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Dear Readers,



Welcome back to Serenity for Sarahs story! The Sweet Magnolias series is all about long-standing friendships, and the one between Annie, Sarah and Raylene, despite an interruption by time and distance, is now stronger than ever.



Many of you may identify with Sarahs self-esteem issues. I know there have been times in my life when I certainly would have. And for a woman like Sarah, whose husband planted seeds of doubt in her head for many years, finding her way back to being self-confident cant happen overnight.



It seems at first glance that a sweet-talking man like Travis McDonald is exactly what Sarah needs, but will she find the courage to trust his pretty words? Recovering from years of self-doubt isnt easy, but Travis is a determined, patient man, one definitely worthy of loving.



I hope youll enjoy their story, along with catching up with a very unexpected turn of events for Mary Vaughn and Sonny. For me one of the greatest joys of writing these books is the chance to catch up with old friends. I hope youll feel the same way, and that youll be anxiously awaiting the conclusion of this latest Sweet Magnolias trilogy, Honeysuckle Summer, in stores next month.



All best,
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Chapter One

For a few days now the same man, clad in snug denim and a T-shirt that caressed impressive biceps, had spent precisely thirty minutes in the back booth at Whartons, lounging against the red vinyl as if he owned the place, and studying Sarah as if he found her to be the most fascinating creature on the planet. No man had looked at her like that since shed first crossed paths with her ex-husband back in college. And even before the divorce, it had been a couple of years since Walter had regarded her with that degree of interest. It was unnerving.

Of course, a lot about her life these days was unnerving. With a whole lot of support from her two best friends, Annie Sullivan Townsend and Raylene Hammond, Sarah had finally gotten up the gumption to divorce Walter andequally importanthis entire controlling, uptight family. Shed fought to win custody of her two kids, Tommy and Libby.

And, mostly in the interest of getting out of the house and doing something, shed taken a part-time job waiting on tables at Whartons, where just about everyone in Serenity congregated at one time or another during the week. It might not be making use of her degree in elementary education, but it was surprisingly satisfying. Shed discovered she had a knack for getting people to open up, a necessity in a restaurant that prided itself on being the hotbed of local gossip.

No one, however, seemed to have any idea of who the mysterious man in that back booth might be. Sarah had asked.

Just now, shed even asked the man himself point-blank if he was new in town, here to stay or just passing through. He responded with a slow, sexy, dimpled grin that had unexpectedly sent her recently comatose libido into overdrive.

I suppose I could be persuaded to stay if the right offer came along, he said in a low voice that hummed across her senses. You offerin, sugar?

Sarah was so taken aback by the flirtatious question, she scurried straight off to the kitchen to place his order. It was one thing to chat up old man Watson from the feed and grain, or the town mayor, whom shed known since she was in diapers. It was quite another to have a man with dreamy eyes and a voice that could lure a woman straight to bed act almost as if he wanted to take herwell, straight to bed.

Which, of course, he didnt. She knew that. Hadnt she heard often enough about all her flawsher weight, her disorganization, her lack of mothering skillsfrom her ex-husband? In retaliation for her decision to file for divorce before he had a chance to, Walter had made it his personal mission in life to see that she had not one shred of self-esteem left by the time they ended their marriage. Worse, even knowing that he was just being his ornery old self, shed been so low that shed taken every mean-spirited word to heart.

In the past few months, shed worked hard to get herself back into shape. Annie had been her personal trainer at The Corner Spa, and Sarah had finally knocked off most of the weight shed gained during two pregnancies. She had another ten pounds shed like to sweat off, but if it didnt happen, well, she could live with that, too. Despite her success, though, she sometimes still saw herself through Walters eyes, which annoyed the daylights out of her friends. It irked her, too, but the stream of a few years of nonstop criticism was embedded so deep, it was almost impossible to shake.

Grace, you need to take that burger and fries to table nine, she told the owner of the old-fashioned soda fountain. The down-home cooking continued to bring in business even now that the pharmacy side of the operation was taking a hit from some of the bigger discount pharmacies in the region. In Sarahs opinion it was friendly service and gossip that had kept it afloat.

Grace Wharton eyed her curiously. Why would you suddenly want to turn a man who looks like that and tips like a city slicker over to me?

Just do it, please, Sarah pleaded, not wanting to admit he made her nervous.

Graces eyes narrowed. Did he say something to offend you? If he did, Ill throw him out of here on his backside, attractive though that backside might be.

Sarah turned pink with embarrassment. No, he was just joking around, thats all. You know, flirting the way some guys do. I should be used to it.

Grace observed her thoughtfully. Seems to me you could use a sweet-talkin stranger to put a little color back into your cheeks.

I most definitely do not need a man, Sarah declared emphatically. I just got rid of the one I had.

Good riddance is what I say, Grace declared. The way I hear it, all he ever did was tear you down. Now you need a fella to perk you back up. Id think a little sweet talk would be music to your ears.

It was an oft-repeated refrain. In the month shed been working at Whartons, Grace had not only offered that opinion on an almost daily basis, shed suited action to words and trotted out half the single men in town for Sarahs inspection. For all Sarah knew, this man could be the latest.

Do you know him? she inquired suspiciously. The man in booth nine? Did you drive over to Columbia or Sumter or someplace and recruit him to sit in here and stroke my ego?

Grace looked genuinely appalled by the suggestion. Absolutely not! As if I would do such a thing. I never saw him before he turned up in here a couple of days ago, she said with obvious frustration. Hes not registered over at the Serenity Inn, either. I checked.

Could be hes staying with friends or family, Sarah speculated.

Might be, but its no one who comes in here regular-like, Grace insisted. Besides, if he were someones guest, wouldnt they be sittin right there with him? Hes obviously on his own.

What about Mary Vaughn? Sarah asked. Not only does she usually lock on to any new single man in the entire region, but shed know if he looked at real estate.

Sadly, since she got back together with Sonny, they take their lunch hours togetherat home, if you know what I mean, Grace said with a grin. Those two act like theyre honeymooning all over again. Cant say I see much of either one of them. When she does come in for coffee, shes always in a rush. She gets out of here before I can get a word out of her.

Well, someone must know who he is, Sarah said with frustration. I asked him directly if he was new in town, and he didnt give me a straight answer. Her cheeks burned at the memory of his teasing.

Grace regarded her with amusement. For someone who claims not to be interested in the man, you sure are determined to figure this out, she said as she picked up the plate with the burger and fries, then added another couple of meals to a tray. You sure you dont want to take this out there yourself?

Sarah shook her head. You do it. Ill take more coffee to the mayor and his buddies, maybe see if I can tempt them into putting a little ice cream on that peach pie you baked this morning.

I declare those men are going to gain ten pounds by the end of the month, the way you talk them into having dessert every day. She shook a finger under Sarahs nose. I dont want their wives in here grumbling at me, you hear. And George Ulster has diabetes, so dont be trying to talk him into pie and such.

Sarah grinned. George always gets sugar-free ice cream. Howard Lewis is a widower, so nobodys going to come in here complaining about his weight, and Fred Watsons skinny as a scarecrow. Its all good, Grace.

