about this.

Most days, Sheriff Bill Delaney really liked his job. Given that
Carystown was a county seat, he found himself spending
more time than he liked in the courthouse, but it was the rare
day that he couldn't make his way home for lunch with his
wife, Margaret, who was the director of the Cary-Lowe
House, a museum in the historical district that bore her
family's name. Back before he'd made detective in Louisville,
he worked hellacious hours that kept them apart nights. He
would let himself into their apartment after his shift ended at
8:00 a.m. to find breakfast in the oven and a note on his
pillow, but there was no substitute for Margaret herself,
whose curved, soft body molded itself to his hands with an
urgency that never ceased to amaze him. Now, even though
he wasn't much more than a tax collector with a sidearm, he
couldn't imagine going back to those lonesome, empty days.

The young woman on the other side of the glass seemed to
have sharper edges than his Margaret. He'd seen her going in
and out of Janet Rourke's insurance agency and in restaurants
with a local guy who worked for the timber company. There
was a closed-in look about her, but she was a pretty thing,
fine-boned and slender in the way of young women from the
city and the junior matrons around town. He didn't know for
a fact how long she'd been in Carystown, and was only sure
she was newer to the area than he was. Twelve years hadn't
bought him too much familiarity. He only had his job
because the Lowes – Margaret's family – had been among the
first settlers in the area and Margaret herself was liked by the
local pols.

'She seems all right,' Daphne said. 'Looks a little stuck-up
maybe.'

It was a very Daphne sort of judgment. Daphne herself
bordered on the homely, but she bore her elegant name with
bravado. How many times had he heard various town jokers
refer to her as 'Deputy Daffy' to her face? She was a quick sort
who either gave it right back to them or made sure they knew
she wasn't in a mood to play. She was also a mean shot with
her .45 Glock. With the exception of Frank Skerrit, an ex-Marine 
who was his most reliable deputy, he would rather
have Daphne at his side in a shoot-out than anyone else. He
was particularly leery of the younger ones who only went to
the range when their annual qualifications were coming up.
Plus, Daphne was built like a truck, and her narrow, hooked
nose and seemingly permanent scowl meant that only the
drunkest of her charges were distracted by the fact that she
was a woman. Margaret liked to say that Daphne's infrequent
smiles were like 'sudden rays of sunshine in a tornado.'

'Go on,' Bill said. 'Bring her in and get us both some
coffee. She looks like she's had a rough one.'

But instead of going straight for the coffee, Daphne stood
up to her full five-two height and looked to the ceiling and
sighed.

'Please, ma'am,' Bill added.

The case of the missing girl was still open but had been on the
back burner for most of the last year for an almost complete
lack of evidence – lack, even, of a body. It was his personal
opinion that the child had run away. She had a crazy hippie
for a mother and lived in a kind of commune without any
other kids around for all of her nine years. But of course the
woman on the other side of the glass probably had no idea
how things stood. He just hoped that she wasn't going to tell
him she was some kind of psychic. He had zero time for that
kind of bullshit.

Isabella Moon's disappearance almost two years before had
filled the town with satellite trucks and frantic reporters, male
and female, trailing grubby young men with shoulder-mounted
cameras and racks of bright lights. He had grown
weary of their changeable faces and instantly sincere smiles.
Far stranger, though, was the small collection of earnest
amateur psychics and healers that had shown up in his office.
Several of them eventually drifted over to Iris's Whole Foods
and Tea Shoppe to congregate after Daphne put them in their
places, one after the other. A couple had never left town.

It was a damned shame that the child had never turned up,
dead or alive, but he sure didn't miss the circus that had
engulfed Carystown for weeks. He wasn't looking for it to
return, ever. But he decided there was no reason to give this
woman a hard time. She was good-looking, and they did have
to live in the same small town.

Finally seated across the desk from the sheriff, Kate accepted
the paper cup of coffee from Daphne with a grateful 'Thank
you.' She hadn't even bothered to ask for decaf, as she usually
would. Her body felt hollowed out. Anything warm would
do. She was sure that she would never sleep again anyway.

As she gingerly sipped the strong brew, the sheriff sat back
down in the chair from which he had risen to greet her and
motioned to the delinquent tax roll printouts on his desk.

