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Though the fig tree may not blossom, 
Nor fruit be on the vines; 
Though the labor of the olive may fail, 
And the fields yield no food; 
Though the flock may be cut off from the fold, 
And there be no herd in the stalls— 
Yet will I rejoice in the Lord, 
I will have joy in the God of my salvation.

—Habakkuk 3:17–18
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Prologue

New Bern, Connecticut—1966

 


Madelyn Beecher stood on the icy sidewalk in front of Thomas Edison Junior High School, exhaling a frosty vapor as she scanned the faces of the chattering children who streamed past before they boarded the yellow buses that stood idling by the curb or formed into little clumps and cliques for the walk home from school.

As the crowd thinned out, Madelyn tightened her grip on the brown paper bag she held clutched in her left hand, shifted her book bag to a more comfortable position on her shoulder, and frowned, causing a small indentation to form between her brows, a line about three-quarters of an inch long, like the top of an exclamation point. When she grew older and frowned more frequently, this line would become permanent and more pronounced. Repeated, fruitless attempts at its eradication would pay for a family ski vacation in Vail for Dr. David Miner, one of the most prominent cosmetic surgeons on New York City’s Upper West Side. But, at age twelve, that little line did nothing to mar Madelyn’s looks.

She was pretty, with a clear complexion, high cheekbones, brown eyes rimmed by thick lashes, and light brown hair that she would later dye blond. However, like many young girls, Madelyn could only see the flaws in her face and figure.

She was the tallest girl in her class, half a head taller than most of the boys. She found this embarrassing, so she tended to walk with her shoulders hunched in a futile attempt to appear shorter. Yet a year or two from growing into her long limbs, Madelyn’s grandmother, Edna, often accused her of being so clumsy that she could “trip over a piece of string,” a cruel but not entirely inaccurate barb. Madelyn thought her forehead too high, so she kept her bangs long to cover it and to shield her eyes, which reminded her too much of her deceased father. Sometimes, when she looked in the mirror and saw his eyes staring out from her face, she would begin to cry.

As a child, Madelyn was pretty. As a woman, she was beautiful, with a face cameras loved and a body men craved. She would not pass very far into adolescence before realizing that her physical appearance brought her attention and gave her power. But on this day, still clinging to the remnants of a short and rocky childhood, Madelyn would happily have traded her face, her body, and her life for those of her best and only friend, Tessa Kover.

 



It was twenty-nine degrees on that February afternoon. The radio said another snowstorm would blow in after sunset. Mr. Walters, the school custodian, didn’t put much faith in weathermen, but he figured they had at least half a chance of being right and so he decided to sprinkle a layer of salt on the walkways before he swept the gymnasium.

He donned the plaid wool jacket and matching cap his wife had given him for Christmas and headed outside with a bucket of salt just as the buses were pulling away. He saw Madelyn Beecher standing outside with her coat unbuttoned, holding a brown paper lunch sack. Mr. Walters knew why she was waiting. In his thirty years as a school custodian, he’d seen plenty of friendships between preteen girls, though the relationship between Madelyn Beecher and Tessa Kover was more intense than most—at least on Madelyn’s part. Girls could be funny that way.

“She’s already gone home, princess.”

Mr. Walters, who had no children of his own, called all the girls at Edison “princess” and all the boys “son.” None of them minded.

“Tessa was one of the first ones out the door when the bell rang. Think Ben Nickles was walking her home.”

“She wouldn’t walk home with Ben Nickles,” Madelyn insisted. “He’s a creep. Besides, we always walk home together.”

The old man tossed a handful of salt onto the steps and shrugged. “Well, he was carrying her books. Whatever it was, she’s long gone. Probably home by now.”

He looked up at the sky. “Feels like the weatherman was right. Feels like snow. You should head home before it starts.”

The frown line between Madelyn’s brows deepened. She sighed. “See you tomorrow, Mr. Walters.”

“See you tomorrow, princess.”

He watched Madelyn shuffle down the sidewalk with her shoulders drooping.

“Hey! Princess!” he called out. “Button up your coat, will you? It’s cold!”

Madelyn waved at him and went on her way, coat still undone. Mr. Walters shook his head as he tossed more salt onto the walkway.

“Poor little thing,” he mumbled to himself. “Doesn’t anybody look out for that child?”

 



Tessa and Madelyn were born in the same week in March. The previous year, to mark their twelfth birthdays, Madelyn made a pair of semi-matching friendship bracelets for her and Tessa to wear, stringing fishing line with aquamarine-colored beads salvaged from old necklaces that she’d bought at tag sales. It had taken months to find enough.

The girls lived three doors apart from each other on Oak Leaf Lane, in New Bern, Connecticut. It was a pretty street and aptly named, lined with big Victorian framed houses and oak trees with strong branches that stretched streetward to create a canopy of green every spring.

Madelyn moved there at the age of nine, after the death of her father. She and Tessa became friends the way children often do, with the prodding of some well-meaning adult who assumed that two girls of the same age, living on the same street, had enough in common to become friends. This turned out to be true even though the adult in question never stopped to consider just how different Madelyn and Tessa were.

Tessa was as petite as Madelyn was tall. She, too, was pretty but in a sweet, girl-next-door way with blue eyes, brown hair that refused to hold a curl, and a sprinkling of freckles across her nose. As an adult, Tessa would grow to just a hair over five foot three and had to watch her diet carefully to keep from putting on weight. As a seventh grader she hadn’t yet reached the five-foot mark, and after an uncharacteristic bout of begging, she had convinced her mother to let her start wearing high heels.

Every day after walking to school, Tessa took off her red snow boots and exchanged them for a pair of heels she’d stowed in her book bag. Later in life she would develop foot problems and would exchange her three-inch heels for two-inchers but never gave them up entirely, except when she was working outdoors. Then she would slip into a pair of comfortable, well-worn clogs, which might explain why she went on to become such an avid gardener; that was the only time her feet didn’t hurt.

Madelyn, always self-conscious about her height, wore flat-bottomed Keds sneakers she purchased at Goodwill and embellished with beads, sequins, and embroidery floss scavenged from her grandmother’s sewing box. A widow on a fixed income, Edna Beecher’s means were more limited than her neighbors’, but she wasn’t as poor as she pled, just miserly, and rarely gave her granddaughter any spending money. Madelyn got most of her outfits secondhand from tag sales, thrift shops, or, if no one was looking, by riffling through bags filled with old clothes that neighbors left on the porch for St. Vincent de Paul to pick up.

Tessa was bright and studious, brought home straight As on her report cards, and was a favorite with her teachers.

Madelyn, though equally bright, was a painfully slow reader. She struggled in school, barely passing her classes. In those days before most educators knew about learning disabilities and differences, Madelyn was labeled by her teachers as an “underachiever.” She believed this to be true.

Madelyn lived alone with her grandmother, Edna Beecher, a woman who prided herself on speaking her mind and took no trouble to disguise the fact that she considered being saddled with the care and expense of her orphaned granddaughter yet another in a long line of bad breaks fate had handed her.