Grace gave her a sorrowful look. Why youd want to hang around those old geezers when theres a certifiable hunk in here is beyond me, but theres no accounting for taste, she said, nudging the door with her ample hip and heading out of the kitchen with the three meals balanced on a tray as if it weighed next to nothing. With her round face, pink cheeks, greying hair, granny glasses perched on the end of her nose and the red uniform shed unwisely chosen to match the decor, she looked a bit like Mrs. Claus.

Sarah picked up pots of decaf and regular coffee and followed in her wake, careful not to glance toward booth nine. Something told her that a pair of sea-green eyes would be watching her, and that theyd fill with knowing amusement when Grace arrived with his lunch.

Fortunately, Whartons was too busy for her to spend much time worrying about what he thought. She didnt even glance in his direction.

But when he rose and started toward the door, she knew it with every fiber of her being. And when he stopped just behind her and drawled, See you tomorrow, sugar, she juggled the tray she was carrying and nearly upended two tuna-melt specials onto the black-and-white tiled floor. Bright color once again flooded her cheeks.

Before she could flee to the kitchen, he was gone, leaving her flustered and irritated in just about equal proportions.



I dont know why he rattles me so badly, Sarah said that evening as she, Raylene and Annie sipped margaritas on the back patio at her small bungalow. Shed settled there with Tommy and Libby when it had become obvious that her marriage was all but over. It was the perfect May evening in South Carolina, warm but without the oppressive humidity that would soon set in.

Shed fled to Serenity from Alabama for a break, originally intending to go back all fixed up to suit Walters idea of the perfect wife. It hadnt taken long to realize that shed be wasting her time trying to meet his high standards. Thank heaven her parents had had the foresight to keep this house even after theyd moved to a new retirement home on the gulf coast of Texas, apparently guessing long before she did that her marriage was doomed.

Have either of you seen him or heard anything about him? she asked her friends.

Well, you know I havent, Raylene said wryly.

Ever since shed moved back to Serenity to escape her abusive husband in Charleston, Raylene had rarely left the house. Sarah had given her a safe haven, and in return Raylene looked after the house and babysat Tommy and Libby on occasion when the regular sitter had time off. It had been the perfect solution for both of them, though Sarah was starting to wonder just how healthy it was for Raylene to continue hiding out and pretending her problems didnt exist.

About that, Annie began, only to draw a quelling look from Raylene that stopped whatever shed been about to say.

Trying to broker peace, to say nothing of getting back to her own concern, Sarah said, Focus, ladies. Who is this man? Whats he doing in Serenity?

Annie gave her an amused look. Im with Grace. Youre showing a lot of curiosity for someone whos supposedly not interested.

Sarah scowled at her. Well, what if hes a stalker or, even more likely, what if hes spying for Walter? I wouldnt put it past my ex to send some guy over here to try to get me all tied up in knots so Ill do something stupid thatll make it easy for him to snatch Tommy away from me.

It still stuck in everyones craw, especially hers, that Walter had expressed interest in gaining custody only of his sonthe heir to the Price family legacy, an Alabama cotton millbut not his daughter. In fact, her lawyer, Helen Decatur, had used that very fact to show the judge why he was an insensitive, unfit parent.

Raylene looked thoughtful. It would be just like that jerk, she said, despite the fact that shed never personally laid eyes on the offensive Walter. She hid out in her room on the days he came to see the kids, claiming she didnt want to intrude or to say something to make the situation between him and Sarah any worse.

Agreed, Annie said. Since she had first-hand knowledge of some of Walters shenanigans after Sarahs return to Serenity, she spoke with even more authority. Ill have Helen check him out. Or maybe my dad. With his store right there on Main Street, he sees pretty much everything thats going on in town. And Ill ask Jeanette to talk to Tom. Shes been off for a couple of days, but shell be in tomorrow. As town manager, Tom can check with the sheriff and see if theyve been keeping an eye on anyone suspicious.

Great idea, Raylene said, shuddering a bit. She was still spooked by the idea of strangers in town, even though she knew perfectly well that her ex was in jail.

Sarah flinched at the all-out investigation she seemed to have sparked. Maybe shed overreacted just a little. Are you sure were not going overboard? Could be hes just new in town and a big flirt.

Then we need to know that, Annie said. Itll put your mind at ease.

Or itll rattle you even more, Raylene said with a grin, which was a rare enough sight to be worth noting.

I am not interested in this man, Sarah declared forcefully.

Her friends, darn em both, simply laughed.



Travis McDonald sat in his cousins kitchen nursing a cup of coffee and thinking about the pretty little waitress at Whartons whod been providing him with so much entertainment for the past few days. Yesterday hed scared her so bad, shed sent Grace over with his meal. Today shed avoided him altogether, except for casting a few nervous glances his way. He hadnt enjoyed flustering a woman like that in a long time. Most of the women he ran across threw themselves at him, so she had been a refreshing change.

Like his cousin Tom, the town manager here in Serenity, Travis had been a college baseball standout. Then hed gone pro and spent a few years being traded around to various farm teams before finally making it to the majors with the Boston Red Sox. It had nearly killed his Southern, blueblood family to have him playing for a team up North. The only thing worse, in their opinion, would have been if hed signed with the Yankees.

After his career had come to a screeching halt a couple of weeks back, when the Red Sox had released him right after spring training and no other team had come calling, the first person hed phoned had been Tom. His cousin had invited Travis to stay until he figured out what he wanted to do with the rest of his life. They both knew that would be easier to accomplish without Traviss parents chiming in with their very vocal and usually differing opinions. There would also be relative anonymity here, since the locals were mostly fans of the Atlanta Braves and paid little attention to teams in the American League until the World Series rolled around. Travis relished the idea of a little privacy.

So far, hed been pretty much flying under the radar here in Serenity, just the way he wanted to, while he gave his future some serious thought. Hed seen the occasional flicker of puzzlement, maybe a fleeting, vague hint of recognition, but not one single person had approached and asked for an autograph. That, too, was a refreshing change from the very public life hed been leading.

At 29, hed come out of baseball with a decent amount of money in the bank, no permanent ties beyond his divorced parents and a couple of well-meaning, but annoying sisters, and absolutely no sense of direction. The only thing hed known for sure was that he couldnt get back to the South fast enough. The northern weather was too cold and unpredictable and Boston too crowded. Then, too, he hadnt especially wanted to hang around a town where hed been dumped by its beloved sports team.

For the past several days hed spent countless hours right here at this kitchen table talking over his options with the older cousin whod always been a mentor to him, and with Toms wife, Jeanette, who treated him like a younger brother, but without the nagging of an older sister.

This morning, as hed listened to Grace Wharton try to tune in the nearest radio station from over in Columbia only to wind up with mostly static, an idea had bubbled to the surface. He could hardly wait for Tom and Jeanette to get home so he could try it out on them. It was a plan that would make good use of his education and just might satisfy his folks, plus it offered the challenge he craved.

