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Chapter One



I flinched as a rifle shot fractured the air.

“Good lord, what was that?” Mitch’s aunt jumped and nearly dropped the slice of peach pie she was transferring to a plate.

“Hunters,” I explained, gesturing to the woods behind our backyard. “The neighborhood backs up to a state wildlife area. We hear them quite a bit, especially since deer season opened early this year.” I kept my voice casual, but that shot had been awfully close, much louder than usual. I tensed, waiting for more shots, but the only sounds I heard were the low murmurings of voices punctuated with an occasional laugh from the fifty people gathered in our backyard for the annual Avery Family Reunion.

“Oh dear, I’d love a slice of that chocolate cake, too, but I really shouldn’t,” Mitch’s aunt said as she surveyed the spread on the dessert table. Mitch’s family was from Smarr, a small town outside of Montgomery, Alabama, and they were a true southern family—they overflowed with charm and friendliness and they knew how to cook. None of the new-fangled sugar substitutes, low-calorie, or low-fat recipes for them. The more butter and sugar, the better, seemed to be the family motto, which I certainly couldn’t argue with, since I have an affinity for sweets myself, particularly chocolate. “Here, I’ll split a piece with you,” I said, trying to cover for the fact that I wasn’t sure if this was Aunt Christine or Aunt Claudia. Or maybe…Aunt Claudine? No, that wasn’t right. As she cut a slice in half, I caught Mitch’s gaze and mouthed the words, “Aunt Christine?”

He gave me the thumbs up, broke away from the men by the grill, and headed across the yard toward us. “Hi, Aunt Christine,” Mitch said as he gave her a peck on the cheek, then ran his arm around my shoulders to give me a quick hug. “How’s Grandpa Franklin doing in this humidity?” he asked her. “Would he be more comfortable inside?”

“I’m sure he would be, but he’d never admit it. He refuses to let anything slow him down. I do try to keep him hydrated,” she said, holding up a bottled water dripping with condensation. “I’d better get back to him.”

We watched her roly-poly figure waddle away. “She takes good care of your grandfather,” I said. “She’s never been married?”

“Nope, but I hear she’s got a boyfriend. Aunt Nanette says the Walgreen’s pharmacist is a real hottie for a sixty-year-old and keeps asking Aunt Christine to dinner. They’re both metal detector enthusiasts. They met at a treasure hunt.”

“You have the most interesting family,” I said.

Mitch glanced at me questioningly, and I said, “Don’t get defensive. I’ve got a few quirky types in my family tree, too. I’m the one with the aunt who recycles stray paper clips and used staples. Last time I visited, she’d collected enough to fill a large coffee can. She also makes masks from dryer lint. Cake?”

He shook his head and I devoured the last bites of the rich chocolate and creamy icing. Mitch’s healthy eating habits were annoying at times, but right now I was glad to finish off the cake myself. “You know, a few bites won’t hurt you.”

“I’ve learned never to come between you and chocolate,” he said, the skin around his dark eyes crinkling as he smiled.

I licked the last trace of crumbs from the fork. “Wise man. Now, since I’m fortified with chocolate, I need a refresher on that crash course you gave me on your relatives.” The avalanche of Avery relatives had begun at breakfast this morning and I still hadn’t sorted out all the names and faces. Mitch’s military assignments had kept me from getting to know the whole Avery clan. I nodded to the picnic tables covered with red-and-white checked cloths where the aunts had gathered at the back of the yard in the shade of the loblolly pines. “Aunt Nanette is the one with the Afghan hound at her feet, right?”

“Yes. If you run out of things to talk about, ask about her new Mini Cooper.”

“Really? I saw the black one with the British flag on it in the driveway, but I figured it belonged to one of your cousins. She seems more like a Cadillac type.”

“Nope. She’s an Anglophile who’s into sporty cars. And don’t forget to pet Queen,” Mitch said. “If Queen likes you, Aunt Nanette will, too.”

“Oh, who’s that—the man with the stubble and the phoenix tattoo on his forearm? I couldn’t figure him out.”

“None of us can. That’s my Uncle Bud. You’d never guess that he’s one of the most successful real estate brokers in Alabama, would you? He still lives in the double-wide he’s lived in for the last twenty years. Aunt Nanette says he doesn’t just pinch pennies, he makes them beg for mercy.” Mitch lowered his voice and leaned closer to me. “Don’t tell anyone, but I know he sponsors one of the baseball teams in Smarr. No one else in the family knows. If it got out, it would ruin his reputation as a miser.”

One of the young cousins threw open the screen door from the house and galloped across the lawn toward Mitch, her pigtails flying and our ringing cordless phone clutched in her hand. The second before the door eased closed, Rex, our rottweiler, who has a seriously scary bark but a sweet disposition, slipped outside. I’d figured keeping him inside during the reunion was a good idea. It was crazy enough in the backyard without him, but he took off, running in huge, looping circles. Queen hesitated for a second, then shot after him. I glanced at Mitch and he shrugged. “We might as well let them wear themselves out. No way we’re going to catch them now.”

“Thanks, Madison,” Mitch said as he took the phone. He listened, then his posture changed from normal and relaxed to taut. He tilted the phone away from his face. “It’s Abby.”

I could tell from his face that something was wrong. My heart seemed to tumble in my chest, then drop sharply. Abby was another military spouse and my best friend. My thoughts flittered from her to her husband, Jeff, then to their son Charlie. “What is it?” I asked.