Tessa shared her home with her mother, father, an amiable older brother named Joseph, and a golden retriever predictably named Rex. Never in all the time Madelyn spent in the Kover home, which was considerable, did she hear Mr. and Mrs. Kover raise their voices or say anything unkind to each other. Joseph and Tessa got into arguments but not often and not of any lasting duration.

Tessa was a good little girl, loved by her family and held up as an example by her teachers. Surprisingly, this did nothing to decrease her popularity among her peers. Everyone liked Tessa; they always had. And that was a problem. Tessa had never known anything but approval and success and was, therefore, frightened by the idea of failure or disapproval. Because of this, she was an unusually compliant child, doing and saying what was expected, avoiding risks, coloring inside the lines.

Unlike many good little girls who revel in their goodness, Tessa had dreams of adventures and chances, whims and wildness, and secretly admired people who seemed not to care what others thought of them. This was what attracted her to Madelyn—until her adolescent need to belong trumped her desire to be different.

Having been wounded early in life and often, Madelyn was simultaneously cautious and careless. She held herself aloof from anyone she felt might hurt her. It made for a lonely existence but freed her from the expectation that she ever should or could win the approval of others. Madelyn possessed a sort of calloused courage, a personality that was fiercely independent and undeterred by outside opinion. She did what she wanted, when she wanted, without asking permission or pardon. Even as a child, one of Madelyn’s most oft repeated phrases was, “That’s the deal. And anybody who doesn’t like it can just go to hell.”

 



Hearing Madelyn say those words shocked Tessa and made her feel a little bit wicked, a sensation she didn’t find as unpleasant as she supposed she should.

Tessa liked having sleepovers at Madelyn’s house because, under Edna’s nonexistent supervision, the girls were permitted to eat nothing but potato chips and hot chocolate for dinner, watch horror films that gave them nightmares for weeks, and stay up till all hours playing with the dollhouse or stay out till all hours having adventures.

Not long after arriving in New Bern, Madelyn found a worn, dusty, and furnitureless Victorian dollhouse in Edna’s attic. She carted it down to her room and set about fixing it up, beginning with a stop at the hardware store. When she told the owner what she was up to, he gave her a book of outdated wallpaper and carpet samples. With a murderously sharp craft knife and no supervision, Madelyn cut them into the precise sizes and shapes needed to repaper and recarpet every room in the tiny house.

Tessa donated a family of dolls to the project—father, mother, brother, and sister. Gathering scraps from her mother’s sewing room, she stitched together tiny patchwork quilts for each of the doll beds. The quilts were simple, tiny squares of blue, red, or pink checkerboarded with white, but Tessa was happy to have something to contribute.

It was Madelyn who had most of the ideas and did most of the work on the project. She had a gift for that kind of thing, spending hours scouring the tag sales and junk shops for tiny furnishings, sometimes making her own. Her most impressive creation was a miniature chandelier fashioned from wire and a pair of old crystal earrings she bought for ten cents at the Methodist Women’s White Elephant Sale.

The girls spent hours playing with the dollhouse, arranging and rearranging the furniture, acting out their lives and lacks, childishly testing out the roles they supposed they would live. Adventures, on the other hand, were how they tried on the roles they wished they would live. One in particular stayed with Tessa all her life.

Upon a moonlit night in their eleventh summer, Madelyn and Tessa climbed out the bedroom window, shimmied down a porch column, and spent a wild night chasing through woods and fields, catching fireflies, feasting on strawberries stolen from a farmer’s garden, sneaking into a pigpen and then luring the pigs into the open by offering them ears of half-green corn—also stolen from the farmer.

Tessa was hesitant about releasing the pigs, but when Madelyn reminded her of the awful fate that awaited the adorable piglets unless someone intervened, Tessa went along with the plan. Charlotte’s Web was one of Tessa’s favorite books. She reasoned that, given the opportunity, Fern would have done the same thing. As she held out an ear of corn and backed slowly out of the pen with two pigs following behind, she felt not guilty but adventurous—and a little bit brave.

The next morning, Tessa’s legs began to itch. By the afternoon, she was covered with red spots from knee to ankle. Her father went over to Edna’s yard in search of poison ivy but couldn’t find any. Her mother wanted to take her to the doctor, but Tessa protested, worried that the doctor might start asking questions she’d rather not answer. Tessa was a terrible liar and she knew it. Madelyn was the one who’d made up a story about Tessa coming into contact with the noxious weed while they’d been running through the sprinkler in Edna’s backyard.

Mrs. Kover furrowed her brow and turned to her husband. “I just don’t know. What if it gets worse?”

“Oh, she’ll be fine,” Mr. Kover said dismissively. “When I was a kid I used to get poison ivy all the time. Get some calamine lotion. She doesn’t need a doctor.”

“It’s not that bad, Mommy. I hardly itch at all.”

“There. You see? She hardly itches at all.” He smiled at Tessa and ruffled her hair. “That’s my big girl.”

Later that day, Mr. Kover sat Tessa and Madelyn down on the front porch steps and took their picture. The girls wore matching blue pedal pushers and white midriff blouses. Each had one arm slung over the shoulders of the other. Tessa tucked her free hand firmly under her thigh to stop herself from scratching her legs and grinned as wide and bright as sunshine in August.
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Madelyn enjoyed playing at the Kovers’ as much as Tessa enjoyed playing at her house, though for different reasons.

Madelyn thought of the Kovers as a “regular family” and envied their “regular family” lifestyle, which included game nights, annual camping trips to the North Woods of Maine, and home-cooked sit-down dinners served at six on the dot.

Madelyn was especially fond of Mrs. Kover. Being naturally maternal, Sarah Kover fussed over Madelyn as if she’d been her own, urging her to finish her milk and wear warm sweaters, and avoid crossing her eyes; French braiding her hair, and even sewing the matching pedal pushers and blouses Madelyn and Tessa wore in the photograph. Mrs. Kover was the only adult who seemed to have any influence over Madelyn, though the girl’s willingness to be influenced had its limits.

Madelyn went to the Kovers’ nearly every day after school and quickly learned that if she passed through the Kover kitchen around 5:45 P.M. and commented about how good everything smelled, she would be invited to stay and eat. However, in recent months, Madelyn began to notice that her dangled hints for dinner invitations often went unheeded. When she rang the Kovers’ door as usual on a Saturday morning in late January she was met not by Tessa but by Mrs. Kover.

“You’re up bright and early, Madelyn. But I’m afraid Tessa isn’t home. She went to Jillian Eversoll’s for a sleepover last night.”

Jillian Eversoll? Why would Tessa want to stay overnight with her? Jillian had small, piggy eyes, and just the week before, she’d tattled on Madelyn for passing notes to Tessa during English class.

“Oh. Will you tell Tessa that I dropped by?” She turned from the door to face the snow-drifted street and the prospect of a whole day with no one but Grandma Edna for company.

“Why don’t you come inside for a minute, Madelyn? I just took a loaf of banana bread out of the oven. Would you like some?”

Mrs. Kover made hot chocolate and set a cup in front of Madelyn along with a plate of warm banana bread spread with melting butter that dripped onto the girl’s fingers, then sat across from her at the table with her own cup of cocoa.