Hed already done some digging around on the Internet and discovered that a small radio station that had virtually no signal and little programming beyond the weather and a stockpile of oldies was for sale. Hed even made a phone call to the owner and determined he could not only afford to buy it, he could buy the current owners expertise for a few months until he got the hang of running it himself. Now all that remained was getting Toms stamp of approvalor, more likely, a stern lecture detailing why hed be out of his ever-lovin mind to even consider such a thing.

To grease the wheels for the conversation, Travis had spent the past hour on the back patio tossing a salad and heating up the grill for the thick steaks hed picked up at the market. Hed even set the table and uncorked a bottle of halfway decent wine in honor of the occasion. He had his favorite beer on ice for himself. The serene garden settingwhich Jeanette claimed was the sole reason shed bought the house right out from under Tom before theyd even started datingwas ideal for a good meal and some serious conversation.

An hour later, with Tom and Jeanette sighing with appreciation over his pretty basic culinary efforts, Travis launched into a description of his brainstorm. The incredulous expression on Toms face was a little daunting, but Travis forged ahead anyway. When hed finished, he waited expectantly.

Are you nuts? his cousin demanded.

Toms reaction was pretty much what Travis would have expected from his father, so it was a little discouraging to have it coming from his cousin, whom hed expected to be more supportive.

Jeanette, however, regarded him with obvious delight. I think its a fabulous idea. Its just what this town needs.

Since when does Serenity need its own radio station? Tom asked, his expression dubious.

You said so yourself after that last hurricane looked as if it was aiming straight for us, Jeanette responded. You said we needed a way for everyone in town to get up-to-the-minute information relevant to Serenity, instead of just what was going on over in Charleston or Columbia.

Tom scowled at her. That was different.

How so? Jeanette inquired.

I was just saying someone should do it, Tom grumbled. I didnt mean my own cousin should come into town and throw his money away.

Are you so sure a radio station wouldnt make money here? Travis asked. Theres no competition, at least not close enough to matter. Id get all the local advertising dollars.

Havent you heard? Tom said. Were in the midst of an economic crisis. None of the businesses around here have money to throw away on advertising. Theyre all just trying to stay afloat.

Which is precisely why they need to advertise, Jeanette chimed in, backing up Travis. When did you start to sound so negative about this town, anyway?

Im not down on Serenity. Im just being realistic. He faced Travis. Why would you want to stay here, when you could locate anywhere in the country?

Why not? Travis responded. You did. In fact, if Im recalling correctly, you had a chance to move back to Charleston and you decided to stay right here.

Tom glanced at his wife, undisguised adoration in his eyes. I was persuaded that someone here might make it worth my while.

Dont blame it all on me, Jeanette said, obviously not taking his gallant words as much of a compliment. When the town heard you might leave, they put on a full-court press to keep you here. All that flattery is what changed your mind. It certainly wasnt the salary or even my wiles.

Tom shrugged. Okay, I succumbed to the challenge of solidifying the towns economic base, he admitted. I decided I couldnt walk away when I hadnt finished the job I came here to do.

Thats exactly what Im looking for, Travis told him. A challenge, and a place where I can make a real contribution to the community.

Then I think a radio station in Serenity is perfect for you, Travis, Jeanette said. Goodness knows, you love to talk. And with that low, sexy drawl of yours, youd be great on the air. Every woman in town will tune in, especially if you go on the air at night.

She made an exaggerated show of fanning herself with her napkin, which drew a disgruntled look from her husband. She merely grinned and added, And I already know for a fact that youre the hot topic of conversation in Whartons. When I got back to work today, Annie asked me if I had any idea who the new stranger in town might be. She thought maybe Tom should have the sheriff run a check on you.

Travis chuckled, but Tom looked shaken.

What the devil have you been doing to stir things up? he asked Travis.

Hes been flirting with Sarah, apparently, Jeanette said, her amusement plain. Now Annies on the case. I tried to dodge her questions, because I know you wanted to hang on to your privacy as long as possible, but you should know Annies not going to let this rest.

Whos Annie? Travis inquired.

One of Sarahs best friends. Shes also married to Ty Townsend.

Pitcher for the Braves? Travis asked, impressed when she nodded. He has one heckuva fastball.

How about we discuss your flirtatious ways and Tys fastball a little later, Tom suggested. Right now maybe we should put this radio idea to rest.

I still like it, Jeanette said, giving Tom a stubborn look. I think hell be a huge hit.

And whos he supposed to put on the air the rest of the time? Tom inquired testily.

Hell hire people, she replied.

Are there a lot of frustrated radio deejays in Serenity? Tom scoffed, apparently content to have this conversation with his wife without any input from Travis himself.

He wont know until he puts out word hes hiring, she told him. I vote yes, but since its clear Im butting up against my husbands superior wisdom, Ill leave you two to thrash it out. I have an early meeting at the spa in the morning.

She leaned down to give her husband a blistering kiss that made Traviss stomach knot with envy. Oddly, it also brought the image of the waitress from Whartons to mind. That probably wasnt a good thing.

Then, again, it might not be one bit riskier than this radio venture that had captured his imagination.







Chapter Two

Sarah was jittery as a june bug all day Saturday. Walter was on his way over from Alabama to see the kidswell, to see Tommy, anywayand it was the first time hed been here since shed started working at Whartons. She imagined hed have plenty to say about that. Waiting tables in a local diner didnt fit the Price definition of a suitable career. They hadnt even wanted her to make use of her degree in education, as if teaching at the local elementary school would be beneath a member of such a lofty family.

Worse, Grace had been in a bind this morning, and Sarah had agreed to cover an extra shift, so she wouldnt be at the house to break the news herself. Shed left it to the sitter and Raylene. She figured that could go one of two ways. Walter would shrug it off as one more irrational decision shed made, or hed come flying over here to try to drag her back home where he thought she belonged.

She was clearing tables after the breakfast crowd, getting ready for the bigger than usual Saturday lunch rush in less than an hour, when she saw Walters gasguzzling luxury SUV pull up to the curb. Even without seeing the driver through the tinted windshield, she knew it was Walter because most people in Serenity had adapted to the economic times with more practical cars. She sighed and prepared herself for battle.

She wasnt surprised when he pulled Tommy out of a car seat in back, but when he also emerged a minute later with Libby, she thought maybe her imagination was playing tricks on her. Walter never willingly took Libby anywhere, claiming he didnt know how to handle babies. That might have worked when she was six months old, but it had stopped being an effective excuse now that she was nearly two. She saw Raylenes hand in this. For a woman who was jumpy around strangers, she was a fighter for those she cared about. She must have come out of hiding to shame Walter into taking both kids.

Mommy, Daddy said we could have pancakes for breakfast, Tommy announced excitedly, pushing his way inside and heading right for her. Is it okay, even if we already ate?

Its fine with me, she assured him, casting a wary glance toward Walter, who was trying to slow his pace to Libbys. Once shed learned to walk, Libbys independent streak had kicked in, and she never wanted to be carried anymore except when she was exhausted. Walters expression radiated frustration, but to his credit he hadnt just picked her up or tried to rush her. Maybe hed already discovered that was a sure way to get her to throw a tantrum.