Mitch put his hand on my shoulder. “She’s fine. They’re all fine. It’s Colonel Pershall. He’s at the E.R.”

“Colonel Lewis Pershall? Your squadron commander?” His words didn’t make sense. Colonel Pershall couldn’t be more than forty. He was a towering giant of a man. He was a sturdy, broad-shouldered black man with a barrel chest and, oddly, one of the softest-spoken people I knew. Mitch said Colonel Pershall never raised his voice at the squadron. He didn’t need to. Mitch enjoyed working for him more than anyone else he’d ever worked for.

“Okay, let us know if you need anything. All right. Here’s Ellie.” He handed me the phone.

Abby’s shaky voice came over the line. “Oh, Ellie. It’s so terrible and I’m sorry to call you during the reunion. I completely forgot about it.”

“Don’t worry about that. What’s going on?” I asked.

“It’s touch and go right now,” Abby said. “Someone tried to strangle him, Ellie. That sounds strange to say out loud, but that’s what they said happened. He’d finished a round of golf. Another golfer found him unconscious in the parking lot beside his car.”

I wasn’t sure if I’d heard correctly. I turned away from the chatter and laughter. “Did you say strangled?” I asked as I pressed the phone closer to my ear.

“Yes. I know, I can’t take it in either, but that’s what the doctors are talking about—oxygen deprivation and jugular veins and lots of other words I don’t understand, but it’s serious.”

“How’s Denise?”

“Shocked. She’s not saying anything. Just sitting there. They come and talk to her and she nods, but that’s about it.”

“That’s not like her at all,” I said, thinking of the woman who hadn’t been afraid to shake things up at the squadron coffees by daring to ask what the spouses wanted out of their spouse club. The thought that we didn’t have to continue to meet once a month and organize fundraisers nearly caused a revolt from some spouses. Sometimes traditions die hard.

“I know,” Abby said miserably. “Jeff and I were at the park and we saw the security police pull up to their house.” Abby lived in base housing at Taylor Air Force Base and we’d spent several afternoons this summer at that little park situated in base housing, watching Livvy, Nathan, and Charlie clamber up and down the slides. “I went over to check on Denise. The only way I can think to describe her is shell-shocked. She was in a daze. I had to get her purse for her before she left for the hospital. It was like leading Charlie around. Jeff took Charlie home and I came up here to be with her. I’m rambling, aren’t I? I think I might be in shock, too.”

“No, it’s okay. You’re at the North Dawkins Medical Center?” I asked. North Dawkins was the city located outside Taylor’s gates.

“Right, no E.R. on the base anymore, remember? I don’t know if he’ll be moved up to Atlanta or not. I’m going to stay until Denise’s family gets here.”

“We can get away for a while later tonight and come by. Do you need anything?” I asked.

“No. Denise and Lewis are the only ones who need anything. They need prayer. The outlook isn’t good. They’re not giving Denise much hope.”

We said good-bye and I turned back to look around the yard, amazed that people still chatted, the sun still beat down. A blue jay called sharply from the trees above me, then swooped away. Nothing had changed. At least, not for us. I prayed a quick, rather incoherent prayer for Denise and Lewis and took a step toward the house, feeling like I should do something.

I stopped. There was nothing else I could do. Mitch touched my shoulder again. “Are you okay?” he asked, his face concerned.

“Yes. No. Oh, I’m okay, but poor Denise and Colonel Pershall.” I couldn’t even imagine what Denise was going through. “It’s just…news like that…it’s almost unbelievable. I mean, this is North Dawkins, Georgia. People don’t get attacked and…and strangled in North Dawkins. And at a golf course? Was he on base, do you think?” There was a nice course on base.

He shrugged. “I don’t know. He liked to play eighteen holes on Saturday and for the last few weeks he’d been playing there. He was determined to birdie sixteen, called it his nemesis, but I suppose he could have been at one of the other neighborhood courses around here.” We didn’t live in a golf course neighborhood, but there were a few of those scattered around the area.

Mitch had barely finished his sentence when someone slapped him on the shoulder, nearly knocking him over. “Uncle Kenny! How are you?” Mitch asked, and I could see him slip into host-mode, despite the worry he felt.

Uncle Kenny adjusted his University of Alabama baseball cap as he said, “What do you think about the team this year? Did you hear about the new running back? I think we’ve got a real shot at the SEC West.”

I stood by and listened, but wasn’t able to contribute much to the conversation. My thoughts were still with Denise and Colonel Pershall. I put the slim phone in my shorts pocket and pulled my thoughts back to the scene in front of me. Abby would call if anything changed. Right now, I had to concentrate on the reunion.

I tried to remember what I’d learned about Uncle Kenny and Aunt Gwen during last year’s reunion. I knew they’d cornered the market on roadside boiled peanut stands. They loved the Crimson Tide and were extremely competitive. The volleyball game at the reunion last year had been as hard fought as an Olympic match with Uncle Kenny and Aunt Gwen captaining the two teams. I also remembered that Mitch said they’d wanted to paint the trim on their house crimson earlier this summer, but regulations in their subdivision had forced them to limit the crimson to their front door. I was too shaken to figure out how to work any of those topics into the conversation, so I was relieved to see Mitch’s mom, Caroline, walk up with a droopy Nathan snuggled into the crook of her arm.

