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To my siblings—Danny Hayes, Joel Hayes,
 Peter-John Hayes, Rebekah Gunter—
who show up on these pages one way or another.
Growing up with you was fun. 
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June 4
 Beaufort, South Carolina

The sun rises in a pinkish-blue spring sky over the Beaufort River as I exit the old drawbridge and turn left onto Bay Street. My rusty red ’68 Mustang jerks and shimmies, threatening to quit on me—again—while from the radio, Tim McGraw sings when the stars go blue.

The old girl’s carburetor sputters and chokes. Mimicking Dad, I bang the dash. “Don’t die on me, Matilda. I’m late for work.” I mash the clutch and gun the gas, desperate to keep her alive. Matilda rattles and clanks in defiance.

Last month, while waiting for the drawbridge to swing closed, Matilda shot a plume of black smoke out her tailpipe and stalled with a kerplunk. What followed was a lot of car-horn swearing, then being pushed across the bridge by angry drivers who’d as soon shoot me as help me.

The car is giving me a rep.

But today I make it over the bridge in spite of Matilda’s rattle trap-ping. Paul Mulroney of Mulroney’s Bistro glances up from sweeping his walk as I rumble down Bay Street. He shakes his head, shouting some-thing I can’t quite make out. I smile and wave, doing my part to enhance community relations.

At seven thirty in the a.m., downtown Beaufort wakes up with a slow, sleepy feel. By midday, the streets will flow with tourists and tanned retirees looking to buy a slice of lowcountry life. If only people would make their way down to Jones McDermott’s—may he rest in peace—little Frogmore Café on the corner of Bay and Harrington.

“A town treasure,” the Beaufort Gazette called the Café in a story about Jones the day after his funeral. More like forgotten treasure. If it wasn’t for the regulars—most of them senior citizens over sixty—the Café would be sunken treasure.

 Making the light at Church Street, I swerve into the Café’s gravel-and-crushed-shell parking lot. Stopping in the shade of a thick, ancient live oak, the Mustang’s motor chokes and, at last, dies. “Ho, boy.” When I try to restart, the engine refuses to fire.

“Fine, swell, great. Be that way.”

Anointing the moment with a few soap-worthy words, I fish my cell phone from the bottom of my backpack and autodial Dad. While it rings on his end, I study the back of the Café. The paint is faded and peeling from a thousand afternoons of baking in the hot South Carolina sun. One side of the porch leans and slopes.

Since Jones’s sudden death from a heart attack a few weeks ago, I’ve been managing the place with the rest of the crew—Andy, Mercy Bea, and Russell—trying to make a go of things. Business is slow. Money is almost nonexistent. Unfortunately, the heyday of the Frogmore Café echoes in the Valley of Time alongside beehive hairdos and eight-track cassettes.

Daddy’s phone rings for the third time. Come on, pick up.

Mercy Bea Hart, the Café’s senior waitress, steps through the kitchen door, lighting a cigarette, indicating to me with a jab at her watchless wrist that I’m late.

Thirty-some years ago, Mercy Bea had her fifteen minutes of fame when she won a Jayne Mansfield look-alike contest. Got her picture in a Hollywood magazine and appeared on The Mike Douglas Show. Ever since, she’s maintained her once-won image—dyed-blonde bombshell hair, curvy figure with just the right amount of cleavage, red lips, and long, lacquered fingernails.

“Yeah, Caroline, what’s up?” Dad’s crisp question is accompanied by the grind of heavy equipment.

“Matilda.”

“Again? Caroline, it may just be time to get rid of that thing.”

We’ve had this conversation. “Can you tow it to CARS? Please?” I glance at my watch. Seven thirty-five. While I take care of the Café books, I also wait tables, and my regulars arrive at 8:02.

“Where are you?” Dad asks.

“The Café parking lot.” Hitching my backpack higher on my shoulder, I lean against the car door. The morning is muggy but breezy, fragrant with the sour scent of the dark, soft pluff mud of the river marsh.

“At least you made it to work this time.” A chuckle softens his tone. 

Kudos for Matilda. “See, she isn’t all bad.”

“Keep telling yourself that, Caroline. I’ll be along after this job. I’m down in Bluffton, and we’re having trouble with the equipment.”

“Thank you a thousand times over, Daddy.”

“You’re welcome a thousand times over.”

Pressing End, I stuff my phone into the front pocket of my backpack and head for the Café’s kitchen door. Mercy Bea snuffs out her cigarette in a stained-glass ashtray. “You’re late.”

“What are you, the time-clock gestapo? I was caught in bridge traffic.” 

“Can’t be running in here late, Caroline.” She settles the ashtray on the windowsill and follows me inside. “And you best get rid of that broken-down heap. Half the town’s push-started you. Growing tired of it.” 

“How lucky I am to live in such a warm, friendly place. How’s business this morning?” In the office, just off the kitchen, I flip on the light and unzip my backpack. 

“Slow. I cleaned the bathrooms for you.” Mercy Bea leans her shoulder against the doorjamb and picks at her brilliant-red fingernails. “Landsakes, I’ve got to get my nails done.” 

“You cleaned the bathrooms? For me.” Tying on my apron, I gaze over at her. 

“Don’t act all surprised.” She pops and cracks her gum. “You covered for me a few times when my young-sons got into trouble.” Mercy Bea is a single mom of two teen boys she affectionately refers to as “young-sons.”

“So . . . anything new from Jones’s lawyer?” 

Aha. This is why she cleaned the bathrooms—to butter me up for information. Not that I’m keeping secrets. “Not since he called last Wednesday. He’s still tied up with an estate case in Charleston. Said he’d be down as soon as he was free.”

“Well, you let me know if you hear from him, now.”

“Don’t I always?” 

Even though I’m not the senior Café employee, Jones’s lawyer,Kirk Harris, deals directly with me. My guess is because I’ve been handling the business side of the Café for two years. It’s the reason Jones hired me.