Sarah met his gaze. I wasnt expecting to see you here, she said, trying to gauge his mood.

I wasnt expecting to find you working in a place like this, either, he said as he settled Libby in the booth next to Tommy. I think we should talk about that.

Not while Im working, she said firmly, keeping her expression cheerful but unyielding. What can I get you to drink?

Coffee for me, he said. Milk for the kids, I guess. Tommy, you said you want pancakes, right?

This many, Tommy confirmed, holding up two fingers.

How about one, and then well see, Sarah said. Libby, you want a pancake, too?

Shell make a mess of it, Walter immediately protested.

Not if you give it to her in little pieces, Sarah said. Ill be back in a minute with your drinks. She escaped to the kitchen before she asked him why hed brought them here if he was so worried about any messes they might make. She already knew the answer, anyway. Lecturing her was evidently his top priority.

When she returned with her exs coffee and milk for the kids, he frowned at her. Sit down so we can talk, okay? Theres nobody in here.

There will be soon, and I need to have the tables set up, she said. Once Im finished with that, if theres time, we can talk.

Just then Grace emerged from the kitchen, recognized Tommy and Libby and apparently guessed the identity of the man with them. Honey, you go ahead and take a break, she told Sarah. I can finish up with the booths, and Ill bring those pancakes out when theyre ready.

You dont need to do that, Sarah protested. Youve been on your feet all morning. Youre the one who should be taking a break.

Its okay. Ive had a lifetime to get used to that. Ill bring you a glass of sweet tea, too, Grace insisted.

Sarah sighed and sat down, crowding into the booth next to her ex-husband. There wasnt nearly enough room to keep as much space between them as shed like to. Reluctantly, she met his stormy gaze. She could barely recall what it had been like to have those bright blue eyes light with pleasure at the sight of her.

You wanted to talk, she said mildly. Nows your chance.

Okay, then, what I want to know is if youre working here just to embarrass me? Walter inquired in a strident tone that carried all the way to Grace, who was placing setups on the counter. She whirled around and gave him a hard look.

Aghast by Walters rudeness, Sarah regarded him incredulously. Youre the only one embarrassing you, she said in a low voice. What I do in Serenity is no reflection on you or your family. Were not married anymore.

But it suggests Im not paying you enough in alimony and child support, he said.

She had to try hard not to laugh at his twisted but all-too-typical logic. No, it suggests that I want to work and contribute to my own familys well-being.

Walter was clearly exasperated by her reply. Then why not teach? Isnt that what you were always claiming you wanted while we were married? Day in and day out, I heard about how you were wasting your college degree.

In case you havent checked a calendar, its almost the end of the school year, she said, clinging to her patience by a thread. Ive put in an application for next year, but its too soon to know if there will be a position open.

Well, you could wait until you hear before taking a job like this.

Sarah shook her head at his demeaning tone. Do you happen to remember what I was doing when you and I met at college?

Waiting tables, he admitted grudgingly. But we were kids then.

And its still a perfectly respectable job, she said. You werent such a snob back then, Walter. In fact, you seemed happy enough when I could give you a free burger and fries. Has living in the shadow of your family turned you into the kind of man who cant appreciate hard work, no matter what it is?

She already knew the answer. Working for his father and living close to his family had changed him from the independent, fun-loving man shed fallen for into someone she no longer even recognized. Every time he opened his mouth to criticize her, the words she heard were an echo of something either his mother or father had said about her. And nothing theyd ever said had been good.

He winced at her accusation, but for once he didnt bother trying to defend himself. Okay, okay, I just hate to see you wearing yourself out when you dont need to. You couldnt keep up with the kids when you were home all the time. Now theyre probably running wild because youre too exhausted to chase after them.

She doubted this had anything to do with consideration for her, but she pretended he was sincere. Thanks for worrying, but Im managing just fine.

Well, you look like hell.

Thanks so much, she said wryly, then forced a smile. She refused to rise to the bait of one dig after another. Shed finally learned it wasnt worth arguing with Walter, especially in front of the kids. She turned her attention to Tommy. So, what do you have planned with your dad for today?

Daddy and me are gonna play catch, Tommy said eagerly. Right, Daddy?

Right, Walter said, his eyes lighting up as he looked at his son. There was no mistaking his love for the little boy who looked just like him, with the same blue eyes and sun-streaked brown hair.

Their crooked smiles were exactly alike, too. Every time Sarah saw that smile on her Tommys face, she thought about the man shed fallen in love with, the one it seemed no longer existed.

And Libby? Sarah prodded.

Play, too, Libby insisted, her adoring gaze on her daddy, who plainly was less than thrilled with the idea.

Thatll be fun, Sarah enthused.

Yeah, itll be a barrel of laughs, Walter said.

Sarah regarded him with dismay, and he had the grace to look sheepish. He ruffled Libbys golden curls. Who knows, you could turn out to be the first girl to play in the majors.

Over my dead body, Sarah thought, but kept the thought to herself. If the outrageous idea gave Walter a rare moment of rapport with his daughter, who was she to ruin it?

Just as Grace brought the pancakes for the kids, a few of the Saturday regulars started straggling in.

I have to get back to work, Sarah said, leaving Walter looking flustered as he tried to deal with Libbys pancake and her demands for more syrup.

Sure, abandon me in my time of need, he grumbled as she rose, but for once there was a spark of his old sense of humor in his eyes.

That glint made Sarahs heart catch. Walter Price had been handsome, no question about it. He still was, for that matter. But it was his sense of humor that had captivated her. When that had died, driven out by his demanding father and exasperating mother, shed lost all hope for their marriage. That didnt mean she couldnt hope that one of these days hed find himself again.



When Travis walked into Whartons for lunch on Saturday, he noticed that Sarah seemed to be operating on autopilot. She never once met his gaze while taking his order. Nor did she respond when he told her she was looking mighty fine today.

He watched her as she went through the motions of handing out meals, writing tickets and making change, barely exchanging a word with any of the customers. She looked as if she were a million miles away. Wherever she was, it seemed to be an unhappy place.

Travis liked a puzzle as well as the next person, but hed always figured the quickest way to figure one out was to ask what you wanted to know. When Sarah brought him a tuna sandwich instead of the chicken salad special hed ordered, he snagged her hand.

Hold on, sugar. I ordered the special.

Jerking her hand away, she looked down at the plate on the table as if seeing it for the first time, then blushed furiously. Im so sorry. I dont know where my head is.

Youve been looking distracted ever since I came in, he said, choosing his words carefully. Something told him she was one harsh word away from coming unglued. Is there a problem?

Not really. I just made a mistake, thats all.

Never seen you make one before.

If you only knew, she said with an edge in her voice. Ill get your chicken salad and be right back.

Travis decided to let her go. When she returned with his meal, he tried again.

You know what Ive been thinking? he said, then went right on before she could walk away. Ive been sitting here thinking about how much I miss that smile of yours.

She regarded him skeptically.

Travis nodded. Thats the gospel truth, he assured her. I count on that sunny smile. It makes people feel real welcome.