Caroline was an interesting mixture of reticence and southern charm. She could fold a fitted sheet so that it looked like a flat sheet and that fact alone intimidated me. She wore the same Avery Family Reunion T-shirt we were all wearing, but on her it looked stylish. She’d gathered the hem of the shirt and fastened it through a clip above her trim hip. The clip matched her heavy silver earrings, which set off her silvery-white hair that swung against her jawbone as she swayed back and forth to keep Nathan dozy. Despite the heat, she looked as fresh as she did when she stepped out of the car this morning at the end of our driveway, carrying her famous peach pies and homemade rolls.

“Are you okay, Ellie? You look a little pale.”

I followed Mitch’s lead and said, “I’m fine. We just got a call with some bad news about a friend in the hospital.” I left it at that. There was no need to trouble everyone at the reunion with the terrible news.

“That’s a shame. I hope there’s a quick recovery.”

“Thanks, I hope so, too. Looks like Nathan is ready for a nap.” There’s nothing like my kids to keep me grounded and in the moment. I ran my hand down his limp, plump arm. Lately, he’d been boycotting naps, but he needed one today.

“Would you mind if I put him down?” Caroline asked, and I said not at all. Then she said, “Thank you so much for hosting the reunion this year. Everything’s been lovely. With the remodel, there’s no way we could have done it.”

“Glad we could help out. It was nothing.”

I heard what sounded like a snort from Mitch and leveled my gaze at him, but he kept his attention fixed on Uncle Kenny, who was saying, “The secret to winning at croquet is all in the order of play…”

“Nonsense,” Caroline said. “I know how much work this is and you’ve pulled it off beautifully.” Uncle Kenny noticed some of the guys setting up a game of horseshoes and went to join them. Mitch fell into step beside me as Caroline and I walked back to the house. One of Mitch’s cousins-in-law, Felicity, nearly ran over us as she marched across the grass.

“Felicity,” Caroline called, “I haven’t seen Dan. Where is he?”

“Gone. He’s never around anymore. I should have known better than to assume he’d skip his jog during the family reunion.”

“Oh, so that was him I saw trotting down the driveway earlier? I thought it was you, Mitch,” Caroline said. “You boys always have looked so much alike—same dark hair and eyes. And, you’re both tall and lanky.”

“I was going to run with him, but I’m not feeling one hundred percent.” Mitch rubbed his hand over his stomach. “I know I couldn’t keep up with him in this humidity.” Unlike in so many conversations I’d had today when I had no clue about who was being discussed, I actually knew Mitch’s cousin Dan. He and his wife, Felicity, had arrived yesterday and spent the night at our house. Almost everyone else, including Mitch’s parents, had driven in earlier in the day.

“I knew we shouldn’t have left Aunt Christine’s potato salad in the sun so long,” I said, but Mitch waved his hand and said, “It’s nothing like that. Too much food, probably.”

“Are you boys enjoying catching up with each other?” Caroline asked. Mitch said they were and Caroline turned toward me. “They got in more scrapes growing up. Have you heard about the time they hid on the roof all afternoon to avoid Summer?” Caroline asked, referring to Mitch’s younger sister.

“That was the time you called the police when you couldn’t find them?” I was glad Nathan was too young to pick up any details of his dad’s misdeeds.

“Amazing that I can laugh about it now, isn’t it, Mitch?” Caroline said.

“It’s amazing I can even talk about it,” Mitch countered. “Besides one heck of a sunburn, I couldn’t sit down for about a week.”

“Dan’s not nearly as much fun now,” Felicity said crossly. “Unless you’re discussing the new spin class or weightlifting, forget it. You might as well be speaking a foreign language to him.” With her brows lowered and jaw clenched, she reminded me of the dark thunderhead clouds I’d seen as a kid in the Texas panhandle.

Actually, comparing her to a thunderhead was a bit incongruous, since she was petite and skinny. Correction, she wasn’t just thin, she was toned. There was barely an ounce of fat on her, except maybe in her cheekbones above her pert nose and pointed chin. With curly brown hair cropped short in a boyish style, she looked every inch the athlete she was. A fitness instructor at a gym in Montgomery, she taught Pilates, spinning, yoga, aerobics, and a scary-sounding class called Killer Boot Camp. Felicity continued, “Sorry he talked so much last night about his metabolism.”

“Well, he is training for a triathlon,” Mitch said mildly.

Felicity rolled her eyes. “I get that at work all day. Workouts and fitness are the last things I want to talk about at home.”

A squeaky voice called out, “Felicity! Felicity! Watch me!” Livvy, in her pink ruffled swimsuit, waved frantically at us from the wading pool.

I said, “Sorry she’s been pestering you so much.” Five-year-old Livvy had taken an instant liking to Felicity. Felicity had hardly stepped through our front door before Livvy was dragging her by the hand down the hall to show off her stuffed animals. She’d practically been Felicity’s shadow all day. I was glad Livvy’s shyness had vanished, but I didn’t want her driving Felicity crazy, either.

Mitch and his mom continued up the porch steps and into the house while Felicity and I stopped by a group of birch trees to watch Livvy. She dog-paddled around the tiny pool, then checked our reaction. “Great job,” Felicity shouted as she leaned against the tree trunk. One of Livvy’s cousins splashed into the pool and drew her attention away from us. Felicity said, “She’s not pestering me. Actually, it’s given me an excuse to get away from Jenny.”