“I could use your help around here, Caroline. Someone to teach the Café ropes,” Jones said to me one afternoon when I stopped by for some Frogmore Stew. 

Learning the Café ropes wasn’t high on my list of life goals, but between Jones’s aged puppy-dog eyes and a mental picture of my Granddaddy Sweeney looking down from heaven, whispering, “Be sweet, Caroline; help out my old friend,” I couldn’t say no. 

Jones started me out waiting tables, then added on bookkeeping and ordering. Turns out everyone at the Frogmore Café wears multiple hats.Though I’m not allowed to cook. All on account of almost burning down Beaufort High when I took home ec. But that’s another story.

Exchanging my flip-flops for my black work clogs, I glance at Mercy Bea. “So, how’d your date with Ralph Carter go last night?”

Mercy Bea responds with a Cruella Devill cackle. “Oh, dear girl. He was a loser with a capital L-O-O-S-E-R.”

“You mean L-O-S-E-R.”

“That’s what I said.”

“You added an extra O.”

“Caroline, I can spell loser.” Her exhale is edgy. “I’ve certainly acquainted myself with enough of them.”

Whatever. “So, all your great hair dye and makeup went to waste?” I retrieve my pen and order pad from the desk, then stuff my backpack into the bottom drawer.

“On him, yes. Though I looked pretty darn hot, if I say so myself.” 

“Miss Mansfield would be proud.” 

“I had a little bit of a flirt with a Marine pilot when L-O-S-E-R went to the toilet. Turns out he was married. But”—she jabs the air with her finger—“in my defense, he wasn’t wearing a ring, and the wife was out-side on her phone.”

I snap my fingers. “Those darn non-wedding-ring-wearing pilots.” 

Mercy Bea whirls away from me with a huff, stopping long enough to point at the clock. “Hurry on out. The breakfast-club boys will be along soon.” 

I return to the kitchen. “Morning, Andy.” The exhaust fans over the oven compete with the soulful sounds coming from the mini boom box on top of the reach-in. All I can hear is the bass line. “What’s today’s special?” The Emmitt Smith–sized cook looks up from pulling a couple of green peppers from the lowboy. “Barbeque chicken with choice of three vegetable sides—greens, corn, fried okra, corn on the cob, fried tomatoes,peas, or mashed potatoes. Bubba’s Buttery Biscuits, of course,a drink. Choice of dessert. Pluff Mud Pie or vanilla layer cake.”

“I ordered more produce and shrimp Friday. Should come today.” 

“What’d they say over at Fresh Earth Produce?” Andy chops peppers for one of the breakfast-club boys’ country omelet. “Rice Dooley is wanting money, I bet.” 

“Well, he doesn’t consider us a charity.” I snatch a hot, fresh biscuit from a baking sheet. Steam rises from the fluffy white middle when I pull it apart.

Rice: “We need some sort of payment, Caroline. Look, I know Jones didn’t leave y’all in good shape, but can we see something?”

Me: “I understand, Mr. Dooley. I’ll get a payment to you this week. But we need corn and shrimp or the Frogmore Café is without Frogmore Stew.” 

“I know you’re doing all you can to juggle things, Caroline.” Andy whacks an onion in two. 

The soft bite of my biscuit melts in my mouth. “Unfortunately,there’s more debt to juggle than credit.” 

In the aftermath of kind and compassionate Jones McDermott’s death, I discovered a hard truth: he was a horrible businessman. As a result, I’ve learned how to tap dance around due dates, how to stretch imaginary dollars. 

“Any word from the lawyer?” Andy asks, turning to the stove, pouring eggs into a hot skillet.

I’m going to write “Nope” across my forehead and point to it when people ask, “Any word from the lawyer?”

“Nothing new.”

“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Andy leans over the prep table toward me. “Mercy Bea is hoping Jones left the place to her?” He grabs a handful of diced veggies and sprinkles them on the cooking eggs. 

“Why would she want this place?” I gesture to the dingy white kitchen walls and cheap linoleum floor. “It’s a money pit, in need of some serious loving. The old girl needs an owner with deep, generous pockets.”

“Mercy Bea or the Café?”

Brushing biscuit crumbs from the corner of my lips, I laugh softly and head for the dining room. “You’re bad, Andy.”

A guttural um-um-um vibrates from the cook’s immense chest. “This money pit is putting food on my table, paying the bills. Gloria’s been out of work for over a month now on account of her back. I need this job. I’m believing God has a plan.”

The cook’s confidence makes me pause at the kitchen door. “If there is such a thing as an all-knowing, all-seeing All Mighty, He might have a plan for the Café. But Jones? I’m not so sure.” 

Andy’s large shoulders roll as he laughs. “Guess you’re right about Jones. Yes sirree. But the wife and I are praying, Caroline.”

“You do that. I’ll wish upon a star.”



DAILY SPECIAL 

 Barbeque Chicken 
Choice of Three Sides: Greens, Corn,
Fried Okra, Corn on the Cob, Fried Tomatoes, 
green Beans, or mashed Potatoes 
Bubba’s Buttery Biscuits 
Pluff Mud Pie or Vanilla Layer Cake.
Tea, Soda, Coffee
 $6.99 
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The Christmas bells dangling down the glass-front door ring out as three retired Marines—Dupree Cornwallis, Luke Gold, and Pastor Winnie Smith—file in wearing their Semper Fi caps over their graying, receding hairlines.

Always faithful.

“Morning, fellas,” I say, bringing around their orders. Five mornings a week, when the bells chime at eight-oh-two, Andy sets their food in the window.

“‘Sweet Car-o-line,’” Pastor Winnie sings, clapping his long-fingered, dark hands together as he slides into a booth along the front wall by the windows. “‘Good times never seemed so good.’”

Luke and Dupree supply the trailing bump, bump, bumps.

“You boys are feeling good this morning.”

“God done made a beautiful day.” Pastor Winnie always testifies.