She frowned at his comment. Sorry. Its not on the menu today.

Any particular reason?

Her frown deepened. Why are you making such a big deal about this? Everyone has a bad day from time to time.

Because it always bothers me when I see a woman looking so unhappy.

So, what? You think you have to rush in and play Sir Galahad?

He grinned. Something like that. Its a curse, but thats just the way I am.

Her lips twitched slightly, as if she were fighting a smile. Eat your lunch, Sir Galahad. Im busy.

Really? he said with an exaggerated look around. He was the only customer left.

She blinked as she realized the same thing. Oh.

I hope everyone didnt slip out without paying, he said with feigned worry.

She did smile then, albeit with obvious reluctance. You going to pick up their tabs, if they did? In the interest of putting a smile on my face?

Absolutely, he said. Or you could just sit down here and talk about your troubles.

With you? A total stranger?

Now, thats not quite right. I thought you and I had been getting to know each other for days now.

I dont even know your name.

Well, I know yours, Sarah. Mines Travis. Travis McDonald. He held out his hand. Schooled with good manners, she took it, but released it almost immediately.

McDonald? she repeated, recognition obviously dawning as the name registered. Any relation to Tom, our town manager?

Hes my cousin, he admitted, then smiled. Now, see, were practically old friends. You can tell me anything.

I thought men hated listening to women pour out their problems, she said, studying him curiously.

Really? Ive found its the best way to get to know a woman. If you dont listen to whats going on in her life, how are you supposed to know how to make her happy?

And making women happy is what you do?

He laughed at the innuendo in her tone. Not in that way, sugar, though we could probably work something out.

She stared at him for a beat, clearly uncertain whether he was joking or not. Finally, she chuckled. Youre outrageous.

Just one of the words Ive heard used, he admitted. Sit, and Ill tell you some of the others.

But I thought you wanted to talk about me, she said, feigning disappointment.

Travis laughed. Thatll work, too.

Sorry. I really do have to get back to work. As soon as I get this place back in order, I need to get home to my kids. Theyre always upset when their daddy goes back to Alabama.

Youre divorced, he concluded.

Yes, and a single mom of a girl whos not quite two and a boy who just turned four.

No wonder you look a little shell-shocked. Thats a heavy load to be carrying.

Her gaze narrowed. You dont like kids?

I love kids, as a matter of fact. Im just saying I know how demanding it is to raise a couple of them on your own.

Now how would you know a thing like that? she asked with blatant skepticism.

Because my mama did it with me and my two sisters. My daddy, bless his heart, was worthless when it came to parenting. He was good for three things, as near as I could tell, writing checks, chasing women and telling the rest of us how badly we were screwing up.

He sounds like a wonderful role model, she said wryly. Are you thinking of following in his footsteps? You certainly have the sweet talk down pat.

The suggestion that he might be anything like his daddy offended Travis deeply, but she had no way of knowing that. I certainly do hold him up as an example, he said slowly, holding her gaze. Of what not to be.

She blinked at the heat behind his words. Okay, then. Good for you. She stood up hurriedly. Nice talking to you, Travis McDonald.

You, too, Sarah, he said with more sincerity than shed managed.

He watched her walk away, wondering at the fact that he was still fascinated despite all the complications screaming at him to stay far, far away.



Mary Vaughn Lewis couldnt recall a time in her life when shed been happier. When shed married Sonny Lewis the first time, shed been after respectability and security. He was the son of the town mayor and owner of a successful car dealership. Married to Sonny, shed believed no one would ever look down on her again or bring up her less-than-respectable family.

Theyd divorced because hed tired of her taking him for granted. Or maybe because hed tired of being second best to Ronnie Sullivan, whod never even given her a second glance despite her very best efforts to catch his attention. It was hard to say just why Sonny had lost patience, but the divorce had been a shock just the same. Shed never envisioned Sonny leaving her. The one constant in her life had been his adoration from the time theyd been teenagers.

Only after theyd been apart for a while had Mary Vaughn realized what a treasure Sonny was. Shed found herself drawn to him in a whole new way. The passion that had been methodical the first time around had been rekindled into something that stunned her with its intensity. In their forties, they were like two kids who couldnt get enough of each other.

As much as this new side of their relationship thrilled her, it was seriously cutting into her career as a real estate agent. Shed realized she was well and truly hooked on her new husband when she chose running home for a mid-afternoon quickie over showing houses or closing a deal. Her schedule, once packed with appointments she refused to change, was now subject to her husbands timetable and the sudden impulses that might strike either one of them.

Which is why she was at home and breathless when she had a call from Travis McDonald inquiring about real estate downtown. Though she had no intention of stopping what she was doing, she couldnt keep herself from listening to his message. Since moving a property on Main Street or anywhere in the vicinity was rare, she yanked the sheet up to her chin, pushed away Sonnys roving hand and took notice, grabbing the phone out of its cradle before he could hang up.

I have a few properties that might suit your needs, she immediately told the man on the other end of the line. When would you like to look?

Hows this afternoon? he said, sounding eager. I could meet you in a half hour.

A half hour will be perfect, she said at once, ignoring Sonnys resigned expression. She settled the details, hung up the phone and turned to her husband. Five minutes to dress, another five to get there. That leaves us twenty minutes. You up to the challenge?

Sonny grinned. You ever know me not to be? he said, already reaching for her.

A half hour later, Mary Vaughns hair was a bit more tousled than usual, her cheeks a little pinker, as she pulled her Mercedes to the curb. Even so, a glance at her watch told her she was right on time. Just one more incidence in her life when Sonny hadnt let her down.



At the end of May there was a frenzy of speculation in Whartons when a SOLD sign appeared on the window of an empty space on Azalea Drive, just across the street from Town Hall and on the other side of the square from Whartons.

Once occupied by a small newsstand that had sold magazines, cigarettes and Coca-Cola in bottles out of an old-fashioned red cooler, it had been empty for several years. The dingy front window had been covered over with curling brown paper, the once-green door was now faded and the rolled up awning was so dry-rotted it would probably crumble if anyone dared to open it.

For once, no one seemed to be able to pry even a tidbit of information from Mary Vaughn, who was usually only too eager to tell the world about the local real estate sales, especially those shed made herself.

Sorry, Ive been sworn to secrecy, she told Sarah and Grace when they ganged up on her one morning when she stopped in to pick up a cup of coffee to go.

Since when has that ever stopped you? Grace grumbled with a huff.

Mary Vaughn didnt take offense. The buyer paid full price to keep my mouth shut. What can I say? Money talks.

Well, youd think whoever it is would want to set off some free word-of-mouth, Grace said. Must not have much business sense.

Mary Vaughn grinned at Sarah. Maybe we should talk about something else. Im hoping Rory Sues going to move back home. Maybe she could get together with you, Annie and Raylene sometime. I think once she sees there are some young people still around, shell feel more positive about settling in Serenity, instead of heading over to Charleston. Sonny and I are just sick, thinking about her so far away. And you should hear her granddaddy going on and on about it. Howards beside himself.