Sarah Kover was blond and had a warm, motherly smile. Madelyn thought she looked a little like the actress who played Samantha Stephens on Bewitched.

“So, Madelyn, how is school?” Mrs. Kover blew on her cocoa to cool it.

Madelyn shrugged. “Okay.”

“Do you like Mrs. Bridges? You know, she was my teacher when I went to Edison. She’s been teaching math for about as long as I can remember.”

“I don’t think she likes me very much.”

“Why do you say that?”

“She called Grandma in for a conference last month to talk about my grades. They aren’t very good. Grandma was mad. She said that Mrs. Bridges said that I’m not living up to my potential and that that’s just another way of saying I’m lazy.”

Mrs. Kover pressed her lips together, as if keeping them closed required some effort. “I’m sure Mrs. Bridges didn’t mean it like that. I think that was just her way of saying that, with a little more effort, your grades will improve. You’re a smart girl, Madelyn. I’m sure Mrs. Bridges was just trying to encourage you.”

“That’s not the way Grandma saw it.”

Mrs. Kover wrapped her hands around her cup and frowned, resting both elbows on the table, which was something Grandma Edna had told Madelyn that ladies didn’t do. Madelyn mentally chalked up one more thing on her growing list of things Edna was wrong about and propped her own elbows up on the kitchen table.

“No. Well . . . sometimes older people don’t always . . .”

Mrs. Kover faltered, sighed, and changed the subject. In the entire time Madelyn had known her, she never heard Mrs. Kover say anything bad about anyone else.

“Give yourself a little time, Madelyn. Things will get easier.”

Madelyn licked some butter from her fingertips and nodded, not because she thought Mrs. Kover was right but because she liked her.

“What about friends? Have you made any new friends this year?”

“Tessa’s my friend.”

Mrs. Kover smiled, keeping her teeth hidden under the tight bow of her lips. “I know. But there are a lot of other nice little girls in your class, you know. Besides Jillian, there’s Allison Treash, Lisa Sweeney”—she ticked the list off on her fingers—“Mary Louise Newton. Oh, a lot of girls.”

Madelyn shook her head stubbornly. “Tessa is my friend,” she repeated.

“Madelyn, have you ever heard the phrase ‘putting all your eggs in one basket’?”

Madelyn had, but didn’t say so. She didn’t like the direction the conversation was heading.

“I’m worried that’s what you’re doing with Tessa,” Mrs. Kover said gently. “Tessa has always had a lot of friends. And that’s best, I think. When you concentrate all your attention and affection on just one person, you run the risk of . . .”

Madelyn kept her expression blank, her eyes fixed on Mrs. Kover.

“I just think it would be a good idea if you spent at least some of your time with someone other than Tessa. Do you see what I mean?”

Madelyn didn’t, not because she couldn’t but because she didn’t care to. She liked her eggs where they were, thank you.

Tessa is my friend, she thought. Anybody who doesn’t like it . . .

 



Madelyn was annoyed with Tessa and wondered why she hadn’t waited for her. Maybe she had a lot of homework and wanted to get started on it early. Madelyn knew how Tessa was about things like that. She’d rather eat a bug than miss turning in a homework assignment. Yes, that probably explained it. She decided to forgive Tessa. Madelyn could never stay mad at her for long.

It started to snow. Madelyn hoped it would snow hard enough so school would be canceled the next day. Then she and Tessa could go sledding or, better yet, stay inside and play with the dollhouse.

By this time, the once-empty dollhouse, in true Victorian style, was fairly bursting with furnishings. But every few weeks, Madelyn would add something new to the décor. When she did, she always showed Tessa first.

Today it was a new mirror for the parlor she’d made from an old gold compact. Madelyn had unscrewed the bottom half of the compact, removed the hinges, reglued the loose rhinestones around the edge, and polished them with rubbing alcohol to make them shine. Though a bit gaudy, the refurbished mirror was the perfect size to hang on the wall behind the miniature sofa she’d found and recovered in red velvet the previous fall. Madelyn couldn’t wait to show it to Tessa.

She turned the corner onto Oak Leaf Lane, running the last three blocks to Tessa’s house, holding the paper bag with the mirror inside in her left hand and her book bag in her right, the sound of her footsteps muffled by the snow.

Coming closer, she saw a boy in a blue snow parka—or rather, the back of him—leaning up against the white clapboard wall of Tessa’s house with his head bent down, his feet spread shoulder-width apart. Between those feet, Madelyn saw another pair of feet, clad in red snow boots.

Ben Nickles had Tessa pinned to the wall!

She ran faster, her heart racing and her breath coming in short gasps. Leaving the sidewalk and running across the yard, she saw that Ben had his lips pressed against Tessa’s. Tessa turned her head to the left, but Ben moved with her, pushing his face up close to hers. Madelyn saw the pink tip of his tongue snaking into Tessa’s mouth before he shifted his weight and moved his hand down to the front of Tessa’s coat and clawed at the front of her jacket.

Madelyn let out a yowl as she closed in on them, swinging her book bag over her head like a lariat. Ben lifted his head and turned around just in time to get hit square in the jaw with the full force of Madelyn’s bag. The blow knocked him off his feet and backward into the snow.

“What the heck!” Ben yelled as he grabbed his jaw and glared at Madelyn. “What did you do that for?”

Tessa gasped and knelt next to Ben in the snow. “Are you all right? Let me see.”

Ben grimaced and then wiggled his jaw back and forth. “I’m okay. I wasn’t expecting it. That’s all.”

Still kneeling, Tessa looked up at Madelyn with blazing eyes. “What was that about? Are you crazy or something?”

Ben, rubbing his jaw, let out a short, mirthless laugh, as if indicating that the answer to her question should be obvious.

“I was trying to save you,” Madelyn said. “He was attacking you!”

Tessa rolled her eyes. “He was kissing me!”

Ben looked up at Madelyn and smirked. “What’s the matter, Maddie? Jealous? Of me kissing Tessa? Or of Tessa kissing me?”

Tessa’s cheeks turned red. Ben laughed. Madelyn didn’t understand his joke, only that she was the butt of it. She hated for people to call her Maddie. She waited for Tessa to come to her defense by saying something cutting to Ben, but she didn’t. Instead Tessa helped him get to his feet.

“Madelyn, you’ve got to quit following me around like this, okay?”

“I wasn’t following you around,” she said. “I was waiting for you. So we could walk home from school together. We always walk home together.”

Tessa let out a heavy sigh. “Yeah, I know. Look. That was all right when we were little, but we’re going to be thirteen next month. We’re too old for that now.”

Madelyn frowned, puckering her forehead as she held up the brown paper bag. “But I brought something to show you. Something new. For the dollhouse. Do you want to come over and see it?”

“The dollhouse!” Ben guffawed. Tessa looked at him. Her cheeks flamed an even brighter shade of red.

“I told you,” Tessa said in a voice that was nearly a hiss. “We’re too old for that stuff now. I can’t spend all my time hanging out with just you. You’ve got to quit waiting around for me after school every day and you’ve got to quit coming over to my house every afternoon. People will think we’re weird or something.”