I was thankful that only one of Dan’s freshly divorced parents had been able to come to the reunion. His dad was somewhere in Indiana, running a weekend seminar for corporate managers. “If Jenny says the word green one more time, I’m going to scream,” Felicity continued. “Her whole save-the-earth thing is driving me crazy. I can’t believe she gave up a great job to start a ‘lifestyle cleansing’ business.”

Jenny’s announcement that she’d quit her job as a CPA and started a business that helped companies and individuals become more ecologically friendly had caused a stir this morning. She’d even bypassed wearing the family reunion T-shirt because it wasn’t made with pesticide-free cotton and nontoxic dye. Felicity said, “I’ve always known she was weird. I mean, she actually likes jigsaw puzzles. That told me something right there. Anyway, she was raking in the dough. Why would she quit a job like that? This whole divorce thing has brought out—”

The crack of a rifle shot split the air again. Felicity and I both flinched. She said, “How can you stand that?”

That rifle shot had been even closer than the earlier one and it seemed to come from a different direction. The shots were usually far away, but that sound seemed to come from the direction of the neighborhood, not the woods. My heart jumped into high gear. “They’re not usually that close,” I said nervously, but the shot hadn’t seemed to spook anyone else. There were a few curious glances, but most people carried on with their conversations.

Bill, Mitch’s dad, stood up and shouted for attention. He was the complete antithesis of Mitch’s mom. His family reunion T-shirt was already rumpled and the hem hung crookedly over his faded cutoff denim shorts that trailed a few white strings. Beat-up boat shoes completed the look. His reflective sunglasses flashed in the sun as he rubbed his hands together in exaggerated anticipation and announced, “I think it’s time for the games to begin.” I went to set up the croquet game with Mitch, who had emerged from the house.

Uncle Kenny jogged up, holding the croquet mallets like a bouquet. “Are you in the game, Ellie? Winner gets another piece of peach pie.”

“Let us get it set up, first,” I said as I pushed a wicket in the ground.

“Here,” Uncle Kenny took a few wickets from me, “I’ll help. You’ll be on my volleyball team later, right? Gwen’s still giving me a hard time about losing last year.”

“Sure, Uncle Kenny. I’m not exactly a stellar player,” I warned. Winning was what it was all about for Uncle Kenny.

“You can serve it over the net. We lost last year because of Vera’s net balls, but that won’t happen again. You just get it over the net and I’ll take care of the rest.”

I positioned the last wicket and surveyed the setup. “I hope I don’t crumble under the pressure. Now for the badminton net.”

Tradition held that games, croquet, badminton, horseshoes, and volleyball, were the order of business until sundown. At least I didn’t have to worry about setting an agenda. The reunion pretty much ran itself. Everyone knew the schedule and I knew better than to try and change things. In fact, changing anything was the last thing I was interested in. Right now I was still so thrown by Abby’s news that I could barely get the net taut. Felicity helped me while she kept an eye on the gate, watching for Dan’s return, which is probably why she was the one who said, “I think that lady’s looking for you, Ellie.”

I turned and saw my neighbor Dorthea hurrying in my direction, her bad hip frustrating her progress. I’d never seen her move so quickly and rushed to meet her. “Dorthea, what’s wrong? Here, sit down.” Under her floppy walking hat, her lined face was flushed to the color of her new cherry red convertible, and her gray hair was plastered to her forehead. She walked every day at a methodical pace and I’d never seen her this out of breath.

She gripped my arm and pulled me toward the gate. “No time. You’ve got to come now. You and Mitch. Someone from your family reunion has been shot. I don’t know who, but he’s wearing the shirt you’re all wearing, so I came to get you. I saw it all as I came up that steep hill in the new area. He’d jogged past me just a few minutes before. I still can’t believe it. He was at the top. I heard the shot, he shuddered, then collapsed.”








Chapter Two



I heard sirens in the distance and looked at Dorthea with raised eyebrows.

“Already called nine-nine-one,” she wheezed. “There was a contractor at one of the houses. He had a phone…”

Mitch ran across the lawn. “The new area, you said?”

She nodded and I was relieved to see that she didn’t look quite as flushed. “At the top of the rise on the new road, near that two-story house with the veranda.”

Mitch nodded. “I’ll go check,” he said and sprinted off. The sirens grew louder, then cut off abruptly.

It had to be Dan. My gaze flew to Felicity. She’d frozen in place, a badminton racket held at an odd angle, her eyebrows squished together. “Shot?” she said impatiently, then rolled her eyes. “He probably pulled a muscle. Serves him right.” She dropped the racket and followed Mitch at a jog.

I wanted to follow her, but glanced back at the pool where Livvy was still splashing. Aunt Nanette waved me toward the gate. “You go on, Ellie. I’ll watch the kids.” She pulled a chair into the shade by the pool and the Afghan hound flopped down beside her. Aunt Claudine disengaged Dorthea from my arm and said, “Let’s get you inside so you can cool off, dear.”

Bill and Aunt Gwen were striding purposefully across the grass. He had his keys in his hand. “Ellie, show us where they are. Is it far? We can take my car. I’m parked on the street. Gwen’s coming with us.”

I swallowed, remembering Mitch had mentioned that Gwen had been a nurse before she and Uncle Kenny started their own business. “Good idea,” I said as we hurried to the front yard.

The front door burst open and Aunt Jenny hurried down the steps. “Where’s Dan? He’s hurt?”