As if Charleston were at the other end of the earth, Sarah thought. In her opinion, it wasnt quite far enough. Still, she fibbed, Wed love to see her.

The truth was, Rory Sue had always thought she was better than any of them, Raylene included. It didnt seem to impress Rory Sue in the least that Raylene was the only girl in town whod had a full-blown debutante season over in Charleston, thanks to her well-connected maternal grandparents.

Like her mama, Rory Sue thought she was hot stuff because of her family, the most powerful one in Serenity. That Howard and Sonny Lewis were big fish in a very tiny pond didnt seem to faze her. It had also apparently escaped her notice that her maternal grandparentsMary Vaughns mama and daddywere less than noteworthy. More like notorious for their frequent drunken brawls, if the truth be told.

Then Ill be sure she gets in touch, Mary Vaughn told Sarah, picking up her coffee and heading for the door.

Dont be coming back in here till you have some news you can share, Grace called after her, not entirely in jest.

Well find out whats going on soon enough, Sarah consoled Grace when Mary Vaughn just waved.

Not good enough. I pride myself on knowing things first, Grace replied. I dont understand all this secrecy unless its going to be one of those shops that sells sex toys or something like that. Her expression turned thoughtful. Maybe porno movies, though we have an ordinance against that, I think. She shook her head sorrowfully. If its not something thats going to cause an uproar, why would the owner want to keep it a secret?

Sarah bit back a laugh because she knew Grace was serious. Im not sure theres a huge market for selling sex toys in Serenity, she said. And if I were ever to consider such a thing, I certainly wouldnt put the business right here in plain view in the middle of downtown, where itd be bound to stir up trouble. There are plenty of back alleys where a place like that might be able to operate in peace.

Well, some people dont have your good sense, Grace grumbled. She stirred a straw around in her sweet tea, her expression despondent. Eventually she turned back to Sarah. Maybe you could talk to Jeanette, see what she knows.

Why Jeanette?

Shes married to the town manager, isnt she? Grace said, clearly warming to the idea. If anybody knows whats going on, Tom does. Hes the one on this big campaign to bring new business into downtown Serenity.

Good point, Sarah conceded. Ill ask her when I go over to The Corner Spa later. Of course, Jeanette hadnt been all that forthcoming about her husbands cousin, even when directly questioned by Annie, so apparently she knew how to be more discreet than the typical Sweet Magnolia. They were all pretty quick to share everything.

If you find out anything, you call me, you hear, Grace commanded. Dont be waiting till morning to let me know.

Ill call, Sarah promised, then noticed Grace looking out the window again. Her expression had brightened considerably.

Now thats real interesting, Grace said. Just look across the street, why dont you?

Sarah followed the direction of her gaze. There, wearing yet another pair of snug, faded jeans and a tight black T-shirt, was her mystery man, Travis McDonald himselfand he was walking right into that empty storefront as if he owned the place.







Chapter Three

A hum of excitement stirred inside Travis as he walked into the space that would soon be Serenitys own country music radio station. To be honest, the task of fixing up the space and creating a studio that would overlook the town square was a little daunting. Right now the whole place reeked of stale tobacco, and the yellowed linoleum floor was scarred with burns from idiots whod just ground out their cigarettes wherever they stood.

The only thing in the place worth saving was the old red Coca-Cola cooler. It might not serve much of a function in a radio station, but he liked the thought of having an antique like that around. He could keep it filled with soft drinksbottled the old-fashioned way if he could find themfor the guests he envisioned putting on the air during a morning show hed decided to call Carolina Daybreak. It would be a mix of music and local news and talk, the first place people would turn toaside from Whartonsto find out what was going on in Serenity.

Now all he needed, aside from a significant amount of elbow grease, was the right person to sit in here and chat with residents and business folks or with anyone important who might be passing through town. He glanced across the square and spotted the person he had in mind standing in the doorway at Whartons, staring right back at him. He waved, and the woman hed now identified as Mrs. Sarah Price, single mother of two, ducked out of his line of sight like a scared little rabbit.

Yep, the minute hed verbally closed the deal for the radio station, hed decided to woo her away from waiting tables and turn her into a small-town celebrity. For days hed watched her talking to the regulars in Whartons in a natural way that kept them laughing and made them open up. He had a hunch she could get people to spill secrets faster than a skilled detectiveand make em enjoy doing it. Shed bring the friendly atmosphere of Whartons right into the studio.

Of course, the fact that she couldnt seem to string two sentences together around him half the time gave him pause, but he was convinced that was an aberration. An intriguing one, in fact. For now, though, any thoughts of pursuing her for anything beyond her ability to charm potential listeners had to be put on hold. He had enough to do just getting this station on the air.

As soon as the paperwork was done and hed finalized his plans and won the necessary approvals from the Federal Communications Commission for going on the air, he intended to sit Sarah down and have a serious conversation with her about how he could change her life.

Hopefully she wouldnt get so nervous shed dump a pot of scalding hot coffee all over him.

For now, though, he had a lot of work to do. He walked over to Main Street to the hardware store and filled a cart with cleaning supplies. He figured hed come back again for paint, lumber, wallboard and flooring once the whole place had been emptied out and scrubbed down and he knew what he had to work with. Maybe Jeanette would want to help him pick the colors. He liked the way her home feltcozy and invitingand he wanted his radio station to feel the same way. Maybe with a little less of that flowery fabric, though. He had no idea how Tom lived with that. Hed probably been blinded to it by love.

When Travis set all his supplies on the counter, the man behind it looked over the purchases. You must be the guy who bought the old newsstand, he concluded.

Travis grinned at his assumption. I did. Isnt anyplace else in town that filthy?

Not much that I know of, the man said. Im Ronnie Sullivan, by the way. My wife, Dana Sue, owns Sullivans, the best restaurant in the entire state.

Amused by the heartfelt recommendation, Travis asked, You wouldnt be just a little biased, would you?

Ronnie pointed to a framed review on the wall that said the same thing. General consensus, he said proudly. You havent been there?

Ive pretty much been eating at my cousins and at Whartons, Travis admitted.

So, you have family in town? Ronnie said, as he rang up Traviss purchases.

My cousins the town manager, Tom McDonald. Im Travis McDonald.

Of course, Ronnie said at once. Tom mentioned he had company. Glad to meet you, and welcome to downtown. He put the heavier items into a carton and bagged the rest. So, what is it you plan to sell?

The question was asked in such a cautious tone, Travis had to fight a grin. Hed heard all the speculation at Whartons. The best, by far, had been Graces opinion that it was going to be something lurid and inappropriate. He hated disillusioning her just yet. She seemed to enjoy working herself into a frenzy.

Im not quite ready to make an announcement, he told Ronnie. I figure theres some advantage to building anticipation.

Interesting strategy, Ronnie said with a thoughtful expression. Are you sure you want to let people get carried away with their speculation? Next thing you know, there could be protests on the town green.

Travis did chuckle at that. Youve heard about the sex toys, too?

Indeed, I have, Ronnie admitted, looking intrigued. Are they wrong?