Madelyn squared her shoulders. “Well, I don’t care what people think. You’re my friend.” She hefted her book bag onto her shoulder and glowered at Ben. “Nobody had better say anything bad about you in front of me!”

Tessa threw back her head, squeezed her eyes shut, and let out an exasperated growl.

“Not me, Madelyn! You! You’re the one everybody is calling weird, and they’re right. You are! You follow me around like a stray puppy. You eat dinner at my house practically every night of the week. My father says we ought to start charging you room and board! My family can’t do anything without you butting into it. You still play with dolls. And you steal clothes from the charity bags people leave on their porches! It’s practically the same as digging through their trash.

“You’re weird, Madelyn! You are. You always have been. Don’t you get it? You’re embarrassing me!”

Madelyn blinked her big brown eyes. “But . . . you’re my friend.”

Tessa glanced at Ben, who raised his eyebrows into a question, before turning back to Madelyn. She swallowed hard and then, without looking Madelyn in the face, shook her head firmly.

“When you moved in with your grandmother, my mother said I had to ask you over to play. She said I had to be nice to you because you were an orphan and nobody wanted you. She made me be friends with you, so I was. But,” she said softly, looking up at Madelyn with a pained expression, “I don’t want to be your friend. Not anymore.”

The tears that had pooled in Madelyn’s eyes spilled over and ran silently down her cheeks. Tessa bit her lower lip and blinked, trying to keep herself from crying too.

“I’m sorry, Madelyn. You’re not . . . it’s not that I don’t like you, but . . . you’re just too much. You try too hard. I don’t want to hurt you. . . .”

Madelyn’s nose was running. She swiped at it with the back of her hand. “Shut up,” she said in a raspy voice. “Just shut up. I don’t have to listen to you anymore. I want my bracelet back.”

Tessa looked confused.

“The friendship bracelet I made for you. I want it back.”

Tessa pulled up the sleeve of her coat to expose her wrist and hesitated a moment before pulling off the bracelet and handing it to Madelyn.

“I’m sorry.”

Eyes still swimming with tears, Madelyn glared at Tessa, shoved the bracelet inside the pocket of her jacket, and ran away without saying another word.

Ben laughed, made a megaphone of his hands, and called after her. “What’s the matter, Maddie? Breaking up too hard to do?”

Tessa stood silently with her fists clenched at her sides, watching Madelyn’s retreat.

When Madelyn was out of sight, Tessa spun around and, making a windmill of her arm, slapped Ben as hard as she could across the jaw in the exact spot Madelyn’s book bag had hit him a few minutes before.

“Ow!” Ben covered his jaw with his hand. “What was that for?”

“For being mean to her! And for making me be mean to her!”

Tessa made a fist and punched him as hard as she could in the shoulder three times. “And that’s for trying to stick your tongue in my mouth! And that’s for grabbing my boob! And that’s for being such a pervert!”

Ben backed away from her, but she followed him, kicking him in the shin with her red snow boot. Keeping one eye on the furious girl, he bent down to pick up the schoolbooks he’d abandoned in the snow. “You’re crazy! You know that?”

He retreated across the yard at a pace that wasn’t quite a run. Looking over his shoulder he yelled, “And weird! You’re just as weird as your girlfriend!”

“Well, I’d rather be weird than a perverted creep!” Tessa yelled back. “Hey, Ben. Let me give you a tip. Next time you try to kiss a girl, think about brushing your teeth first. My dog has better breath than you!”

When he was gone, Tessa wiped her tears on the back of her sleeve, picked up her books, and went inside. She ran upstairs to her bedroom and didn’t come out of her room for the rest of the night. Mrs. Kover left a cheese sandwich and glass of milk on a tray outside her door. It went untouched until Rex found it, wolfed down the sandwich, and lapped up the milk as far as his tongue could reach, then knocked over the glass with his paw to get at the rest, and lay down next to the empty tray and took a nap.

 



Chest heaving from the exertion of running across the snowy yards, Madelyn slid open the heavy wooden garage door, tugged on a piece of grimy string to turn on the overhead lightbulb, and walked past Edna’s DeSoto to the wooden worktable under the side window.

She pulled Tessa’s bracelet out of her pocket, then took off her own, laid both on the worktable, and smashed the beads over and over and over again with a hammer until there was nothing left of them but a tangle of twisted fishing line and a pile of pale blue dust. She swept the glittery remains into a rusting dustpan, dumped them into the trash, and dried her eyes before going inside.

After closing her bedroom door, she dumped her coat and books on the floor, then flopped backward onto the blue and white patchwork quilt that covered her bed. She lay there, dry-eyed, and stared at the ceiling some minutes before reaching her decision.

Rising from her bed, she crossed the room and picked up the dollhouse. The miniature furniture was scattered by the abrupt movement and the ever-smiling members of the doll family toppled onto the floor in a heap.

Edna, who was walking to the bathroom to take the afternoon dose of her liver pills, frowned as she met her granddaughter in the hallway.

“What are you doing with that thing?”

“Putting it in the attic. I’m too old to play with dolls anymore. It’s all just make-believe anyway.”

Edna snorted. “I was wondering when you’d finally figure that out.”

 



The next day, Tessa failed to turn in her homework and Mrs. Bridges had no choice but to give her detention. Concerned about this uncharacteristic lapse on the part of her favorite student, the teacher called Tessa’s mother and asked if everything was all right at home.

When Mrs. Kover explained about the situation with Madelyn, Mrs. Bridges said, “Well, I’m sorry she’s so upset, but between you and me, it’s for the best. Madelyn isn’t the sort of girl Tessa should be spending time with.

“Forgive me if I sound harsh, but I’ve been a teacher for thirty-six years. I’ve seen girls like Madelyn before. Once they hit high school, they turn wild. Get themselves into all kinds of trouble and bring other girls, good girls from good homes, girls like Tessa, along for the ride. You’re lucky this friendship ended when it did.

“Mark my words, Sarah, Madelyn Beecher will come to a bad end.”
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Madelyn

August 2009

 


I try to resist the urge, but as I sit in the offices of Blackman, Janders, and Whipple, located on the forty-eighth floor of the Mancuso Tower, a cathedral of excess located on Fifth Avenue at Fifty-sixth Street, I can’t stop myself from adding it all up in my head and marveling at the true price tag of what Sterling used to call “a lifestyle.” How did I fail to see it before? And how am I going to live without it?

How am I going to live at all?

The Oriental rug that sits under the antique mahogany partners desk of my attorney, Eugene Darius Janders, is hand-knotted silk and worth thirty thousand dollars at least—enough to buy a new car. It’s very fine, though not as fine as the one in the library in our house in the Hamptons. I mean, the house that used to be ours. And if I added up the rest of the furnishings in Gene’s office, it would probably be enough to buy a nice little cottage in the country for cash. Not a cottage in the Hamptons, mind you, but someplace quiet and removed from the city. Connecticut, maybe.

Then there’s his wardrobe. Gene’s suit is summer-weight wool, tan, two button, side-vented, custom made, probably in London, priced somewhere between five and seven thousand, which, even in New York, is enough to pay a month’s rent for a two-bedroom apartment in a very decent part of town. His blue paisley tie, designed by Brioni, retails for one hundred and ninety-five dollars—enough to buy a week’s groceries. I think. It’s been a while since I did my own grocery shopping.