“Come with us,” Bill shouted as he unlocked his Saab. Aunt Gwen and Aunt Jenny clambered into the backseat and I hopped in the front. I barely got the door closed before he pulled away from the curb and followed the street around to the pond. “Turn at the end of the street,” I said as he tapped the brakes at the stop sign and accelerated up the road that had once been a gravel path. I glanced back and saw several cars were following us.

We passed a smattering of houses in various stages of construction. “Take the next left.” I’d walked through this part of the neighborhood so many times that I knew each house, each vacant lot that flew by the windows now as Bill accelerated up the road’s steep incline. I could see Felicity running up the slope and, beyond her at the top of the rise, a cluster of people. A fire truck and an ambulance angled beside each other at the curb.

We arrived moments after Felicity reached the small crowd. “You’ll have to back up, ma’am,” a fire-fighter instructed me as the paramedics raised a gurney and wheeled it to the ambulance. I couldn’t see much because of the group around the gurney, but I caught a glimpse of a tall, dark-headed man on the gurney. The phalanx of cars pulled in behind us and various aunts, uncles, and cousins emerged.

Felicity stood frozen, a perplexed look on her face. She wasn’t even winded from her sprint. “He’s really hurt?” she whispered.

Aunt Gwen walked briskly over to the ambulance and spoke to a paramedic. I put my arm around Felicity’s shoulders, while I looked for Mitch. I spotted him and saw his face was flushed from the run, but under that brush of color, his skin was pasty, like Livvy’s complexion when she had the flu. Our gaze connected and I got that weightless feeling in my stomach like I’d just topped the peak in a roller coaster and was careening toward the ground. Aunt Gwen came back. “Come on, honey, we’re going in the ambulance.” She disengaged Felicity from me and steered her toward the ambulance where Aunt Jenny already waited. Everyone scrambled into their cars. The ambulance and fire truck pulled away and, like a receding tide, the rest of the cars followed them down the street, which left me and Mitch standing alone in the street.

“How bad is it?” I asked Mitch.

“I don’t know. He didn’t look good. There wasn’t time to ask the paramedics anything.” Mitch rubbed his hand over his mouth.

It had to be bad, if Mitch was so shaken. Mitch was my rock, hardly anything fazed him, but he looked frightened. I caught his free hand and held on tight. A couple of people who lived farther up the street in the freshly completed houses on this block told us to give them a call if we needed anything. I recognized them from my nightly walks. North Dawkins, Georgia, was the kind of place where people waved and said, “Evening,” when you passed them. It was one of the things I loved about the South. The people were friendly and I could tell they were sincerely concerned for us.

I looked around the edge of the street where the crowd had been when we first arrived. “Well, maybe it’s not as bad as you think. I don’t see any blood at all.”

Mitch took his hand away from his mouth and said, “He wasn’t shot. I don’t know what happened, but he wasn’t bleeding.”

“What? Then why did Dorthea say that?”

A man stepped into the street beside us and said, “Because that’s what we thought happened.” He was middle aged with a grizzled beard and wore a sweat-stained T-shirt, dirty jeans, and heavy work boots. He adjusted his baseball cap, embroidered with the words “Magnolia Homes,” and held out his hand. “Larry Masters. I’m a contractor.” He shook hands with both of us, then gestured to the unfinished houses behind us. “These two are mine. I was in that one,” he said, pointing to the one farther down the street.

The house was almost complete, but didn’t have any landscaping or grass. “I was in the garage, checking on a delivery—we’ve had some trouble with people stealing—copper wiring, appliances, stuff like that—when I noticed the guy jogging by. I waved and he raised his hand. He took about ten more steps—he was even with this house here,” Larry said, pointing to the house behind us, “when I heard a shot and the guy just collapsed. It was instantaneous. Both of us, that older lady and I, we both thought he’d been shot. She was still a ways off.” He waved down the road. “I called out and told her I had a phone and I’d call nine-one-one. She didn’t come up the hill, just yelled she’d get the family, then turned around and went back the way she’d come.

“I grabbed a couple of drop cloths out of my truck—for the bleeding, you know—while I called nine-one-one. It was all I had, but when I got to him, no blood. Not a scratch. He was out cold.”

“Maybe it’s heat exhaustion,” I said, feeling relieved. “The shot you heard must have been hunters.”

“I thought so, too, until I saw this.” He turned and led the way through the dirt yard and past a pallet of bricks to the house. He climbed the porch steps and said, “Mind your step. No railing yet.” He walked onto the wide porch and pointed to a hole in the siding. “We put this siding up yesterday. This bullet wasn’t there.”

Tips for Busy, Budget-Minded Moms

Morning Rush Hour

Getting everyone ready and out the door in the morning can be a hectic time. Take five to ten minutes the night before to prep for the next day:


	Choose clothing. Lay out everything that will be needed down to shoes and socks, even jewelry and accessories. Kids, especially toddlers, love to do things themselves and if their outfits are ready to go, they can dress themselves.

	Pack lunches. Cut time in the kitchen in half by putting dry and nonrefrigerated items like juice boxes, chips or crackers, fruit, cookies, and prepackaged pudding in lunch boxes the night before. In the morning, simply make a sandwich and add any refrigerated items like yogurt or cheese sticks.

	Prep for weather. Eliminate hectic searches for rain gear or cold weather gear. Store umbrellas, raincoats, mittens, and hats in a set of plastic storage drawers or plastic bins in your coat closet so you can grab what you need as you leave.

	Don’t lose your keys. Place a basket or row of hooks beside the door. If you always drop your keys off in the same place when you walk in, you won’t be searching countertops and coat pockets when it’s time to head out the door the next morning.