Very, Travis assured him. But let them enjoy themselves a little longer.

Trust me, you really dont want to let Grace work up a full head of steam over this. Anything you announce after that will pale by comparison.

Im not worried. I think this will stir up some excitement.

But not trouble? Ronnie persisted.

I cant imagine how. Tom would never let me get away with doing anything that would hurt this town. He considers its success to be his own personal mission.

Good point, Ronnie said, looking reassured. Let me know if you need any help fixing the place up. I know several guys who do good workpainting, minor construction, handyman jobsfor a reasonable price.

Thanks. Ill keep that in mind.

You need any help carrying all that back over there? I can close up for a minute and give you a hand.

No need, Travis said, picking up the heavy box and two bags. When it comes time for the paint and whatever else I need, Ill be back.

Sure thing, Ronnie told him. And dont forget to stop by Sullivans one of these days. Im usually hanging out there in the evening, if you find yourself looking for company.

Will do.

Travis went back to his new space and got to work. Whenever he tired of the powerful aroma of cleaning solution, he stepped outside to breathe in the sweetly scented spring air. And more times than he could count, he caught a glimpse of Sarah looking in his direction. He wondered if she shared Graces opinion about what he was up to, and if so, what she thought about it. One thing for sure, her curiosity was evident. He found that increasingly satisfying.



It had been two weeks since theyd discovered that Travis McDonald was the new owner of the space on Azalea Drive, but Sarah and Grace were no closer to figuring out what he had planned. The windows were still covered over with brown paper to keep out prying eyes, but it was evident that Travis had been in there every day working from morning till night. Sarah had to admit being impressed by how industrious he seemed to be.

While Sarah was curious about his plans, the whole mystery was driving Grace crazy. She was about one frenzied minute away from launching a full-scale protest on the sidewalk outside of Traviss store.

What exactly are you going to protest? Sarah asked her. He hasnt done anything except fix the place up. That cant be bad.

You mark my words, he has some dastardly scheme in mind, and I intend to nip it in the bud, Grace declared. Nobodys that secretive without a good reason.

Sarah bit back a smile. Grace, youre getting worked up over nothing. At least wait till he puts a sign up. I told you myself that hes the town managers cousin. Hes not going to do anything that would embarrass Tom.

Then why wont he say so? Grace demanded. Ill tell you why. Because hes up to no good.

Making an impulsive decision, Sarah took off her apron. Cover for me, she told Grace.

Looking startled, Grace asked, Where are you going?

Into the lions den, she said. Where else?

Before Grace could stop her, Sarah walked outside, down the block, then crossed the street. Travis was standing on the sidewalk, leaning back against the buildings old redbrick facade in a nonchalant pose that belied the wary expression on his face.

About time you came calling, sugar, he said when she drew near. I was beginning to think you didnt care.

Immediately flustered, she almost tripped over the curb. Oh, hush with that sweet talk, she said, moving to stand in front of him, hands on hips. Why wont you tell people what you plan to do in here?

Because I dont want to, he said, his tone matter-of-fact. Dont know of any law that says I have to announce my plans before Im ready.

You have to file papers with the town before you can open a business, she reminded him. Or is Tom letting you off the hook because youre related?

Tom would never let me off the hook. Hes a straitlaced guy. My paperwork will all be filed nice and neat when the time comes.

Does he know what youre up to?

Of course.

Thoroughly frustrated by his refusal to set her mind at easeand everyone elses for that mattershe studied him for a minute, then said, Youre enjoying all the speculation, arent you?

He nodded. Im especially fond of the sex-toy theory, he admitted with a spark of pure devilment in his eyes. What do you think of that one?

I think its crazy, Sarah confessed. But since I know for a fact that you can be outrageous, I havent ruled it out. Just so you know, though, Grace wants to get up a petition against it. And follow up with a protest outside your front door. I really think youre better off nipping that idea in the bud.

Really? he said innocently. Just think of the publicity.

Is that the kind you want?

Couldnt hurt, he insisted.

She edged closer to the door, trying to avoid getting too close to him as she did so. Something about all that heat and masculinity was way too hard to resist. She didnt want to tempt fate.

How about giving me a tour? she suggested. Maybe that would give her a few hints about what he had in mind. If it was something outlandish, he probably wouldnt let her cross the threshold.

Travis gave her a long, amused look, then stepped over and opened the door. You can tell me what you think of the color scheme, he said without a hint of reservation.

Inside, to her surprise, she found the one long, narrow room had been carved up into four separate spaces, which certainly didnt look suited to retail. The largest was on the left and had the only window, which faced out on the town green and would let in plenty of light once that awful brown paper was removed. It connected to a smaller room right behind it. The entry area, no bigger than a foyer in a small home, had room enough for a couple of chairs, though the only thing in it at the moment was the old red soda cooler she remembered from her childhood. She touched it with near reverence.

You kept this, she said, not sure why that made her so happy. Maybe she didnt think there could be anything bad about a man with a sentimental streak.

Travis was watching her with that same hint of amusement sparkling in his eyes. Best thing in here, he said.

Whats through that door? she said, gesturing to the only remaining doorway off the foyer.

See for yourself, he said, opening the door.

The back room was completely empty except for cleaning supplies and paint cans. Without a window back there, it could have been dismal, but it had been painted the same cheery yellow as the front rooms. All the trim was white enamel.

You planning to sell the porno stuff back here? she inquired, not entirely in jest. At least it would be out of plain sight.

Actually I was thinking that ought to be out front, he said with a perfectly straight face. Itll attract more customers if it can be seen from the street, dont you think?

Sarah scowled at him. Youre not taking this seriously. Grace will stir up trouble if you dont satisfy her curiosity soon.

Give me a timetable, he suggested. Whats soon?

About a nanosecond, she said. Shes on edge. She likes being the first to know things. Youre frustrating her.

He gestured around him. Do you seriously think this looks like something disreputable?

I dont, but Ive been fooled before.

Really? You dont seem to me like a woman who could be fooled very easily.

How would you know? She honestly wanted to know how hed reached such a conclusion from a few very brief and mostly impersonal conversations. Even his outrageous flirting, she had concluded, was more from habit than anything to do with her.

Im a good judge of character, especially when it comes to women, he claimed. For instance, I look at you and I see a woman whos not afraid of hard work. I see a responsible mother. And when I listen to what you have to say in Whartons

When you eavesdrop, she corrected.

He didnt seem embarrassed by the accusation. When I pay attention, he said, giving it another spin, I hear a woman with intelligence and wit.

His words filled Sarah with a sense of wonder. How had he managed to hit on so many of the areas in which she doubted herself? To hear that he found her to be more than adequate was a revelation. In fact, if shed trusted him from here to the corner, his comments might have been reassuring. In her experience, though, no man who talked this smoothly was up to anything good.

Ignoring the satisfaction she took from his words, she said, Im just warning you, open up about your plans before Grace stirs up trouble. Thatll have way too many repercussions.

Such as?