And the shoes. Oh, the shoes! Hand-tooled calfskin, individually and exquisitely custom made by John Lobb for a very small, exclusive clientele—the trust-fund set, celebrities, the upper echelon of Manhattan’s successful lawyers, men like Eugene, a few brokers and money managers, including my husband, Sterling Baron, once one of New York’s most successful fund managers, now one of its most notorious—men who don’t balk at spending five thousand dollars for shoes. Only the very well-heeled can afford to stride down the sidewalks of New York in a pair of made-to-measure Lobb loafers.

Forgive me. That was a terrible pun, I know. But these days I have to take my humor where I can find it. At the moment, nothing about my life is especially funny.

Four months ago Sterling and I spent, for more than it takes to buy a pair of Lobb oxfords, a weekend in the Boathouse Suite at The Point, a very exclusive resort on the shores of Upper Saranac Lake, and we did it without even looking at the bill.

Was that only four months ago? That seems another lifetime, another life . . . because it is.

Exclusive. What a word. I used to think it meant limited to a small number of the “best” people, but I’ve recently come to realize it means limited to whoever can pay, a club to which my membership has just been rescinded, as Eugene was now explaining.

“Bottom line is, Madelyn, you’re broke.”

I laughed nervously. “You mean broke like I’ll have to rent out the house in the Hamptons this summer? Or broke like I’ll have to apply for food stamps?”

“Madelyn, haven’t you been listening to anything I’ve said?”

“I’ve been trying very hard not to.”

“You don’t have a house in the Hamptons anymore. The feds have seized it, and the condo in Vail, and the Bentley. The only reason you’re still in your apartment is because I convinced the judge to give you until the end of the month to move out.”

I felt a pressure in my chest. For a moment, I wondered if I might be having a heart attack, but I’m only fifty-six and in perfect health. I wasn’t dying; I was panicking.

“But where am I supposed to go? Can’t you get the judge to change his mind? I had nothing to do with this! I didn’t cheat the investors out of their money, Sterling did. The investigators have cleared me of any wrongdoing. I knew nothing about it.”

It’s true. I didn’t know anything about it. Sterling was rich when I met him, rich when I married him, and as time went on, he just got richer. He never talked to me about his business. There was no point, he said; matters of high finance were way over my head. “You can’t be smart and beautiful, Madelyn, so why don’t you stick to beautiful? That’s what you do best.” When we first married, he said it with a laugh, but after a few years, with a sneer.

Sterling was one of the most successful fund managers in New York. Even in years when the market was down, Sterling’s investors made ten percent minimum. Nobody cared how, not until Bernie Madoff was exposed and suddenly the success of money managers with the Midas touch, people like Sterling, was called into question.

I didn’t even know Sterling was under investigation until we came home from our weekend at The Point. I remember everything about that weekend, how strange it felt, not because we hadn’t been there before—we go to The Point at least two or three times a year—but because of the way Sterling was acting. He was . . . how shall I explain it? Attentive. He looked at me, looked me in the eye the way he hasn’t looked at me in years. I wondered what he wanted. I kept waiting for him to say something, or do something, or ask for something. But he didn’t. He just kept looking at me. And he held my hand when we walked to dinner. He hadn’t done that since . . . well, not for a very long time. And he didn’t bring his cell phone along. He didn’t make or take any calls for the entire weekend. Maybe that doesn’t seem unusual, but that’s because you don’t know my husband. Once, we went to dinner at the White House and Sterling left during the salad course to take a call from his secretary. Of course, he was sleeping with his secretary at the time, but that particular call, I believe, was about business.

Anyway, Sterling didn’t talk on the phone once that weekend. He talked to me. He listened to me. And for a little while, it was nice, almost like it was in the early days, when he cared, back in the days when I cared too. So long ago.

We didn’t talk on the drive home. Sterling seemed to pull into himself. I kept going over the weekend in my mind, thinking that maybe, just maybe, we might be happy, that Sterling had undergone some transformation, decided to be a real husband to me. I wondered if that could be true. And I wondered if it wasn’t too late.

Returning home, we were met by stern-faced FBI agents who handcuffed my husband and took him away while I stood watching, hoping I’d wake up from this nightmare soon. I didn’t.

Sterling seemed unfazed. With his hands behind his back, half hidden by the starched whiteness of his French cuffs, he calmly told me to call Mike Radnovich and cancel their golf game and then to ask Gene to meet him at the police station.

Gene has never liked me. The feeling is mutual, but he’s very good at his job. If anyone could get us out of this mess, it was Gene.

“Seriously, Gene, can’t you do something? Talk to the judge, get me some more time? You did it before. I didn’t do anything wrong, so why am I being punished? Where do people expect me to live? On the street?”

Gene leaned forward, his forearms resting on his desk. “Madelyn, don’t you get it? No one cares. Over the years, Sterling took twenty billion dollars from his clients, told them he was going to invest it for them, all but guaranteed them a minimum ten percent annual return, and then sat on the money. Compared to Madoff, Sterling is small potatoes, but still . . . a billion here, a billion there, sooner or later it adds up to real money. People are angry and they’re looking for someone to blame.”

None of this was news to me, not anymore. Gene had given up referring to the charges leveled against Sterling as “allegations” weeks before. Eugene Janders is a brilliant litigator, but he’s not a magician. Even his talent has its limits. After looking at the evidence, Gene said that Sterling’s only chance of not dying in a prison cell was to plead guilty, display remorse, and hope for a lenient judge.

He was probably right. Even so, I couldn’t help but notice that Gene offered this advice right after our bank accounts had been frozen. You can call me cynical (and you’d be right), but I couldn’t help but wonder. Would Gene have been quite so ready to throw in the towel if Sterling still had access to an almost unlimited supply of cash to pay for the services of Blackman, Janders, and Whipple? Sterling’s admission of guilt might be his best shot for a lighter sentence, but it was also the cheapest way for Gene’s firm to rid itself of an unwinnable case and a client whose pockets weren’t nearly as deep as they’d been. It was all very convenient.

“Sterling kept the game going by reeling in new fish and using their money to pay off his longer-term investors. As well as,” Gene said after a dramatic pause—he had a habit of always speaking as if he were addressing a jury—“financing his lavish lifestyle . . . and yours.

“A lot of people have lost a lot of money, Madelyn. Little old ladies don’t have enough to pay rent at their assisted living communities. Folks who were looking forward to a secure retirement on a golf course are realizing that they’re going to have to keep working for years to come. Parents who had scrimped and saved to make sure their kids could go to college are filling out applications for educational loans that will leave them in debt for years. Families are losing their homes. Charities that entrusted their endowments to Sterling are being forced to cut back programs or even close—”

“I know that!”