'Funny how no one wants to pay their taxes,' he said. 'But
just let the county miss one garbage pickup and they're lined
up from here to Sunday.'

Kate thought to say that death and taxes are the only sure
things in life, just as she'd often heard her grandmother say.
But then she remembered why she was there.

They sat in silence for a long minute. The telephone on
Bill Delaney's desk buzzed once, startling them both into
brief, nervous smiles, but Daphne was quick to pick it up at
her desk. When the sheriff got up to close the door, which
Daphne had left open a few inches, Kate relaxed a bit. She'd
wondered if the deputy left it open on purpose.

'It's been a long time since anyone's come forward with
information about that child,' he said. 'Several months
anyway. Folks have lost interest.' He absently crossed a line
through a dead woman's name on the tax roll. 'I'm guessing
we fielded ninety, a hundred calls a day from all over the
country when it first happened. A couple came in from
England. You can imagine they weren't much help. More of
a novelty for Daphne.'

'It was strange to see the town on the news every day,' Kate
said. 'But it never actually looked like Carystown on
television. It was like they were talking about somewhere else.'

'We had a couple movie agents and such interested,
thinking the story might sell, I guess,' Bill said. 'In the end,
there didn't turn out to be much of a story, did there?'

Kate shook her head. 'No. I guess not.'

As Bill leaned back in his chair, it made a painful squeak.
'How long have you lived in Carystown, Miss Russell?'

Kate took a deep breath. This was more like what she had
expected. If he believed her at all, he was sure to look at her
as a suspect first.

'A little more than two years,' she said. 'I have a house
south of town near the old candy factory. It's an antique mall
now, but everyone still calls it the candy factory.'

The wind still sometimes carried the scent of chocolate
through her windows. It had been on just such an afternoon
that she'd rented the house after living in an inexpensive
motel out near the highway for a few weeks. The factory
building hadn't yet been converted when she moved in, but
was just a cavernous brick fortress with boarded windows,
fronted by a long, crumbling porch. Such a vast emptiness so
close to her house had overwhelmed her in those first months,
but the smell of the chocolate was something of a comfort.
And in those early, alone days, she had needed it.

'Best peppermint sticks in the country,' Bill said. 'Never
cared much for their chocolate stuff. Moved the operation
down to Mexico about five years ago. Too bad.' He shook his
head.

'We get a lot of tourists in for the antiques,' Kate said.

'Ah, yes, the tourists,' Bill said with apparent distaste. 'So,
have you ever been to Mexico? Is that a travel agency you
work for?'

Kate wondered how long he was going to play with her.
She was sure he'd want to hear what she had to say.

'Insurance,' she said. 'Janet Rourke's agency.' She looked at
her watch. 'I should be there now to open up. Janet had a
breakfast meeting.'

'Good Rotarian, Janet. Assertive,' he said. 'Gets things
done.' What Janet Rourke really was was a bitch on skates.
But he guessed that his opinion wouldn't be a surprise to this
young woman. 'You from somewhere south of here, Miss
Russell? Alabama, maybe? Georgia?'

Kate straightened in her chair. 'I lived in South Carolina
for a long time. Around Charleston.' It was enough of the
truth. Just because he was some kind of policeman didn't
mean that she could trust him. 'But this isn't about me,
Sheriff,' she said, knowing she was breaking one of the
cardinal rules of southern conversation. One didn't blurt out
one's business right off; one was supposed to come around to
things gradually, delicately, give everyone involved time to
know exactly who stood where on a subject. There was a lot
of courtesy involved. Only Yankees came at things straight
on.

But it had taken her so long to come to the decision to
speak to someone, someone who might be able to help her,
that she just wanted to get on with it. The girl was dead, yes,
but she was hardly resting in peace. She seemed almost as alive
to Kate as in the weeks before she disappeared two winters
before, when she'd occasionally walked past the agency in her
bright yellow coat and red snow boots. Isabella Moon hadn't
been an extraordinarily pretty child, but Kate had noticed her
(thanks to the coat, probably) and wondered at her careful,
self-possessed way of walking, as though she were much older
than she appeared.