 “I was up all night, peeing.” Dupree grunts as he slides into his side of the booth. He starts every morning with a bathroom story.

“No coffee for you, then? Caffeine, makes you . . . you know . . . go.” 

Luke chuckles. “She’s got your number, Dupe.” 

“Worse than trekking to the head a hundred times in the night is facing the morning without coffee.” Dupree drops his cap, embroidered with the Third Marine Division emblem, on the far side of the table. “Make mine extra black.” 

“Have it your way. Do you want to move to the booth by the restrooms?” 

“Listen, Wet-Behind-the-Ears, I was drinking mud water in the Korean forest before you were a glint in your granddaddy’s eye. Caffeine don’t scare me.”

The breakfast-club boys are the silver lining in my Café career. If I’d turned Jones down, I would’ve never met Dupree, Luke, or Pastor Winnie. 

“Ignore him, Caroline.” Mild-mannered and recently widowed Luke unrolls his silverware as I fill their coffee cups. “He’s complained about the mud water for fifty years.” He looks up at me. “Any news on the Café?”

Nope. I point to my forehead.

Luke wrinkles his.

I sigh. “No news.” 

“Don’t know what I’d do without this Café.” Pastor Winnie says, mixing his eggs with his grits. “Jones was one of the first in town to defy the old Jim Crow laws. Let the black man and the white man eat together.” 

Dupree nods. Luke um-hums . In that moment, their affection for the Café sweeps over me. When they lost Jones, they lost a friend. The Caféis all they have left of him—a symbol of their friendship and youth.

Along with hundreds of other combat veterans, their names are on the Vet Wall.

When Jones bought this place in ’57, it was a run-down 1850s home. In the process of fixing it up, he discovered two soldiers’ signatures under a tacky layer of ’30s wallpaper. So he created a memorial to the hundreds of veterans who have fought for our freedoms over the years. Since then, vets from World War I to the Iraqi conflict have signed the Wall. Their sacrifice is not forgotten.

Mercy Bea bumps up next to me with a pot of coffee. “Morning, boys.” She checks to see if their cups need refilling. Which they don’t. I’m on top of it here.

“Morning, Mercy Bea.”

“How’re you doing, Luke?”

He clears his throat, scratching his thumbnail across his brow. “Getting by. Never imagined I’d live life without Melba.”

“It’s hard on the man when the wife goes first.” Mercy Bea flicks her free hand with an air of authority. “See it all the time when I take a shift at the nursing home. Men need women. Can’t live without us.” She checks the coffee level at table 4. “Women, see, are really the stronger of the sexes. We live long and healthy lives after our men go on.”

“Ha!” Dupree slaps the table, calling after Mercy Bea. “A man can live long and fine without a woman. Especially a nagging one.”

“Dupe,” I say, “she’s not insulting men. Just making an observation.” 

“Well, she best to hold on to some of her observations.” He raises his voice, turning his chin over his shoulder so she can hear him loud and clear. “She might be able to trick a smart man into taking her to dinner.” 

Holding my laugh in, I point to his plate. “Your eggs are getting cold.”

Dupree jerks his napkin from under the silverware. “Has my wife been by here? Giving you nagging tips?”

The Christmas bells clang again as two men enter the Café and take a seat at the counter. “I’ll be around with more coffee.”

The Café routine goes on as morning sunlight gleams through the windows. Jones would’ve wanted it this way.

After the breakfast rush—and I use the term loosely—the dining room is bright but quiet. Mercy Bea leans against the counter, reading the Gazette, sipping iced tea from a mason jar. In the kitchen, Andy ups the music as he preps casseroles for lunch. Russell, the Café’s dish-washer and part-time cook, punches in and powers up the old dishwasher. 

Snatching up another warm biscuit, I tuck away in the office to face the bills, sitting in the dilapidated desk chair and launching QuickBooks while I gaze around the long, narrow quarters. Jones was a pack rat. He saved old cookbooks, menus, place mats, and the odd broken oven knob. Once the Café is sold or handed over to the new owner, I’ll volunteer to help decipher this mess for cleanup.

Bending under the desk, I open the tiny safe and pull out last night’s deposit. If I didn’t know better, I’d swear the bag was empty. Business is such that I only trek down to the bank once or twice a week. Every time I do, the bank manager, Mr. Mueller, gives me a look like, “Don’t be asking for a loan, Caroline.”

Don’t you worry, Mr. Mueller. When Kirk finally gets around to reading Jones’s will, I’ll be free . . .

My thoughts jump to my friend Hazel Palmer’s latest brief and cryptic e-mail: “I went way out on a limb this time for you, Caroline. Risking my rep. So, do you want the job or not? Yes or no.”

My friend, the sarcastic CFO. Did I ask her to climb out on a limb for me and dangle her reputation? No. It’s all about ego when one becomes senior management for a major European development corporation.

“Caroline?” A light knock echoes outside the office door.

“Hey, Mrs. Atwater.” I motion for my former math teacher turned domestic engineer to enter. It’s nice to see her. Even better, she’s not asking me for geometry solutions.

No, I do not know what percent of a rectangle’s area is increased if the length and width are doubled. How will this improve my life?

“Morning, Caroline.” She hands me a set of keys. “Jones’s carriage house is cleaned out, ready for new residents.” With a glint in her hazel eye, she settles in the chair on the other side of the desk. “I see Jones was a hoarder in the Café as much as his house.”

“He hated to throw stuff out.” I drop the keys in the top desk drawer, next to another odd key I found taped to the side of the file cabinet a week ago. “I’d clean out the office, but I’m waiting to see what the new owners will do. So, what’s the decluttered carriage house look like?” 

“Walk across the parking lot and check it out. It’s quite lovely. Polished hardwood floors, open-beam ceiling, fresh paint. The kitchen is from the sixties, but, hey, avocado green is coming back.”

“If you’re a hippie.”

“Exactly.” Sitting back, she props her hands on her slightly round middle. A seventies-style red bandanna shoves her brown curls away from her forehead. “Any word from the lawyer?”