Gene shook his head sorrowfully and continued, ignoring my interruption. “And every time those people turn on the television, or boot up the computer, or flip through a tabloid, they see a picture of Sterling coming through the door of his private plane—with you behind him. Or Sterling at the helm of his yacht—with you sitting next to him. Or Sterling, in his custom-made tuxedo, walking down the red carpet at a Broadway premiere—with you on his arm, wearing a diamond choker from Harry Winston—”

“I don’t have it anymore! I had to give it up. All my jewelry, everything Sterling ever gave me. Even my engagement ring,” I said through gritted teeth. The loss of the ring didn’t bother me. If I hadn’t had to surrender it to the court, I’d have happily thrown it in Sterling’s face.

“No judge who cares about public opinion,” Gene droned on, “and that’s all of them, is going to stick out his neck to help the wife of Sterling Baron right now. No one cares about your problems, Madelyn. People have problems of their own.”

“I understand that! And I feel terrible about it, but it’s not my fault. If I’d known what Sterling was up to, I’d have left him, or stopped him, or . . . something, but I didn’t know! I’m as much a victim of his schemes as anyone else,” I said, ignoring the twitch at the corner of Gene’s mouth.

“I’ve lost everything too. What am I supposed to do now? Where am I supposed to go? The government has seized all our assets, frozen all our accounts.”

“So you were paying attention.”

“Yes!” I snapped. “I know I’m not a Rhodes Scholar, Gene—Sterling was always so quick to remind me—but even I can understand words like ‘Madelyn, you’re broke’!”

Gene reached into the breast pocket of his jacket.

“Don’t bother getting out your handkerchief, Gene. I’m not going to cry.”

He stared at me, to see if I meant it. I stared back.

“Just tell me what I’m supposed to do now. What have I got left? There must be something.”

Gene’s eyes flitted over the surface of his desk as he looked for and eventually found a blue file folder. “There is,” he said, opening the file. “You’ve got an account in your name, and your name only, which is a good thing, at the Connecticut National Bank.”

“I do? Oh, wait! I do! I remember now. The money I’d saved before I married Sterling. I’d forgotten. It’s been sitting there all this time?”

Gene nodded. “And gaining interest.”

“Really? It can’t be that much, though.”

“It isn’t,” he said. “New Bern National is pretty conservative. Still, your average return over the last thirty years was a little more than seven percent, which means your little nest egg is now worth $119,368.42.”

A hundred and twenty thousand dollars. Less than the cost of my surrendered diamond choker. Less than the annual maintenance fee on the penthouse apartment I had to vacate by the end of the month, leaving everything behind—my furniture, my paintings, my china—everything but my clothes and what few possessions I could prove had been mine before my marriage.

“Cheer up, Madelyn. It could be worse. You could have invested your money with Sterling. Then you’d really be broke.” Gene started to chuckle, but I shot him a look filled with such loathing that he dropped his eyes and mumbled an apology.

“I was just trying to help you see the bright side.”

“I’m sure.”

He cleared his throat and shuffled the papers in my file. “I’ve got some more good news,” he said officiously. “I lit a fire under my associates, got them to hurry along the probate of your grandmother’s estate. It’s done. You can claim your inheritance free and clear. Good timing, don’t you think?”

My inheritance?

“What are you talking about? She cut me out of her will years ago, even before I met Sterling.”

I felt a flush of heat in my chest. Even from the grave, Edna Beecher, the meanest, most disapproving old woman who ever walked the earth, could still upset me.

“She was bluffing? I can’t believe it. How much did she leave to me?”

Gene held up his hand. “No money. She split that between her church and the Humane Society. Not that there was much to begin with. She left you the house—”

“The house? On Oak Leaf Lane?”

“Yes.” Gene drew his brows together. “Did she have another house?”

“No . . . I just . . .” I said quietly, laying my hand over the warm place on my chest, “I’m just surprised. It’s known as Beecher Cottage. Our family is distantly related to Harriet Beecher Stowe, the famous abolitionist who wrote Uncle Tom’s Cabin, and her father, Lyman Beecher, and Henry Ward Beecher, her brother, preachers who were nearly as famous as Harriet in their day. They lived in Litchfield, east of New Bern.

“You see what pious Yankee stock I’m descended from,” I said with a hollow laugh. “My grandmother was almost as proud of her Beecher heritage as she was disappointed in me. The cottage is the last remnant of that heritage. I never thought she’d leave it to me.”

“According to her will, she didn’t want to,” Gene said, picking up a yellowed paper and scanning it. “But it seems the old lady couldn’t bear to leave the family house in the hands of strangers, so, as the last Beecher standing, she felt she had no choice but to leave it to you. Along with many admonitions about avoiding the bad end she felt sure you’d come to.” He lifted his gaze. “Shall I read them to you?”

“No, thanks. I’ve heard them all—a million times.”

Gene closed the folder. “Ghostly harangues aside, it’s all good for you. Gives you somewhere to go.”

“Somewhere to go? Where?”

Gene blinked and shook his head slightly, as if amazed by my denseness. “New Bern, of course. You need a place to live and now you’ve got one—Beecher Cottage.”

The hot spot on my chest grew hotter and larger, spreading up my neck to my cheeks. “New Bern? I’m not going back to New Bern!”

“I don’t see as you have a lot of choice, Madelyn. You’ve got to live somewhere. Why not New Bern? I hear it’s very picturesque. Lots of trees. Lots of scenery . . .”

Lots of memories.

“Most people would be thrilled to inherit a nice cottage in Connecticut.”

“I’m not most people!” I snapped. “And I’m not going back to New Bern! Call a Realtor. Tell them to sell the house. Tell them I’ll consider any offer.”

Gene took off his glasses, revealing his impatience. “Don’t be an idiot, Madelyn. The housing market has hit rock bottom. Or hadn’t you heard?”

“Yes,” I said, loathing Gene at least as much as he loathed me, “but there’s got to be someone out there who is willing to buy it if the price is right.”

Gene shook his head. “I talked to your grandmother’s attorney, Franklin Spaulding. He told me that there hasn’t been a real estate closing in New Bern for the last seven months. Nobody is buying, not at any price.”

“But . . . there has to be . . . surely there’s . . . I can’t live in New Bern. . . .”

Gene smacked his hands against his mahogany desk. I jumped, startled.

“Madelyn! Will you listen to yourself? Not five minutes ago you were asking where you were going to live and what you were going to live on. I’ve gotten you a check for a hundred grand and a house and all you can do is gripe! If not for me, you’d be living in the state women’s prison. I think a little gratitude is in order here, don’t you?”

“I’m sorry, Gene,” I said stiffly, knowing he was right, hating him for it.

I’ve been around the block enough times to know that the truth isn’t always enough to protect the innocent. If I’d had a lawyer less talented than Eugene Janders, it was possible Sterling and I would both be living at the Metropolitan Correctional Center.

“I don’t mean to appear unappreciative, but this is hard for me. I haven’t had time to adjust.”

“You’d better adjust, Madelyn, and quickly, because the party is over.”

His tone was unsympathetic and his speech was frank. Clearly he thought this would be our last meeting and felt no need to mince words.

“You had a good ride with Sterling. When he married you, I thought you’d last a couple of years. Five, if you were lucky.” He looked me up and down, slowly, insultingly. “Clearly you possess talents that can’t be seen with the naked eye.”

Four months ago, he’d never have dared to look at or speak to me that way. The balance of power had shifted. He knew it. I knew it. I said nothing.