People in town love Grace. They wont appreciate it if you make her look like an idiot for making a fuss, only to discover that youre planning something totally innocent. Your business, whatever it is, might never recover from that. People have long memories around here, and they look out for their own. Despite their respect for Tom, theyll see you as an outsider. Youll find yourself with a whole store full of widgets or whatever and no buyers.

He nodded, his expression sobering. Ill keep that in mind. As much of a kick as Im getting out of all this wild speculation, I certainly dont want to embarrass Grace.

You almost sounded sincere just then, she said, regarding him with surprise.

I am sincere. I like Grace. Shes one of the reasons I decided to stick around Serenity. Places like Whartons turn a town into a community.

Sarah was even more startled that hed grasped that after such a short time. Maybe hed fit in here, after all. She decided to try one last tactic to see if she could pry a little information out of him.

I could always fill her in on your plans, if you just want to tell me, she offered casually. I might even be able to swear her to secrecy for the time being.

Travis laughed. Now, sugar, Id put my faith in you when it comes to most things, but Ive seen Grace in action. Theres not a secret on earth that would be safe with her.

Oddly enough, it didnt sound like an insult the way he said it. It was almost as if he viewed her pride in spreading gossip as a good thing, even a necessary thing. Thats the way most folks in town looked at it, as a frequently exasperating but much loved grapevine that kept them all informed.

Which makes her a valuable resource, if you ask me, Sarah said, defending Grace. As much as it might annoy people to have their business turn into todays hot topic, at least it keeps most things out in the open. Theres not a lot of secret backstabbing that goes on in Serenity.

And how many small towns can make a claim like that? Travis said, clearly amused by the boast.

Sarah regarded him with a narrowed gaze, not quite sure whether to take him seriously or if he was making fun of the town. If you ask me, its a good thing, she said.

I couldnt agree more, he said. His gaze darkened and he reached out as if he intended to touch her, but then dropped his hand back to his side. In fact, Im counting on pretty much everything being out in the open before long.



Sarah puzzled over Traviss comment for most of the afternoon. How a man capable of being so secretive could want things out in the open made no sense. Shed repeated the gist of the conversation to Grace, who didnt know what to make of it, either. Now Sarah tried it out on Raylene, as they sat on the patio with their sweet tea while the kids played in the backyard.

I swear I think it was a hint, she told Raylene. I dont think he was trying to be cryptic at all. But what could he have meant?

Maybe hes a spy, or an investigative reporter and hes here to do an expos, Raylene suggested.

Sarah regarded her with skepticism. A spy in Serenity, South Carolina? Whats he supposed to be spying on? Or exposing, for that matter? Its not as if theres a lot of dirt to dig up in a town this size. Like I told him, Grace knows most everything that goes on around here, anyway. She certainly knows more than the local weekly newspaper.

Then Im out of ideas, Raylene said.

I suppose well all know soon enough, Sarah said with a sigh. I think I got through to him about not dragging this out much longer. She turned her attention to Raylene, who looked drawn and nervous. You okay? Did something happen around here today?

If anything, her friend looked even more upset. I had another panic attack, she admitted. The kids were out here playing, and I was sitting here watching them, when Tommy went around the side of the house. When I called him, he didnt answer. I tried to go after him, but when I got to the edge of the patio, it was like I ran into a wall or something. I couldnt make myself take one more step. I started sweating and my hands were shaking. I finally managed to shout for him and, thank God, he came right back, but I think we need to take another look at me being alone with the kids, even for an hour or two.

Sarah could see the worry and fear in her eyes. I have every faith that if Tommy hadnt come when you called, you would have gone looking for him.

Raylene regarded her with frustration. Youre not listening to me, Sarah. I couldnt make myself move. I couldnt!

Sarah didnt want Raylene to see that the incident worried her. She reached over and squeezed her hand. Its okay. Nothing happened. Tommys fine.

Next time, he might not be. I mean it, Sarah, she said earnestly. Im happy to help out with the house, but I just cant risk being responsible for Tommy and Libby. I know youre trying to be supportive, but right now the only thing that matters is the well-being of your kids.

I know, Sarah acknowledged. No matter how much faith she had in Raylene, she knew she couldnt take a chance that it might be misplaced. I just dont want to see you taking another step to shut yourself away here. You know this is more than some temporary thing, Raylene. Not only has it gone on for months now, but youre getting worse. You need to see someone, not for me or for the kids, but for you. Call Annies shrink. You already know Dr. McDaniels from back when Annie was in the hospital with her anorexia. It wont be like talking to a complete stranger.

Raylene shook her head. I know that makes sense, but I need to try to beat this on my own. I dont want my independence to be one more thing my husband took away from me.

Hasnt it already happened? Sarah asked in frustration. Youre already holed up here. You dont see anyone except the people we invite over and the kids and me. Thats not living, Raylene.

Raylenes expression turned sad. Believe it or not, its better than the life I had in Charleston.

It sounded as if she were talking about more than the physical abuse to which shed been subjected. What do you mean? Sarah asked. What about all those fancy committees you told us you were on? All the fundraising you did?

All talk, Raylene said. I didnt want you and Annie to know how bad things were. I couldnt serve on committees, because I never knew what shape Id be in. You cant join those things and then never show up. Oh, I tried for the first year we were married, but then I got a reputation as someone who couldnt be counted on. I quit everything after I heard a woman telling a committee chair not to give me an important assignment because I wouldnt be around to follow through.

I had no idea, Sarah whispered, understanding how much that must have hurt. Im so sorry.

Dont be. It was my fault.

Being abused was not your fault, Sarah said furiously. The blame is all on that creep you married.

I chose him, Raylene said. And I stayed much too long, because every time I mentioned that I might leave him, my parentswell, my mother reallyreminded me about all the wonderful things Id be giving up. She didnt believe for a minute that someone from such an upstanding family and in such a respectable profession could have a mean streak. In her mind, I had this idyllic marriage, the one she should have had.

What about your dad?

I never told him, Raylene admitted. I couldnt. It would have destroyed him, especially if hed found out that my mother knew and advised me to stay. Im glad hes gone now, so hell never find out about any of this.

Sarah couldnt imagine any mother who would knowingly let her daughter stay in an abusive relationship without fighting tooth and nail to get her out of it. Shed always thought that Raylenes mother lived too much in her supposedly glorious past, that she complained too much about the pitiful life to which shed been relegated in this little podunk town. This, though, turning her head when it came to Raylenes marital mess was truly unconscionable.

No wonder you havent spoken to your mother since you moved over here, she told Raylene.

Shes not as awful as this makes her sound, Raylene said wearily. She just wanted so badly for me to have the things she didnt have with my dad.

Material things, Sarah said with feeling. Didnt she know those arent half as important as love and respect? She always had that from your dad. He adored her.

But I dont think she valued it as much as all the sterling silver that I received as wedding gifts, Raylene said. And to be honest, at first neither did I. Thanks to you and Annie, I think Im finally beginning to put my life back into perspective and to get my priorities straight.

Thats huge, Sarah said, giving her a congratulatory high-five.

Raylene gave her a rueful grin. Yeah, now if my life only went beyond the boundaries of your house and this patio, everything would be just peachy.
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