“Nothing new.” I tap the deposit amount into QuickBooks. If only I could add one more zero. “Just that he’s still busy with a big estate case. Do I pay you for cleaning or . . .”

“We’re square. The lawyer paid me when he hired me.” Mrs. Atwater hunches forward. “I’ve known you a long time, Caroline . . .”

She’s going to give me the speech. The one she gave her class every semester. I rock back in my chair, catching my foot around the desk leg as the seat lists to starboard. I’m determined to pay attention to her this time. For real. And believe her. A little.

“You’re one of the brightest, kindest women I’ve ever met. Even though you hated geometry.”

“Hated? No, Mrs. Atwater, really, I like—”

She laughs. “You’re not in tenth grade, Caroline. You can confess: you hated it.”

I wrinkle my face. “It’s just there were so many triangles, rectangles, and circles . . .”

“As I recall, you earned an A.”

“I cheated.”

“Ha. You didn’t. Which brings me to my point.”

How’d she work that one around?

“Look at you, Caroline, hanging around, making sure Jones’s old place stays afloat. You’re selfless. Even in high school, you carried a serious personal responsibility about you that your friends and classmates didn’t.”

“Being abandoned by a parent does that to a girl.” Reaching for a thin wire that was once a paper clip, I wish she’d focus her intense gaze elsewhere. “I always felt Daddy needed me, you know? If I left, what would he do?”

And what would I do so far from home? Morph into her?

“I understand. But your daddy is doing fine now. Isn’t he engaged? Your brother’s married.” My old teacher leans forward, placing her fingers on the edge of the desk, her expression almost a yearning. “Caroline, you have so much untapped potential. Don’t let your mama’s weirdness hold you back. I’ll tell you right now, I was disappointed when you turned down the Clemson scholarship.”

“Look, Mrs. Atwater—”

“How long you been working here?”

“Two years.”

“And before here?”

My back stiffens. “Mrs. Farnsworth’s Landscaping & Nursery. Bookkeeping, mostly. Spread more manure-laced fertilizer than I liked, but she’s a nice lady.”

Mrs. Atwater wrinkles her nose. “Of course she is. So are you. Too nice. Before Mrs. Farnsworth, you worked for your brother when he took over Sweeney Construction after your granddaddy passed. Before that, you managed the office for your dad’s well-drilling business.”

I jam the wire in one of the wormholes that pepper the wooden desktop. “I know my own job history, Mrs. Atwater. It’s hard to say no to people in need.”

“What about your need? You think God only put you on this earth to do other folks’ chores?”

“First of all, I don’t believe God put me here for anything. Second, what’s wrong with doing other people’s chores? If more people would help out—”

“Sure, but there’s something just for you. A field you’re supposed to plow and plant—” Mrs. Atwater pinches her lips. “You know what, I’ll shut up. Who am I to judge? I’ve overstepped my bounds. Forgive me.” She rises. “What the world needs is more people like you. One who puts others above herself.”

“Don’t make me out to be a saint, Mrs. Atwater. I’m not.” The wire’s tip is stuck in one of the worm holes. I jerk it free.

“I gave up teaching to save my sanity. If I had to grade one more test . . .” She pauses at the office door, shaking her head. “But I’ll never stop encouraging my students, no matter how old they are. Just take care of yourself, Caroline. Don’t waste your potential.”

The words bounce around the crowded office, hurting my ears. “Don’t waste your potential.”

As I hear her car fire up and pull away, I glance out the small office window—the panes need washing—and muse about my unrealized potential. A creeping sensation runs over my torso and down my arms. I’m already twenty-eight. What am I going to do with my life?

Worse than dying is never having lived at all.

Early afternoon Daddy comes around and hitches my broken-down car to the back of his truck. “I’ll pick you up when I’m done with my last job.” He rests his elbow out the window of his battered blue work truck. “Henry and Cherry are coming over for dinner.” 

“Yeah, Cherry said she thought they’d make it.” My brother and his wife of eight years join Dad and me for dinner once a week or so. But we’re sloppy with family traditions and lately we’ve been more on the “or so” side of things than the “once a week.”

“Posey’s cooking up something good.” Dad clicks his tongue against his teeth and fidgets. “I want to run something by you kids.”

“Yeah, like what?” Bending left, I try to see his eyes, which are focused straight ahead, out the windshield. “Don’t tell me Posey gave back your ring.”

“Here I am towing your broken-down heap to the shop and you’re poking fun at me.” He shifts the truck into gear.

“Dad, I’m teasing. You know Posey loves you.”

The truck inches forward as he eases off the clutch. “I’ll talk to you later. See you around five or half past.”

As he drives off, I catch a smile on the corners of his lips.

What are you up to, Dad?

He’s delivered a lot of news to Henry and me over the years. Most of it bad. “Mama left for good this time . . . Got a call from California. Your Mama says Merry Christmas, but she’s not coming . . . Your mama’s passed on. They’re doing an autopsy, but it looks like she was drinking and driving.” 

But today, there was a different light in his eyes, a different tone in his voice.

Back inside the Café, I grab a plate of Frogmore Stew—shrimp, corn on the cob, potatoes, sausage, and onions—and head to the office to tally the day’s tips.

Meanwhile, Andy’s showing Russell how to make Jones’s signature Bubba’s Buttery Biscuits.

“Now, careful, boy. Treat the dough nice. Like you’re handling a woman.”

I pinch my brow and glance over my shoulder. Andy gives me a jolly wink.

A soft red burns across Russell’s smooth cheeks. Andy hit close to home, I reckon. The twenty-something dishwasher-slash-cook is a student at University of South Carolina’s Beaufort campus and more than likely has handled a woman. Or two. At least spent a good bit of time trying. Nevertheless, Andy’s reference has him flustered and embarrassed. 

Okay, on to counting tips. Hmm . . . clearly I didn’t think this through. How can I eat corn on the cob and count money?