The suffering of the girl's mother also caught her attention,
and disturbed her. She had seen Hanna Moon on the news
and, more frequently, on the streets of Carystown. Hanna
Moon looked lost to her, and, somehow, more childlike than
her daughter had been. Truth be told, she looked a little
crazy. Even in cold weather she wore colorful, loose linen
dresses of the sort favored by the women of the area's hippie
community and woven sandals. Her thick black hair was
often twisted into a braid that hung down to her waist and
tied with a ribbon, just as her daughter had worn hers in the
photo that had been reproduced and taped onto windows and
nailed to telephone poles all over town. Sometimes Hanna
Moon appeared to be talking to herself, or, at least, to
someone who wasn't there.

It had been that singular photo of the smiling nine-year-old,
her eyes wide and serious, that finally prompted Kate to
come to the sheriff. Most of the photos had long since been
taken down, but a couple days after Isabella Moon came to
her in the night, she saw one taped to a coffee can at the
drugstore where she'd gone to get some sort of over-the-counter
sleeping pill. The can had been pushed back into a
corner behind the cash register and was surrounded by rolls of
register tape, old coupons, and rags. It seemed to have been
forgotten, like the little girl herself. Something about the way
the tape had worn off at the edges so that the photo was in
danger of curling itself off the can drew her attention. The
can was turned so that HELP US was all she could see of the
words below the photo. From memory she knew that the
whole sentence read: 'Help Us Find Our Isabella Moon.'

She felt like she was losing her mind, so invaded had she
been by the need to reveal what she knew, what Isabella
Moon (It was the child herself, wasn't it? Not some devil or evil
spirit that I don't believe in, anyway, right? God, how am I to
know?) apparently wanted her to tell.

'Please,' Kate said. 'Will you just listen to me?'

Bill Delaney had nothing better he wanted to do that
Friday morning, and he was a man who hated to see another
human being suffer – particularly a woman. So he listened,
even though he wasn't quite sure that he could trust her.

Mary-Katie.

The voice is a whisper, calling a name that doesn't belong to
her anymore.

Mary-Katie.

Kate struggles as though she's escaping from a troubled sleep,
her movements slow and exaggerated, as in a dream. But if it is
a dream, why does she slip some nearby shoes onto her feet as she
gets out of bed? Who thinks of shoes in a dream?

The hillside outside her window is bathed in silver light, and
there, beneath the hickory tree shading the back porch, is a girl.

Mary-Katie.

The voice doesn't seem to be coming from the girl, but from
inside her own head. Her breath fogs the glass as she watches,
knowing that the girl wants her to come outside.

Suddenly she is following the girl over the hill and across the
open pasture on its other side. Her feet are light as she runs – yes,
she is running! – through the brittle stubble of the winter grass.
The few lights of the town are ahead of her. She doesn't often go
into town this way, usually preferring to stick to the familiar road
that runs in front of her own little cottage. But the ground is firm
and fast under her, and she wonders why she doesn't come this
way every day.

The girl disappears into the dark stand of trees at the edge of
the pasture, but she knows the girl is still there, waiting. Even if
she has run on ahead, Kate understands that she will find her.
She is meant to find her.

There she is, standing in the street beyond the trees, her
brilliant yellow coat vibrant as a bale fire in the night.

Kate runs faster, and the girl turns her back and leads her on
toward the town, through the grounds of the old medical college,
where the buildings stand mute and shuttered, through the
backyard of the crumbling president's house, where a single
rusting bulldozer sits as testimony to someone's forgotten plans.

As the girl runs out into Main Street without pause, Kate's
heart jumps, but there are no vehicles at all, not even a straggling
log truck or a sheriff 's cruiser. As they pass the glassy storefronts,
Kate is racing her own mirror image, but she can't stop, she won't
stop, because the girl will not slow now. They cross over to Bridge
Street and follow it until it ends in a blinking yellow light. Will
the girl go left or right?

When she goes left at the corner and disappears behind a tall
hedge, Kate keeps going. As she passes the Methodist parsonage
with its stiff wrought-iron fence, she wishes that she had a stick to
hit against its spindles and realizes at the same moment that, yes,
there is a stick in her left hand. But when she reaches out with it
as she runs, there is no satisfying plunkplunkplunk of wood
against iron. In fact, there is no sound around her at all except
the sound of her feet striking the pavement: no dogs, no sirens, no
night birds. She's not afraid. She is certain once again that she is
dreaming.