	Keep a chart. If each day of the week brings a different set of activities, make a chart with days of the week across the top and each family member’s name down the side. List which days of the week they need to remember gym clothes, musical instruments, and school library books. Post the chart on the refrigerator or on the door to your garage. A quick check of the chart will let you know if everyone has everything they need. As your children grow, you can shift responsibility to them. Grade school kids can check the chart themselves and be responsible for remembering what they need.










Chapter Three



I looked back at the street. Despite the low, black plastic fencing enclosing the yard to prevent runoff, some dirt had escaped and covered the street. I could still see the footprints in it where everyone had gathered around the paramedics as they treated Dan. It was directly in front of us. “But this means the shot came from inside the neighborhood, not the woods,” I said, trying to take it in. “That’s why the last shot was so loud. It was close, much closer than normal.”

Mitch had been kneeling down, examining the bullet lodged in the siding. He nodded as he stood up. All three of us turned and scanned the neighborhood. Larry said, “He’s one lucky guy. Passing out probably saved his life.” He looked at the opening in the line of trees across the street.

“There’s a lot of places a rifle could have been fired from.” The lots directly across from this house were empty. The land sloped down from what would eventually become the backyards to the valley where the majority of Magnolia Estates was located. The neighborhood was a mix of finished houses, cleared lots, houses under construction, and thick stands of forest on lots that hadn’t yet been cleared. From our vantage point, I could pick out the pond and the new road that cut through the swath of woods behind our house in the base of the small valley. Originally, that section behind our house was slated for development, but after the discovery of an abandoned graveyard, a small family cemetery, development had shifted to the area where we stood farther up the hill.

“It could have come from anywhere,” I said, surveying the patchwork of brown and green land spread below us.

“Probably kids messing around,” Larry surmised.

Mitch said, “Maybe,” then turned to Larry. “You’ll leave the bullet hole alone? I think we should call the police. Just in case.”

My thoughts skipped back to Dan and a fresh wave of worry descended. “We should get to the hospital,” I said.

“You folks go on.” Larry pulled out his cell phone. “Give me your number. I’ll call the sheriff. My nephew’s a deputy. I’ll get in touch with him and give him your number, if he needs it. I’ll be here all day anyway.”

 

“I’m sure he’ll be okay,” I said as the hospital’s glass doors swished open. I wasn’t sure of anything, but Mitch looked so worried. We’d walked home, checked on the kids, then driven to the hospital.

“I know,” Mitch said, but there was no conviction in his voice. He scanned the signs. “WAITING ROOM B. This way.”

I shivered as the chilled air enveloped us. My sweaty T-shirt stuck to me like a second skin. I tried to ignore the stridently clean smell. Hospitals were one of my least favorite places. “He’s young and he’s in great shape,” I said, trying to distract myself as well as Mitch. He’d been silent on the drive over. I knew he was so worried about Dan that he wasn’t paying attention to anything else.

“Right.” He paced down the hall quickly, his gaze on the floor.

I pulled him to a stop. “Mitch, you’re always the one saying not to borrow trouble. Don’t assume the worst.”

He focused on me and I felt like I had his attention for the first time since Dorthea burst into our backyard. The corners of his lips turned up slightly. “So you’re saying I need a dose of my own advice? Don’t worry?”

“Yes,” I threaded my arm around his. “At least until we know what’s going on.”

As we walked down the hall, he said, “All right, but I want you to remember this moment the next time you’re about to accuse me of being too laid-back. I can worry with the best of them. That would be you, in case you’re wondering.”

“Yes, sadly, that’s probably the truth,” I said, but I was smiling because Mitch looked slightly better. The deep line between his eyes was gone and he’d lost that preoccupied air.

We entered the waiting room, which had been taken over by the Avery family. There were three other people who weren’t relatives gathered in one corner and they looked slightly bewildered at the Avery throng dominating the room. I knew exactly how they felt. The Avery family could be a bit…overwhelming. Aunt Gwen and Uncle Kenny were playing gin rummy in one corner, Mitch’s dad paced back and forth in front of the windows, and Uncle Bud’s voice carried to the door as he and Aunt Christine talked about a property renovation he was doing. Two of Mitch’s cousins were resolutely flicking through magazines and there were a few more relatives milling around a coffeepot. The atmosphere was one of determined chitchat.

“I don’t see Aunt Jenny,” I said.

“Me either. I’ll see if Dad’s heard anything.”

I squeezed Mitch’s arm and went to sit beside Aunt Christine since Uncle Bud had vacated his chair and moved over to the group around the coffeepot. “Any news?” I asked.

“I’m afraid not,” Aunt Christine said, nervously running her hand over the stitching on the arm of the chair. She shifted and looked at the door. “They came for Jenny a few minutes ago. We should know something soon.” She went back to rubbing the armrest. “He’s their only child, you know.”

“I know,” I said and forced down the surge of anxiety that bubbled up inside me. “How about a cup of coffee?” I stood.

“No caffeine for me, dear, but thank you. High blood pressure. The doctor told me to cut that out of my diet and I’m sure my blood pressure is already up now.”

“Well, how about some water? There’s got to be a vending machine around here somewhere.”

“That would be nice.” I had a feeling she didn’t care about the water but knew I wanted something to do besides sit in a waiting room.