Since Mercy Bea leaves in a few minutes, I set my food aside and divvy up the money.

For some mysterious reason, the Frogmore Café customers don’t get the concept of 15 percent. Well, except the breakfast-club boys. They leave a hundred-dollar tip every year for my birthday and Christmas Eve.

I make two piles of money. One for Mercy Bea, one for me. Pretty meager. And she’s the mother of teen boys, and I . . . live at Dad’s. What the heck. I shove my dollars in with hers and slip the money into her envelope.

At that precise moment, the senior waitress peeks through the office door, breathless.

“Are you all right?” My leg muscles tighten, ready to spring.

“He’s out there.” She fluffs the ends of her overly sprayed hair.

“Who? Ralph Carter?” I grin.

Mercy Bea twists her red lips into a grimace. “No, Ralph is not here. Your man is here. J. D. Rand. Dang, Caroline, he’s handsome. Got arms the size of a tree trunk. Shoulders like rocks.”

“He’s not my man.”

“What do you mean he’s not your man?” She crouches close as if she’s about to tell me a huge secret. “He’s been in here every day for the past three weeks.”

Yeah, I know. “We’ve gone out a few times.”

“Are you two . . . well, you know.” Her eyebrows wiggle.

“Mercy Bea, no.” Embarrassment explodes in my torso and rings in my ears. “What is wrong with you?”

The nosy waitress angles toward me. “Miss Goody Two-Shoes, he’s one fine, fine deputy. Not my type, mind you—too pretty for me. But I appreciate his qualities. I can see why the ladies fall all over him.”

I point to Mercy Bea’s tip envelope. “First of all, there’s your tip money. Second of all, if I was, well, you know, I wouldn’t tell you.”

I busy myself with my plate of Frogmore Stew. Not that it’s Mercy’s business, but I’ve never . . . you know-ed . . . in my life. When I was six-teen, Daddy sat me down for a “little chat” when his office manager’s daughter, Janie, turned up pregnant. He started out with, “The backseat of a car is no place to become a woman.” Then his voice cracked, and his foot started tapping. Fast. “Sex should be between two people in a committed relationship.”

I never looked him in the eye. Never asked one question. No sirree, Bob.

“Do you understand, Caroline?”

I nodded. Please, can I go now? Is that Henry outside with his buddies? 

“Caroline.” Dad bent forward to see into my eyes. “Here it is. You gals got it. The boys want it. Talk about woman power, all this nonsense about wanting to be like men. Shoot, you ladies got it made. Look, baby, as long as you don’t give in, you’re in control.” He stood and wagged his finger. “You’re not the blue-light special at K-Mart. Don’t act like you’re for sale, cheap.”

To this day, I can’t shop at K-Mart.

Mercy Bea shakes her tip envelope under my nose. “Hey, where’d you go? J. D.-land?”

I glance up, corncob between my teeth. She wrinkles her face. “Wipe your face, girl. He’s asking for you.”
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Hey, beautiful.” Beaufort County deputy J. D. Rand smiles at me from the other side of the counter, tucking his Foster Grants inside the top of his uniform. His greeting is like a warm splash. But I play it cool.

“Hey yourself.” I fill a glass with ice and Diet Coke. “Want some lunch?”

“Is the special still any good?”

Lowering my chin, I peer at him from under my brow. “You want me to ask Andy if his special is fresh?”

“On second thought . . . bring me the special.” J. D. grins with a pound of his palm against the counter.

“What sides do you want?” I jot “Spcl” on my order pad.

J. D. glances at the Daily Special chalkboard. “Green beans and salad. That’ll do me. Got to fit into my uniform tomorrow.” He winks. 

My skin flushes hot. “B-be right back.” How does he do that to me? 

When I return with his plate, J. D. cups his hands over mine. “Are you free tomorrow night?”

“W-what’d you have in mind?”

“We could go fishing. Or down to the beach?” His long-lashed, chocolate gaze lands on my face while his thumb traces the fleshy part of my hand.

I gulp a deep breath. “F-fishing sounds fun.”

“It’s a date then.” His smile is intoxicating, his invitation flattering, and I find my reserve melting. In the past, J. D. was known as a ladies’ man, but in recent years, his rep has actually chilled. The word among our friends is he’s settling down, growing up.

“I’ll pick you up around six?” J. D. pats the massive bicep choking his uniform sleeve. “After my date with the gym.” He nods with another teasing grin and wink.

“Six o’clock, tomorrow.”

His bravado is endearing. Handsome as all get-out, confident in an I-wear-a-badge kind of way, J. D. grew up with a drinking daddy who cared more about José Cuervo than his own children. J. D.’s worked hard to cover the hole his daddy dug in his heart.

For me? Okay, I admit it’s nice to have male attention that isn’t wrapped around, “Hey, Caroline, warm up my coffee, will you?”

By five p.m., the Café is closed, empty, and silent. Andy and Russell cleaned the kitchen and punched out. Finished with my side work, I launch e-mail while waiting for Dad to pick me up.

To: CSweeney

From: Hazel Palmer

Subject: Are you ready this time?

Caroline,

An amazing opportunity has opened up here at SRG International in Barcelona. And I do mean amazing. Not like the other two jobs I offered you before. Ten times better. Do you want it? I went way out on a limb this time for you, Caroline. Risking my rep.

Yes or no?

Hazel

CFO, SRG International, Barcelona

Resting my chin in my palm, I fiddle with the paper-clip wire. Hazel’s e-mail is full of hidden meaning. Let’s see . . .

Job with SRG International, Barcelona. Better than the previous two jobs she wanted me to take (one as a receptionist, the other as a clerk in accounting).

If I say yes, she’ll kill me if I back out like before. But, hey, Mrs. Farnsworth pleaded.

Hazel wants me to say yes before telling me about the job. She cannot be serious. Does she really think this conniving tactic will work?