Gene stood up at his desk. The meeting was over. He handed me a manila envelope.

“What’s this?”

“A check, made out to you; a deed to the house; contact information for Wendy Perkins, the Realtor who is holding the keys; and a bill for legal services.”

I looked at the papers. My jaw dropped open. “Nine thousand dollars?”

“I gave you a discount. No need to thank me.”

I didn’t.

I picked up my purse and my papers and turned to walk across Gene’s hand-knotted silk rug, out the door, and into a future that would force me to return to the one place I’d hoped never to see again—New Bern, Connecticut.
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Tessa Woodruff

Thirty-four years ago, Lee Woodruff and I promised to love each other till death did us part, in sickness and health, for richer or poorer. As a bride, I’m not sure I fully grasped what that was all about, but I do now. There’s a reason they make you take vows—to hold you together through times like these.

It’s not the fact that we’re celebrating our anniversary over breakfast at the Blue Bean Coffee Shop and Bakery instead of dinner at a white tablecloth restaurant that’s bothering me. I don’t mind that. But I do mind that there’s very little celebrating being done. We’ve never had an anniversary like this.

Lee rubbed his chin and narrowed his eyes as he stared at the legal pad. “I’m going to have to pull some money out of the 401(k) to pay Josh’s tuition.”

“That’s supposed to be our retirement.”

“The way things are looking, we’ll never be able to retire anyway.”

“Won’t we have to pay a penalty if we take it out early?”

Lee looked up. “Can you think of another plan? If you can, I’m all ears.”

“Honey,” I said gently. “Don’t be so hard on yourself. We’re not the only ones this has happened to. A lot of people are in the same boat.”

Lee picked up his coffee cup. “I should have seen this coming.”

“How? You’re an accountant, not a fortune-teller. Even the economists didn’t see this coming.”

Lee shook his head before taking a slurp of coffee. I looked at his plate. He’d hardly touched his food.

“My dad always said a man’s first and last job is to protect his family. Right now, I’m almost glad he’s not alive to see how far off the job I’ve fallen.”

“Hey!” I said, giving him a nudge under the table. “This isn’t all your doing. We’ve worked hard, side by side, all this time. Up until now, we’ve done all right. In fact, I think we make a pretty good team.”

I smiled, hoping to steer the conversation onto more romantic ground. Lee wasn’t picking up on my cues.

“We should have played it safe,” he mused. “We should have stayed in Boston and let well enough alone instead of putting everything on the line for a crazy dream.”

“Don’t say that! I mean it, Lee! Don’t ever say that!”

Lee put down his cup and looked at me with surprise. I’m not generally given to emotional outbursts. “I just meant that . . .”

“I know what you meant, but you’re wrong. Moving to New Bern, finally working up the courage to start living our own dream instead of somebody else’s, is the best thing we’ve ever done. When I look back and think what our lives were like before we started talking about the farm and the shop and what we wanted out of life . . .”

I shook my head and smeared a piece of toast with strawberry jam. “It’s practically a miracle that we got to be married this long.”

Lee frowned. “What are you trying to say? You think we’d have ended up divorced if we’d stayed in Massachusetts? You never said anything about being unhappy. . . .”

“I’m saying I didn’t even know I was unhappy. And so were you. Admit it, you were.”

“Well,” he said slowly, “I don’t know if I’d have put it in those terms exactly.”

“How about bored? How about wondering if this was really all there was to life?”

Lee looked at me, a little smile of admission crossing his lips. “Well. Maybe sometimes. But I never thought of divorce.”

“Neither did I, but you’ve got to wonder if, eventually, we might have. It’s happened to so many people we know—Lena and John, Caroline and Stan, the Willises from across the street. They all said they’d ‘grown apart.’ I can’t help but think that the problem was that they stopped growing together.

“Maybe this is a crazy idea,” I said earnestly, “and maybe it won’t work out, but I’m proud of us for trying. And if we end up broke, I can honestly say that I’d rather be broke with you than anyone I know. . . .”

Lee laughed. “Aw, shucks.”

“I mean it, Lee Woodruff. I love you. More today than I ever have.”

“But only half as much as tomorrow?”

“Are you trying to flirt with me?”

“I am. Is it working? Because I love you, too, Tessa. Now more than ever.”

Our kiss was interrupted by the lilt of Charlie Donnelly’s Irish brogue. “Ah, the lovebirds!” he called out as he approached our table, holding Evelyn’s hand. “Lee is so overcome that he hasn’t touched his pancakes. It’s true love, I tell you, true love.”

Evelyn laughed. “It would be for you, Charlie. I can’t imagine the day when you’d ever be too overcome with anything to miss a meal.”

Charlie is the owner of New Bern’s most elegant restaurant, the Grill on the Green. He’s a serious foodie, though you couldn’t tell it to look at him. Charlie is as skinny as a rail. Evelyn owns the Cobbled Court Quilt Shop. It’s located just a hop, skip, and a jump from For the Love of Lavender, my herbal gift shop. We know Charlie and Evelyn from various community and Chamber of Commerce gatherings, but not well, not enough so you could call us friends. After all these months, we still haven’t made any close friends in New Bern. We’ve got to make more of an effort in that regard.

Evelyn and Charlie have recently returned from their honeymoon in Ireland. Not that they told us this personally—but New Bern is a small town. News travels fast.

“The waitress says congratulations are in order,” Evelyn said. “How many years is it?”

“Thirty-four,” Lee replied.

Charlie whistled in admiration. “Good for you! I hope we’ll be able to say the same someday, and that when we do, we’re both still able to walk.”

“I’m sure you will,” I said. “You look young and healthy enough.”

“Being married to Evelyn is making me feel younger every day.” Charlie beamed as he turned to Evelyn and gave her a loud smack on the lips.

“Behave yourself,” Evelyn said, though not with any real conviction.

“Why? I never have before.”

The door to the café opened and Jake Kaminski, owner of Kaminski’s Hardware, came in. Jake is a big man, tall but trim, with broad shoulders and a long stride, the kind of guy people call a “man’s man,” though he’s pretty popular with the ladies. Jake was a year ahead of me in school. He did a tour in Vietnam and has a glass eye to prove it. Even so, Jake is considered the most eligible bachelor in New Bern.

Jake lifted his hand when he spotted our group and walked toward the table.

“You’re back! Can I get a kiss from the bride?” He gave Evelyn a big bear hug and a peck on the cheek. “How was the honeymoon?”

“Idyllic. Ireland is so beautiful. And Charlie’s family was just wonderful. His sisters are just the kindest, sweetest women in the world.”

Jake looked at Charlie and raised his left eyebrow. “Sweet? Really?” He winked at Evelyn. “You sure they’re Charlie’s sisters, related to him by blood and all?”

Charlie grinned. “Oh, yes. Grania, Maura, and I share the Donnelly DNA. The girls are carbon copies of my dear old dad, the kindest, most soft-spoken man in the county. Whereas I take after my mother, the woman who nagged him to an early grave.”

Jake slapped him on the back and laughed. “Ah, Charlie, I’ve missed you. Welcome home. You both look great. Marriage must agree with you.”