I nearly collided with Aunt Jenny in the doorway. “He’s going to be fine!” she shouted and relief swept through the room like a fresh breeze. Suddenly everyone was standing, talking, hugging. “It was sunstroke,” Aunt Jenny announced over the chatter. “Very serious, but they got him here quickly enough that he’s going to be fine.” She gripped my hand. “We have to thank your neighbors, if they hadn’t seen him—” She swallowed and wasn’t able to continue.

I squeezed her hand. “But they did.”

She drew in a deep breath, regained control, and nodded. “They want to keep him overnight, but he’s going to be okay.”

“I’m so glad.” I caught Mitch’s gaze and we smiled across the room. He looked more like his old self again, relaxed and happy.

I slipped out the door and found a vending machine on another floor. Aunt Christine had probably forgotten about the water, but I sure could use some now. I was on my way back, balancing several ice cold bottles of water, when I caught sight of a silhouette I recognized, curly dark hair and curvy figure. “Abby,” I called. How could I have forgotten about her call? The scare with Dan had wiped everything else from my mind.

I hurried down the hall to catch her before she turned a corner. “Abby,” I called again, and this time she turned toward me. She looked dazed and stared at me a moment before she said anything. “It was sweet of you to come, but you can’t talk to Denise now,” she said in a monotone, like she was repeating words she knew she should say. There wasn’t any emotion, any warmth connected with them.

“How’s Colonel Pershall?”

“He didn’t make it.”

I was so shocked, I couldn’t form any words. It couldn’t be true. The burly, strong man I knew couldn’t be gone, just like that. We stepped to the side of the hall to let a group of people pass and Abby said, “I know. It’s unbelievable. I’ve been wandering around, waiting for her to get finished with the police.”

“The police?” I asked, leaning against the wall.

“Yes. It’s a murder investigation now.”

I could barely get my mind around the fact that he’d died. I noticed condensation was forming on the chilled water bottles and soaking into my already drenched shirt. I set them down on a small table and brushed at my shirt distractedly. “Who would do something like that? Everyone liked him.”

“Well, not everyone. He made some people mad in the squadron. You know, Henry was pretty upset that he didn’t get that class.”

“But that’s nothing. People get passed over all the time.”

“I know, that’s only an example. I’m just saying Colonel Pershall didn’t play the game and some people didn’t like it.” Abby rubbed her forehead. “Maybe it was some random crazy person.”

I frowned. “If I were bent on random violence, I don’t think I’d pick him. He was so large and sturdy.”

“That’s probably true. I’m sure that fresh-faced detective in there will put everything he has into it. It’s probably his first case.”

“Was it Detective Waraday?”

“Yes, how did you know?”

“It’s not his first case. He investigated Jodi’s disappearance.” I’d met the detective over a year ago when heavy rains washed out an abandoned graveyard near our subdivision and revealed a collapsed casket with two sets of human remains. “But aren’t the security police from the base involved?” I asked. “You said something about them.”

“They came to notify Denise. Colonel Pershall wasn’t on base when it happened. He was over at Five Pines.”

The neighborhood golf course was in one of the housing developments scattered around North Dawkins. It wasn’t inside the city limits, so the case fell into the jurisdiction of the sheriff’s office. “The security police came to Denise’s house. They said the sheriff’s department had notified them.”

“Yeah, they’ll probably work together on the case. I’d better get back to Mitch’s family.” I explained what had happened with Dan as I picked up the water bottles, feeling almost guilty that our situation had turned out so well. We walked to the elevator and Abby pushed the button.

“When Denise is through talking to the police, I guess I’ll take her home and wait for her sister to get here. She’s driving up from Tampa.”

As the doors opened and Abby stepped inside, I said, “Call me if you need anything, okay?”

“Sure. And I’ll tell Denise you were here.”

The doors slid closed and I continued down the hall. I had to tell Mitch. He’d be devastated.

He met me in the hall with his phone in one hand. The strained look was back on his face. “I just got a call from Jeff,” he said, then took in my face. “You know?”

I nodded and wrapped my arms around him, sweaty water bottles and all. “I’m so sorry, Mitch. I saw Abby in the hall and she told me.”

He squeezed me close and we didn’t say anything for a few minutes. Then the hall filled with people swirling around us. Uncle Kenny slapped Mitch on the back and said, “Come on, let’s get back to your house. I’ve got a croquet game to win.” Absorbed into the current of Avery relatives, we were swept out of the hospital and back to our house.

 

I yanked a croquet wicket from the ground and shook off the mud and grass clinging to it before placing it back in the storage case.

After the scare with Dan yesterday, everyone had returned to our house and finished off the desserts. As he predicted, Uncle Kenny won the croquet game, but I think it was because no one took it quite as seriously as he did. Well, except for Aunt Gwen. She came in second. Later, the women helped me clean up the kitchen and wash the serving dishes while the men cleaned grills and loaded picnic tables and chairs in pickups. By sundown the reunion had broken up. Some people had to drive back home that night to teach Sunday school the next morning. Others, including Mitch’s parents, had left this morning after breakfast. After Dan had spent the night at the hospital, Felicity and Aunt Jenny had checked him out and headed back to Alabama. We’d said good-bye to them at the hospital.

So the reunion was over and all my planning and worrying over picnic tables and grills and paper plates seemed so insignificant in comparison to what Denise was going through now. I couldn’t stop worrying about her. Maybe it was because of the scare with Dan and the visit to the hospital. It made the trauma more real to me.