I click Reply and wiggle my fingers over the keys. Mrs. Atwater’s admonishment drops from the high places of my mind. And my own yearning to see life outside of Beaufort flutters its clipped wings. Who cares what the job is? I can trust Hazel. Right? She’s never steered me wrong. Well, once, when she convinced me to try out for cheerleading. That was an embarrassment waiting to happen.

The memory of my botched split makes me shudder. I exit out of e-mail. No, I’m not taking Hazel up on her job.

However . . . the cheerleading debacle was a long time ago. Hazel’s matured since then. She has my well-being in mind. I could go to Barcelona. Jones is gone. Daddy’s not alone anymore. Henry’s married. My friends are moving on . . .

I launch e-mail again. Then ex out. I sit there, pondering.

When have I ever done anything remotely spontaneous? Half-wild or a quarter crazy?

Never.

Back to e-mail.

To: Hazel Palmer

From: CSweeney

Subject: Re: Are you ready this time?

Hazel,

Yes, I’m ready. No. Wait, what is it? Will I like it? Can I do the job? I’ll do it. Mrs. Atwater stopped by today. Yeah, I got the speech. So, I’m seriously considering “yes.” Tell me more.

Love, Caroline

When Dad and I walk through the kitchen door, his petite, fifty-something (she won’t confess her true age, other than, “I’m between fifty and a hundred”) fiancée, Posey Martin, stands at the stove, muttering.

“What’s wrong, sugar?” Dad turns her so he can kiss her smack on the lips.

Dad! My gaze shoots down to my feet.

I confess: the kiss gives me the heebie-jeebies. It’s weird to watch my father behave like, well, a man. He and Mama were never affectionate in front of Henry and me because she got weird on him just when we would’ve started curling our lip with an, “Ah, gross.”

“Chicken ain’t frying up right,” Posey says when Dad releases her. “Hey, Caroline, the Mustang giving you fits again? Hank, why don’t you mix up your famous corn bread?”

Dad claps his hands together. “Sounds like a plan.”

Some—mostly Dad—say his corn bread is the best in the county.

But instead of digging out the mixing bowl, my father grabs Posey from behind with a growl. She squeals. He snarls against her neck.

Oh, my eyes . . .

Head: Eyes, why didn’t you warn me?

Heart: Grow up. Have you ever seen him so happy?

Eyes: Hey, don’t blame me. I just look where you tell me, head.

Head: Eyes, look away. He’s almost touching her . . . you know, chest area.

Heart: For crying out loud, he’s hugging her. Again, have you ever seen him so happy?

Never, actually.

The kitchen door bumps me in the rump. “You’re in the way, Caroline.”

Ah, there it is . . . snarkiness. That is more like my family. Henry opens the cupboard for the tea glasses. “What’s with your car now?”

Dad answers for me, retrieving a mixing bowl from the bottom shelf. “Carburetor. Wayne’s going to flush it out again. Be ready in the morning.”

“Why don’t you get rid of the thing, Caroline?” Henry props him-self against the counter, elbows sticking out. “People are starting to talk, calling you Breakdown Sally.”

“Who is they, Henry? Hmm?” He’s making it up, surely. Getting a rep is one thing, but a nickname?

“Everyone in Beaufort.” He laughs—not in a ha-ha-isn’t-this-funny kind of way, but in a you-are-so-naive kind of way.

Cherry pushes through the door. Another bump in my rump. “Oh, hey, Caroline, sorry. Baby, I thought you were getting glasses.”

Henry holds them up.

“Say, Cherry, have you heard people call me Breakdown Sally?”

Studiously avoiding my gaze, my sleek-haired, china-doll-faced sister-in-law steps around me. “Posey, what can I do to help?”

It’s true. I’m Breakdown Sally.

“Wayne’s ready to take the Mustang off your hands, anytime,” Dad offers gently, pouring corn bread mix into a pan. “Bet you could get eight thousand out of him, Caroline. Buy yourself a nice, dependable car.”

Translation: snoring.

“Good to know.” Still . . . not selling.

“Why do you insist on holding on to that piece of junk? Don’t you see? It’s a metaphor of how Mom felt about you, Caroline.” Henry’s bitterness stands under the spotlight of his words and takes a bow. “She missed Christmases, birthdays, and graduations. Marriages.”

His birthdays, his graduations, his wedding. Cherry never even met her. 

“Henry.” Dad’s tone sends a caution: tread carefully, son.

“Come on, Dad, even you think she should dump that old car.”

Dad stirs the corn bread mix with vigorous strokes. “Because it’s a lemon. Not because your mother gave it to her.”

“How much are you making down at the Café, Caroline? Enough to keep that thing running?” Henry holds up his hands. “Don’t answer. I already know.”

I stare down my big brother. “Drop. It.”

“No, Caroline. You know what that stupid car is? A picture of your life. Hanging on to something old and broken, afraid to try something new, still living with our father ’cause you can’t afford a life of your own.”

“Stop it, Henry.” If his tone wasn’t so brutal, I’d see his point. I bat away the sting of tears.

“Am I wrong?” He holds out his hands, each gripping a glass. “Am I?” 

“Henry. Move on. New topic.” Dad’s command leaves no room for argument.

My brother holds his next thought, but the dark light behind his eyes reminds me his bitterness will reappear. He wears it like a badge of honor. 

“Well,” Dad says in a Mr. Rogers voice, “since you’re all in here . . . Cherry, want to wait on those glasses?” Dad takes Posey’s hand. “We’ve set a wedding date,” he says without preamble.

“Dad, that’s wonderful.”

“How marvelous.” Cherry slips her arm through Henry’s.

Dad clears his throat. “We’re leaving Saturday for the Bahamas.”

After a moment in which we all stare with mouths open, Cherry giggles. “You’re eloping?”

Dad cuts a glance at Posey. “We got to looking at schedules and finances—”

“Dad, you and Posey do what you want. We’re not children. We under-stand.” This from Henry in his CEO-of-Sweeney-Construction voice.