The girl reappears in the light from the street lamp at the next
corner.

Isabella!

How does she know the girl's name? She hadn't seemed to
know it when she looked out her bedroom window to see the girl
standing beneath the hickory tree like someone's lost shadow.

The girl pauses at Kate's voice but doesn't turn around. Kate
sees that her dark hair is shot with glimmering strands of silver.
But she knows the girl can't be more than ten years old and the
silver is just a trick of the light from the street lamp's broad halo.

Isabella!

The girl begins to run again.

Kate drops the stick, thinking it might speed her progress. In
the next block there is a rottweiler who growls when she passes on
her regular evening walks, and she has often carried a stick as a
sort of talisman, thinking she would use it on him if she had to.
But still there are no animal sounds, no lights on in any of the
houses she passes, no cars slowing down to see why a woman is
running through the streets in the middle of the night in her
pajamas, wearing a scuffed oxblood loafer on one foot and a tan
and white nubuck slip-on on the other. She is safe from the dog,
at least.

They approach Birchfield Avenue, where her friend Lillian
lives. But instead of going down Lillian's street, the girl enters the
first road, one where there are no street lamps. This road – she
doesn't know if it even has a name – twists through a set of woods
for a distance, to finally end at the town's water processing plant.
No one lives back here in this no-man's-land, the unofficial
divide between Carystown's small black community and the rest
of the town. Amazed that she is not winded, she nearly catches up
with the girl, who has finally slowed. Without street lamps, the
road is black at their feet and the trees around them are like walls
reaching to the sky. But Kate can see well enough: the silver in the
girl's hair is its own light, and she follows her easily.

Isabella must want her near. As they slow to a walk, Kate
realizes that the girl is as silent as everything else around them. If
it weren't for the scuffing of her own feet, she would think she'd
gone completely deaf.

Without warning the girl leaves the pavement and heads
across the road's shoulder.

Wait!

As Isabella pushes her way through the brush, Kate tries to
keep up. But the girl seems unhindered by the brambles and
tangle of slender branches that whip against Kate's arms and face.
The brambles sting, and Kate laughs to herself that it must be a
pretty pitiful dream if she can't even keep from getting scratched
up in it.

Now they are in a clearing that Kate can't remember ever
seeing before. Part of its ragged circle is an expanse of brick that
shines a brilliant white even in the dim moonlight. She has the
feeling that if she were to put her hand against the wall and push,
ever so lightly, it might disappear. She has that feeling, too, about
the tall cedars that rise around them, their uppermost branches
drawn together in soft, wavering points against the sky. Beneath
her feet the ground is spongy, and she is surprised to realize that
the clearing, though silent, has a distinct smell. She covers her
mouth with her hand.

She thinks about those times when she wakes herself to use the
bathroom in the night, turning on the light, even pinching her
thigh as she sits down to urinate to make sure that she is not
dreaming, that she is not about to drench herself and her bed.
Now, she resists pinching herself because she has begun to suspect
that she is not dreaming. She knows that if she rests her fingers
against her thigh and squeezes, the pain will be just as real as the
smell of decay filling her nostrils.

She calls to Isabella, who stands in the center of the clearing.
But the girl only sinks to her knees, her silvered hair falling
forward over her yellow coat.

As Kate approaches her, the wind picks up around them and
the smell intensifies. Unafraid, Kate reaches out, thinking to
touch the girl, to stroke her young head, to reassure her that
someone is there, that someone wants to help her. But her fingers
touch nothing and she is alone in the clearing.

She stands there for a moment as the sounds of the woods and
beyond reveal themselves: a screech owl in some distant barn, a
rabbit or raccoon hurrying through the brush, a truck
downshifting out on Route 12. Suddenly cold in the pajamas that
had been fine for a March night spent beneath a down comforter,
Kate wraps her arms around herself as though it will make a
difference and begins to think about the long walk home.





Two

Francie Cayley and her mother, Lillian, were already at their
regular table at The Lettuce Leaf when Kate arrived, out of
breath from hurrying from the office. She relished the idea of
a break from her own thoughts. All morning at her desk she
couldn't help but wonder what the sheriff had really thought
of her and what she'd had to say.