“I highly recommend it,” Evelyn said, looking lovingly at her groom. “You should give it a try, Jake. With Charlie off the market, you must be New Bern’s last bachelor standing. You’ll wear yourself out.”

“It’s a tough job, Evelyn, but somebody’s gotta do it. As far as marriage, the third time was the charm for me. Can’t see risking a fourth,” Jake said, then deftly changed the subject. “Lee, the water pump you ordered came in.”

“Thanks. I’ll pick it up later today.”

“So, what’s going on here?” Jake asked. “You having a secret meeting of the Chamber of Commerce or something? Between us, we own about half the businesses in New Bern. Speaking of business, how’s yours? Mine’s off.”

Lee tilted his head and sucked some air in through his teeth. “Could be better. Tessa and I were just talking about that. Seems like no one is buying.”

Charlie’s grin faded and he nodded understandingly. “Don’t worry too much. I’ve been in the restaurant business longer than you’ve been married. These things go in cycles, you know. Things will rebound.”

“I hope so,” I said. “And soon. If they don’t, I’m not sure my store will be around by our next anniversary.”

I felt Lee’s eyes on me and turned to see him staring at me, his mouth a thin line.

Charlie glanced at Lee and said quickly, “Lee, I hear you’re keeping chickens now. Have you got any eggs to sell to the restaurant? Or extra produce . . .”

“Eggs? Sure. We’ve got a lot of nice tomatoes and zucchini too. Of course,” Lee said, “this time of year, so does everybody else.”

“Yeah.” Charlie laughed. “If you forget to lock your car, you’ll come back and find your front seat filled with squash. What about cucumbers? Onions?”

“I’ve got plenty. Green beans too.”

“Good! Bring some over today, will you? After the lunch crowd thins out.”

“I’ll be there,” Lee promised.

“Tessa,” Evelyn said, “Margot said you were thinking about taking her lap quilt class. I hope so. It’s her first time teaching and she’s so excited.”

“I think I’m going to have to bow out,” I said apologetically. “Business is so slow that I’m going to let my part-time girl go. Soon there’ll be no one to run the shop but me. Anyway, it’s probably not a great time for me to take up an expensive hobby. . . .”

Lee interrupted me. “Don’t be silly. Take the class.”

I shifted slightly in my chair and lowered my voice so the others wouldn’t hear. “The class is sixty dollars. Plus, I’ll need supplies and fabric. I don’t think it’s a good . . .”

Ignoring my whispered protests, Lee looked at Evelyn and said, “I can help out at the shop if need be. Don’t worry. You can count her in.”

I don’t like having people speak for me. Lee knows that. I’d have said something but I didn’t want to have an argument in public—especially on our anniversary. Evelyn and Charlie exchanged an uncomfortable glance.

“Well. Good,” Evelyn said. “Come over when you get a chance and I’ll help you choose your fabric. You’re going to love quilting. It’s a great way to get to know people.”

We said our good-byes. Charlie and Evelyn left the café hand in hand. Jake went to the bakery counter and bought a coffee and muffin to go. We waved as he left.

The tension was thick between us. I was still miffed, but for the sake of the day, I decided to let it go.

“Well, that’s some good news, isn’t it? I bet Charlie can buy up a lot of our extra vegetables and eggs.”

Lee wasn’t listening. “Why did you do that?”

“Do what?”

“Tell them business was bad, make out like we can’t afford for you to take a little quilting class. We hardly know them!”

“But,” I puffed, “you said it first. ‘Things could be better.’ You said so yourself. You’re right, they could. What’s so terrible about saying so? I don’t know what you’re so upset about.”

“Because I don’t want you going around telling everybody our private business! Start saying things like that and next thing you know it’ll be all over town.”

“They wouldn’t do that. After all, they’re in the same boat. Every business in town is struggling.”

“Maybe, but I still don’t like everybody knowing about our troubles, okay?”

“Okay.” I shrugged. “Sorry.”

Lee cut into his stack of cold pancakes. “It’s not like we’re destitute, you know. It’s not like I can’t take care of my family.”

“Lee Woodruff, what are you talking about? I never said anything of the kind! I never even implied it. All I meant was—”

Eyes on his plate, he lifted his hand. “Let’s just not talk about it, okay?”

Where had this come from? Lee and I have always shared everything from housework and child rearing to bill paying and bread-winning. Now he was acting like the responsibility for bringing home the family bacon rested on his shoulders alone. I didn’t get it. Then again, Lee was the one with the accounting degree. If he was so concerned about our financial situation, maybe I should be too.

As if reading my thoughts, Lee looked up from his plate of pancakes and gave me an apologetic smile. “Don’t worry so much. We’ll figure it out.”

“You think?”

“Sure.” He raised his mug and clinked it against mine. “Happy anniversary, babe.”

“Happy anniversary.”

He smiled and gave me a look—the look. As always, my heart gave a lurch and my pulse raced. How does he do that?

“So,” he said casually, “think you might consider closing a little early today?”

“Why should I? Got something special in mind?”

He grinned. “Yes, ma’am. Meet me in our bedroom at six and I’ll explain it to you in detail. Better yet, I’ll show you. Shouldn’t take more than a couple of hours.”

“A couple of hours? Oh my. Sounds like we might need some provisions. Want me to pick up a bottle of champagne on my way home?”

He shook his head. “Already have one chilling in the refrigerator. Steaks too. I’m making dinner. That is, if you’ve got the energy to get out of bed and come to the table.”

“And if I don’t?”

“Then I guess I’ll just have to serve you in bed.”

“Think that’s a good idea?” I asked. “Might lead to all kinds of things.”

“It’s a risk I’m willing to take,” he said, his eyes twinkling as he reached for my hand, turned it palm up, and brushed his lips over the soft flesh of my wrist.

I blushed. Thirty-four years of marriage and he can still make me blush. It’s embarrassing. And wonderful.

I leaned my head down and whispered in Lee’s ear, “I wish it were six already.”

“Me too.”

The café was nearly empty. I sipped the last of my coffee and watched Lee finish his breakfast, wondering, not for the first time, how I’d managed to land such a handsome husband and how he managed to get even better looking as the years passed.

Behind the bakery counter, a waitress turned the radio to an AM news station.


“And in national news, Eugene Janders, attorney for Sterling Baron, requested his client’s sentencing be postponed. Baron, who was convicted of masterminding a decades-long Ponzi scheme that bilked investors out of billions, could be sentenced to as many as one hundred years in prison. . . .”



“One hundred years,” Lee said as he sopped up a drizzle of syrup with a fork full of pancakes. “Two hundred would be better. Sterling Baron? He’s married to that friend of yours, right?”

“Former friend,” I corrected him. “I haven’t seen Madelyn since high school. I wonder how she’s faring in all this.”

Lee wiped his mouth with his napkin and got up from the table. “Fine, I’m sure. The rich get richer. They always do.”

“The news said that the government had seized all their assets and she had to move out of her apartment. Nobody seems to know where she went.”

Lee pulled out my chair for me. “She’s probably flown off to Switzerland or the Caymans to cash out her offshore accounts and live in style far from the reach of the feds, someplace a million miles from New Bern.”
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