“Yes, Dad, please do whatever you and Posey want,” I chime in. “A wedding in the Bahamas sounds very romantic.” 

Posey presses her fingers under her expressive green eyes and sniffs. “We didn’t want to leave you kids out, but I had my big wedding the first time around. When Eric died, I never thought I’d marry again. Then I met your dad . . .”

“Met me? Rammed your Miata into the back of my truck.” Dad raises her hand to his lips, gives it a grinning kiss.

Head: Look away, eyes.

“Well, how did I know there was a stoplight in the middle of a bridge?”

Posey is what the Gullah call a comeya—a lowcountry newbie. 

Henry strides forward and shakes Dad’s hand in a manly-man way. “May you have a long, happy marriage. If anyone deserves it, Dad, it’s you.”

I stifle the oncoming tears. “Here, here.”
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H azel cannot keep the “amazing, incredible” job opportunity confined to cyberspace. She has to call.azel “Isn’t it like three in the morning there?” I ask, though I love hearing her voice. 

“Three thirty, actually.” Her rushed tone is high-pitched, excited. “I get up at four thirty on Tuesday, Wednesday, and Thursday so I can be in the office by six. So I’m only losing an hour of sleep.”

“Have you been consuming caffeine?” I stretch out on the sofa as Dad, Posey, Henry, and Cherry play hearts at the dining room table. Jim Croce croons from Dad’s old turntable.

“Only a cup. Listen, about this job—”

In my mind, I envision Hazel pacing a Spanish-style living room in baggy, silk pajamas and slappy slippers with little heels. “Do I have to get up at four thirty for this incredible job?”

“No, you don’t have to get up at four thirty. I like to get into the office before the meetings and phone calls start.”

“So, this job . . .”

“You know about my boss, Carlos Longoria, right? Sure you do; we’ve talked about him. As a matter of fact, he’s on the cover of this month’s Forbes.”

“Sure, Carlos.” I’ve seen him on many magazine covers, read about him via Hazel’s e-mails. “The European Donald Trump. Runs a large development and property company. Y’all build and buy apartments, condos, villas.”

“Right. If you can live in it, we own it.”

“A grass hut?”

“Sri Lanka.”

“Mud hut?”

“Okay, no mud huts. Even Carlos draws the line somewhere.”

“And he considers himself a Donald Trump?” I tug the scrunchy from my hair and shake it free.

“He does. With great pride. And he’s a big fan of The Apprentice .” I bolt upright. “I’m not going on TV.”

“No, no, he’s not talking TV . . . yet. For now, all he wants is a hard-working individual with a bright mind he can mold into a Mini Me, rather a Mini Him.”

“And you offered up me?”

From the dining room, Cherry and Posey slap high fives as they win another round of cards. A frustrated Henry jerks away from the table with an, “I need more tea.”

“I’ve convinced Carlos you are perfect to be his first apprentice. You have no preconceived ideas or agenda or college professor telling you it should be like this instead of that.”

“Hazel, I’m a waitress. A bookkeeper. Hometown girl with only a high-school diploma.”

“Actually, he loves that about you. When I told him about how you helped your dad and Henry rebuild their businesses, his eyes glowed.” 

Running my hand through my hair—it feels dry against my fingers—I correct her. “Hazel, I didn’t help Dad rebuild his business. I filled in when his office manager quit.”

“You organized an entire network and computer installation. Did the same thing for Henry. Brought all the accounting and inventory online.”

“Right, but I didn’t help them rebuild anything.” My thoughts form a pleasant thanks-but-no-thanks reply to my overeager, overachieving friend.

“Well, look what you did for Jones and the Café.” Her enthusiasm is undaunted.

I laugh. “Okay, you got me. I introduced computers to Jones and learned to run a very small café. Woo-wee. The business world just tilted.” 

“Caroline, you’re a team player, a problem solver. You work well under pressure and have phenomenal people skills.”

“I do?” I ease against the back of the sofa.

“Never mind your amazing ability to see good in people. Your com-passion toward your mom always blew me away.”

“Now you’re just talking crazy.”

“C, wouldn’t we have so much fun? Living in Europe together? But, if you agree to this, you can’t change your mind because of some family or hometown emergency.”

Her summation of my skills does little to bring clarity. Me? In Spain? “Hazel, you really think I can do the job?”

“One hundred percent. You are ready for this kind of challenge, girl. And, you’re exactly what Carlos is looking for—raw material.”

Well, in that case . . . But, I catch my “yes” on the tip of my tongue before Hazel hears it. Never, ever have I done anything like this. Daytona Beach for spring break my senior year is my biggest brouhaha so far.

Well, except for the time Mama got a wild hair and decided to rearrange holidays, celebrate Christmas on Halloween, New Year’s on Thanksgiving. For my fourth-grade Halloween party, she sent me to school wearing a red-velvet dress and black patent-leather shoes, carry-ing a free gift bottle of Clinique’s “Happy” wrapped in Santa paper.

Yeah, this Barcelona thing requires some thought. “Can I call you in an hour?”

Hazel’s slow sigh billows in my ear. “Call me at the office. I’ll e-mail you the number. Caroline, just say yes.”

As I hang up from Hazel, a shout rises from the dining room. Dad and Henry finally won a hand.

I grab the kitchen flashlight and steal out the back door, heading around front to my sanctuary—the ancient live oak. Parting the Spanish moss that dangles from gnarly limbs like hippie beads, I hike my skirt to my knees and climb to my pew about ten feet up, wondering if the God of Andy might be available to talk.



DAILY  SPECIAL 

Tuesday, June 5
Country Ham
Butternut Squash, Green Beans, Cheese Coins
Bubba’s Buttery Biscuits
Upside-Down Apple Cake
Tea, Soda, Coffee
$6.99
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To: CSweeney 
From: Hazel Palmer

Subject: Carlos’s call

Caroline,

Carlos is extremely pleased you said yes. He buzzed into my office first thing this morning asking for your number. He’s calling you at four your time—TODAY. Be ready.