No matter what her state of mind was, she couldn't help
but smile when she saw Francie and Lillian together. Like a
pair of carefully altered copies of a single person, they had the
same high forehead and finely etched cheekbones. Lillian's
clear mahogany skin was almost as unlined as Francie's lighter
skin, but Francie's nose and cheeks were dotted with freckles
that made her look even younger than thirty-two. The
freckles were a constant bone of contention between the two
women: Lillian insisted that Francie had brought them on
herself by not wearing a hat or sunblock when she went out
during the day; Francie said that they were the one permanent
thing her father had given her, a part of him that no one
could ever take away.

'Will you please tell my daughter that if she doesn't eat
something besides burgers she's going to end up with saddlebags
on those size six thighs?' Lillian said, looking up at Kate. 'Sit
down, honey. You all look like something the cat dragged in.'

Kate leaned over and brushed Lillian's cheek with a kiss.
Lillian smelled of Coco and lavender. Kate slid into the chair
across from Francie.

Francie looked up from her menu and rolled her eyes at
Kate. 'Soy burgers, Mother,' she said. 'No one gets fat from
soy burgers.'

Lillian touched the bun high at the back of her head.
Despite her hair's severe style and her sixty-plus years, she
looked stunning and carried herself more like a well-preserved
fashion model than the schoolteacher she had been for most
of her life.

'Everyone gets fat from eating fried foods,' she said. 'And
those burgers are fried in something nasty.'

'Francie's the nurse,' Kate said. 'She knows what's good for
her.' She grinned at Francie, who shut her menu and slid it to
the edge of the table.

'You should listen to Kate, Mother. She's a smart girl.'

Francie took in Kate, who was studying her own menu.

Smart girl or no, Kate looked a few beats off, not quite as put
together as she usually was. Her skin, always fair, was paler
than ever, and the whites of her hazel eyes were red and
heavily veined, as though she'd been weeping or staring too
long at a computer screen. A worn smear of lipstick covered
her lips, which looked rough and bitten. Concerned, Francie
reached out and lightly touched Kate's arm.

'You still not sleeping?' she asked. 'You do not, as my
mother says, "look like something the cat dragged in." But
you do look tired.'

Kate smiled. She didn't want to offend Francie, but there
were times when Francie seemed to want to get too close to
her. She knew that she was a difficult friend to have, and she
was grateful that Francie had hung in with her the past couple
of years, ever since they'd met in a book group at Carystown's
small public library.

And they were close, but how could she tell Francie that a
little girl who'd been missing for two years and presumed
dead had appeared outside her bedroom one night, wanting
her to come out, to follow her into the darkened town? How
could she tell her about the cloying odor of decay – and had
there been honey as well? – that had filled her nostrils so that
she thought she'd never breathe clear air again?

'Construction at the antique mall,' Kate said. 'They start
those saws at six in the morning, like no one lives around
there.'

'That porch has been a disgrace as long as I can remember,'
Lillian said. 'I don't know what they're thinking, restoring
more of that place. As though it's not already just fine to sell
people old junk. It's a firetrap if you ask me.'

'Right,' Francie said, ignoring her mother. 'If you say so,
Kate.' She had learned not to press Kate too hard, particularly
in front of other people. Kate had confided something about
her life before Carystown, but not much. Francie knew that
Kate was pretty much alone in the world, and she, who'd had
the love of both of her parents for at least a time and had been
treasured her whole life, felt protective of her.

As they ate, Kate also updated them on the construction of
Janet Rourke's new house west of town. With its six
chimneys, horse pastures, and iron gates salvaged from the
demolition of one of the grandest houses in the area, it was
the talk of Carystown. Kate had become the job's unofficial
foreman, and as a result, was having a hard time keeping up
with the office paperwork. Francie and Lillian were thrilled to
have inside information about it, especially Francie, who
entertained the other nurses on the second shift with stories
of Janet's tantrums.

'The granite for the countertops in the kitchen and the
granite for the bar didn't quite match, but I thought they
looked fine,' Kate said. 'Janet was so pissed off that she took
one of those huge chisels they use and threw it so hard that a
big chunk came out of the bar piece and it's going to cost her
an extra two thousand to get another one.'