The drama with the bullet in the siding added to my anxiety. Larry had relayed the information to us that the sheriff’s department had removed the bullet from the siding and they didn’t need to speak to us now. Larry said they thought a misguided hunter had accidentally strayed out of the wildlife area. When Mitch passed that news on to me, I’d looked at him in disbelief. He’d said, “It happens. The thrill of the hunt and all that.”

“But I thought people used tree stands around here,” I said.

“They do, but some people track their game, too.”

I wiggled the striped croquet pole out of the ground and placed it in the case. Livvy had convinced Kenny to leave the croquet set out yesterday. This afternoon, I’d found Livvy and Nathan swinging mallets around within inches of each other’s heads. I’d relocated them to the swing set where they split their time between arguing over the swings and tossing sand out of the sandbox.

“Mom, Rex is in the pool again,” Livvy yelled.

I turned to see Rex standing in the middle of the kiddie pool. I sighed. Really, I couldn’t blame him. It was terribly hot and he did have a fur coat, but I really didn’t want the dog and the kids swimming in the same pool. I shooed him out and he shook, flinging drops of water that made the kids squeal. He settled down on the grass, looking for all the world like he was grinning at his own cleverness.

As I carried the croquet set to the storage shed at the back of the yard, Mitch came in right behind me, carefully maneuvering the long pole of the extension trimmer through the door. He’d been trimming low-hanging branches, one of his favorite activities. I glanced out the door of the storage shed through the open gate to the front yard. I was relieved to see the trees still had branches on them. Mitch tended to get carried away when he was trimming and he’d reduced some bushes to mere stumps. Limbs were stacked neatly at the curb, and leaves and twigs littered the driveway.

“Did it feel a little awkward to you at the hospital today?” I asked as I zipped the cover over the croquet set.

Mitch picked up the leaf blower and an extension cord. “Awkward? You mean they all couldn’t wait to get out of here?”

I half-shrugged. “No, I can understand that. Who wants to linger at a hospital? I doubt any of them will remember this reunion fondly. Did you get a weird vibe between Dan and Felicity?”

“Not really,” Mitch said as he turned away to plug in the extension cord at the wall outlet.

“Yesterday in the street, when she realized he was hurt, she looked so shocked and worried, but today she seemed to be mad at him…well, not mad, but there was a definite coolness between them.”

“Felicity’s always been that way. She can hold a grudge forever. She was mad at me for weeks after that fender bender in the high school parking lot,” Mitch said. “She’s still upset about the triathlon thing. Just because he almost died is no reason for her to let up on him. At least, that’s the way she’d see it.”

I shoved the croquet set onto the storage shelves and turned to him. “High school? You knew her?”

“Yeah, didn’t I tell you?” Mitch asked, looking genuinely puzzled. “I’ve known her for years.”

“And you didn’t mention this before now?”

Mitch braced the blower against his hip. His voice had a distinctly choppy, irritated tone as he said, “Well, no. I didn’t think it mattered. It was a small town. Everyone knew everyone else. In the interest of full disclosure, I’ll tell you now that I took her to get ice cream once back during our sophomore year, but then I crushed the fender of her brand new Accord on a rainy morning and she was so mad at me that she started flirting with Dan. They’ve been fighting ever since.” Mitch picked up the rolled extension cord and pointed it at me as he said, “So that’s how I know she can hold a grudge.” He strode out of the storage shed, unfurling the extension cord.

I realized my mouth was open and closed it. Wow. I hadn’t expected that at all.

A popping sound came from outside the storage shed and I headed for the door, glancing out the window into the backyard. The kids were in the sandbox, looking around. Apparently, they’d heard it, too, and they were fine.

I reached the open door and saw Mitch pacing back and forth across the driveway, alternately clasping one hand in the other, then shaking it out. The blower was on the driveway. The aroma of hot plastic and a whiff of smoke wafted toward me. “Mitch, what happened?”

He examined the palm of his hand as he said, “It short-circuited.”

“Are you okay?” His thumb and part of his palm were red, but not blistered.

“I’ll be all right,” he said as he strode into the storage shed and used his other hand to disconnect the plug from the outlet. “Looks like we need a new blower.”

“Try not to look so delighted,” I said. For Mitch, any excuse was a good excuse to visit the huge home improvement store. I wasn’t a big fan of shopping myself and didn’t understand the lure of a store that stocked plumbing supplies and lumber, but Mitch could spend hours in one.

Faintly, I heard the sounds of the song, “Who Let the Dogs Out?”

I saw my cell phone, the display bright, where I’d left it on a small table on the patio. I leveled my gaze at Mitch. “Very funny. What if I’d been with an organizing client? That sound wouldn’t be professional, would it?”

Mitch had changed the ringtone on my cell phone last week from a plain vanilla ring, which I preferred, to a pitiful elevator music impersonation of “Don’t Worry, Be Happy.” He thought the gag was hilarious, especially since Nathan kept saying, “Make it sing again, Mom,” during my entire conversation.

“Sometimes things aren’t so funny the second time around,” I said.

“Oh, come on. It’s kind of appropriate, don’t you think? One of us is always asking if Rex is outside,” Mitch said.

“I’d better get it.” I left Mitch whistling the tune as he turned on the water hose to douse his hand. “Two can play at that game,” I muttered under my breath as I sprinted across the lawn and caught the phone before it went to voice mail.

It was Denise. “Ellie, I think I need…well, I don’t really know how to put this. Can you come over?”

“Of course.”
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