It was a relief to Kate to be able to talk about Janet, even
though she knew it was gossip and that she shouldn't gossip
about the woman who signed her paycheck. She needed the
paycheck more than she cared to admit. The money she'd
brought with her to Carystown had covered her rent for a
while and the purchase of her car, but there was very little left.
But everyone talked about Janet. She was a bitch, and a bit of
a joke with her better-than-you attitude toward even the
moldering town mothers and fathers. Then again, as the
sheriff had said, she knew how to get things done.

A few minutes before one, Kate signaled for the check. She
had to get back to the office.

'No, you don't,' Lillian said. 'It's my turn to treat today.
You girls need to save your pennies.'

The three of them argued politely for a few moments, but
when the check came, it was brought not by the waitress, but
by someone else.

Like every other attractive woman who spent more than a few
weeks in Carystown, Kate had had a date with Paxton
Birkenshaw. They were about the same age, and Paxton had
the Birkenshaw name to recommend him. (She'd seen it on
Carystown street signs, an office shingle, and on a plaque on
the front of the historic Episcopal church building.) She
hadn't been much interested in dating at all, but the other
woman in the office, Edith, who had worked for Janet for
years, was a fellow garden club member of Paxton's mother.

'Old, old family, you know,' Edith had said. 'And Paxton
went east for prep school and some college. I don't know that
he actually graduated, mind you. I think he didn't get along
well with the dean or some such nonsense.' She paused a
moment. 'There was something about a frozen turkey and a
broken television. But I don't think anything was proved.'

Kate had wanted to laugh, but covered her mouth so as not
to offend Edith, who was kindhearted and seemed not to
want to see her lonely. (Lonely was just what she was looking
for then. But that was before she'd met Francie, who cheered
her, and Caleb, a man whom she was just beginning to trust.)
She had imagined Paxton as a giant, spoiled child, perhaps
wearing plaid pants and glasses and a shirt with a tiny
embroidered figure of a man on a polo pony on it.

But Paxton himself appeared neither to be an eternal frat
boy nor a preppy nerd. Paxton Birkenshaw was a damned
good-looking, muscular charmer of a man.

Their evening together was pleasant enough, but they
hadn't clicked. Kate was still uneasy about her new life and
didn't have much to share as far as the details of her past went.
But it didn't matter because Paxton contented himself with
telling her tales of the county where his family had lived since
before the Civil War. Watching him speak, his blue eyes
animated with amusement at his own stories, Kate could see
that, confident as he appeared, what he really wanted was an
audience. He might have been a movie actor, with his shock
of blond hair and extraordinarily white teeth that seemed to
emanate a subtle glow in the dim restaurant in which they ate.
She relaxed, finally, and let him talk on until nearly midnight.

At her door, they shared a friendly handshake (that had
been a surprise – she thought she rated at least a peck on the
cheek), and Kate watched him drive away in his vintage
Mercedes coupe. He never called her again after that night,
and she never expected him to. Now they exchanged hellos on
the street or in restaurants, but that was about it. She had
since come to the conclusion that while Paxton Birkenshaw
was attractive, he was not particularly bright. With his
bounding gait and effusive manner, he reminded her of an
overbred Labrador retriever.

'It would be my pleasure to take care of this for you ladies,'
Paxton said, standing over them. 'Particularly you, Mrs.
Cayley.'

The waitress hovered uncertainly behind him. Francie
waved her away.

'I was sitting over there at my little table in the corner and
saw the three of you and thought: "Now, there's a table of
goddesses." It was as if Dido, Oshun, and Ala were chatting
about how to wreak havoc in the lives of us mere mortals.'

Kate glanced across the table at Francie, who was shaking
her head and wearing a look that Kate could only describe as
one of disgust. She wasn't sure who Dido, Oshun, and Ala
were. These days, though, she wasn't feeling like much of any
sort of goddess. More like god-cursed.

Lillian, though, seemed willing to play along. At least for
the moment. 'That's very kind of you, Paxton,' she said.
'Please give your mother my best.'

She turned back to the table as though Paxton might just
wander away to the cash register.

Paxton instead took her words as an invitation. As he sat
down in the chair beside Kate, he folded the check in half and
tucked it into the inside pocket of his sport coat. His skin
wore a healthy-looking tan and there were faint, whitish lines
at his temples where his sunglasses had been. Kate wondered
briefly if he would remember to pay the check.

'Sick as she is, she'll outlive all of us, ma'am,' he said. 'I just
brought her back from Hilton Head –'

Kate had been trying to look interested despite the fact that
she was due back in the office right at that moment. But at
his words, her arm gave a reflexive jerk and she knocked over
her iced tea glass.

Lillian and Francie immediately took to the mess with their
napkins. Within seconds the waitress was there with a towel.

'I'm sorry,' Kate said. 'I'm such a klutz.'

As they cleaned up, Paxton continued as though nothing
had happened. 'She had plenty of time to relax by the water
and had us all waiting on her hand and foot.'

Abruptly changing the subject, he said, 'Kate, I hear you've
really taken our favorite insurance agent's new house in hand.
Contractors around here aren't much used to taking their
orders from a woman, but I guess most of them are down here
from Louisville or Cincinnati. Things are different there, I
believe.' He leaned close to her, as though he would speak
confidentially. 'Or maybe it's because you're a woman – a
darned good-looking woman – that makes them say "how
high" when you say "jump."'

Kate blushed, something that aggravated her but that she
was prone to do. She went on the defensive. 'Actually, they've
all been very nice.' (This was just a little white lie – some of
the men, particularly the subcontractors, had been downright
rude and she'd had to have them fired.) 'And so far, none of
the contractors, not even the local ones, have said anything
about a penis being required for the job.'

'Ha!' Francie said.

Paxton laughed, too, but his had a hint of uncertainty
about it.

Kate did not look at Lillian, afraid that she had offended
her.

'Now, I don't think we would have heard anything like
that kind of language back in Mrs. Cayley's classroom, would
we have, Mrs. Cayley?'

Lillian sat up straighter in her chair. 'I do believe that I
have even said the word "penis" myself in the classroom,
Paxton. I've always taught that we should use the proper
words for things.'

Kate smiled with relief.

'Paxton, I think the goddesses have wreaked havoc with
you today,' Francie said.

'Touché, Francie,' Paxton said. He turned to Kate. 'Mrs.

Cayley is all about teaching me lessons. You know, she once
smacked my hands so hard with a ruler that I couldn't hold a
baseball bat for a week.'

'You might have whacked me with a baseball bat, Paxton,
if you hadn't been kept in line,' Lillian said. 'You were that
mean.'

Kate was embarrassed for him, but Paxton just laughed.

'I was a boy with a temper then, ma'am,' he said. 'I had too
much icing on my cupcake and you taught me how to be
respectful. I needed that.'

'I wonder if that lesson will ever stick with you,' Lillian
said. 'Respecting your elders' opinions.'

'Mama,' Francie said quietly.

Paxton laughed again, but this time seemed ill at ease.

There was an awkward moment when no one spoke. The
waitress noisily bused the table beside them, dropping glasses
and plates into her tub as though they were made of
something sturdier than glass and porcelain.

'I need to get back to the office,' Kate said, pushing her
chair back.

'Well, a man's got to respect that,' Paxton said, flashing her
a smile. His teeth were so perfect, Kate wondered if they were
capped. 'I'll move on,' he said. He stood up and gave a curt
bow. 'Ladies. It's been a distinct pleasure.'

'Paxton,' Lillian said.

Kate gave him a polite nod.

When he was safely at the waitress station paying the bill,
Lillian rapped her knuckle lightly on the tabletop.

'Strangest boy I ever knew to teach,' she told Kate.
'Generous to a fault one minute – you remember, Francine,
when he had his mother bring ice cream for the whole school
every day for a week during that heat wave?'

Francie blinked. 'I recall,' she said. 'What a show-off.'

'Then there was that time it was said he tried to run over
that boy in the Winn-Dixie parking lot over the Christmas
holidays.'

'That Paxton,' Francie said. Kate heard a strong note of
sarcasm in her voice. 'He's so unpredictable.'

'Amen to that,' Lillian said. 'Best none of us should forget
it.'
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