Questions you might want to ask him are his expectations, job description and duties, your role on the team and with other projects. Think outside the box when you talk to him.

He’ll probably ask you questions like your strength and weaknesses, expectations, give you a salary range. BTW, he realizes this is all new to you.

This is muy fab, Caroline. Muy. Figure your arrival date for a week on the Mediterranean, in a villa, my treat, so we can have some fun together before work consumes your life.

Love, Hazel

CFO, SRG International, Barcelona

Late in the afternoon, the Café is bathed in warm, sleepy sunlight that falls in speckled patterns across the thin threads of a weary carpet. The old walls and ceiling beams creak and moan, sounding every bit like an old man stretching as he rises from his favorite chair. Funny, I’ve been hearing the sounds for two years, but today I listen and am comforted.

The old girl’s going to be all right. Get some new owners—by inheritance or sale—who have the wherewithal for an extreme makeover.

Across the counter from me, Mercy Bea leans against Joel Creager’s table, telling him about her youngest young-son’s basketball shoes.

“Two hundred dollars. Can you believe it? And he ain’t done growing.” 

Joel sips his coffee while shaking his head. “Glad I never had no kids. Who can afford them?”

Smiling, I wipe down the ketchup bottles. I’ll miss afternoons like this once I’m in Barcelona.

An electric flutter runs down my torso, causing me to draw a long breath.

While sitting in the tree last night, talking to the stars, or perhaps God if He wasn’t otherwise involved—solving crime or formulating an eighth world wonder—this strange peace blanketed me. I’d felt some-thing like it once before—the night Mama died.

When it persisted, I figured it to be my answer, climbed down from the tree, ripping my favorite skirt in the process, and called Hazel.

The Café door’s Christmas bells jingle. Kirk Harris, Jones’s lawyer, walks in.

“Kirk, hello.” What perfect timing. He’ll give me the terms of the will; I’ll give him my resignation. When Carlos calls—TODAY—I’ll be ready to talk start date.

Mercy Bea abandons Joel and shoots over to Kirk. “Darlin’, we’ve been watching for you.”

In his early thirties, the genteel lowcountry lawyer looks like a disheveled Ross Geller from Friends. Unruly dark hair, quirky, uneven manner. Today he looks as though he might have slept in his suit.

“Caroline, you ready to see the will?” He starts for the large booth in the back with a quick step, shrugging to shed Mercy Bea.

“Mercy, why don’t you get Kirk some coffee. Looks like he could use some. Bring a plate of biscuits.” I trail after Kirk, ignoring Mercy’s scowl. “How’d the inheritance case turn out?”

Kirk drops his briefcase to the tabletop as if he’s just used up his last ounce of energy. “We settled it last night. Then celebrated . . .”

“Party too much?” I ask, sliding into the booth across from him as he pops open his case.

“I forgot I’m not in college anymore.”

He passes a document to me. Jones’s will.

This is it, Jones. Our final good-bye. For a moment, I entertain sadness. 

“Unless you love reading a bunch of legalese, just flip to the red sticky flags.”

“Kirk, before we do this will thing, I want to give you my resignation. Of course, I’ll stay long enough to—”

Kirk snaps his eyes to my face. “Resigning? Oh, no, no, no, Caroline.” He chuckles.

“‘No’? What do you mean ‘no’? I have a job. In Spain.” I spit out “Spain” in case the drank-too-much fog has hampered his hearing. “In Barcelona.” 

“Here we are . . .” Trailed by Andy, Mercy Bea sets down a whole pot of fresh-brewed coffee, an oversized hand-painted mug I’m pretty sure was made by one of her young-sons—the handle is crooked—and a heaping plate of biscuits. “Move on over, Caroline.” She shoves against my shoulder. “Slide in next to Kirk there, Andy.”

“Don’t look like we’re needed, Mercy Bea.”

The Charleston lawyer pours his own coffee and downs a big swig without waiting for it to cool. I wince.

“I’d like to talk to Miss Sweeney. Alone,” he says.

“We share information around here. No secrets.” Mercy Bea keeps shoving me around until she’s sitting square in front of Kirk.

Andy doesn’t bother to sit. “If you don’t need me, I got work to do. Look, all I want is to keep my job and pay.”

“I’m sure you’ll find things satisfactory, Andy,” Kirk says, bestowing a long, hard gaze on Mercy Bea, who pinches her face into a stubborn expression. But she’s met her match in Kirk. He sits back, gulps more coffee, and stares her square in the eye.

She can’t last long . . . Three, two, one . . .

“Oh, all right.” Mercy Bea exhales a blue word while sliding out of the booth. “You’d think a loyal employee would get some special consideration. But, no . . . it’s too much to ask. Caroline, I’m clocking out.” 

“Wait fifteen minutes, Mercy Bea, please. Miss Jeanne will be along for supper soon.”

“Russell is here.” She tosses her head. “Apparently, I’m not needed.” 

Ho, boy. “Fine.” I glance at Kirk. “Miss Jeanne is one of our loyal customers, a born-and-raised Beaufortonian.”

“Interesting.” His tone betrays him. And he’s looking a little green. The boy needs two aspirin and a long sleep. “Turn to the red sticky flags, please. By the way, that’s your copy of the will.”

“My copy? O-okay.” I flip to the page marked by the flag and read. 

WILL OF Jones Q. McDermott, a resident of Beaufort, South Carolina. I hereby make this Will and revoke all prior Wills and Codicils.

BENEFICIARIES: I give the Frogmore Café and carriage house to the following persons: Caroline Jane Sweeney.

Caroline Jane Swee— “Me?” I fire my gaze toward Kirk. “That’s my name. Kirk, what? Jones left the Frogmore Café to me?” My middle tightens with an eerie shiver.

Kirk shoves his glasses up the bridge of his nose. “This is why you can’t go to Barcelona. Congratulations, you’re a business owner.”

“No, no, no.” I toss the document at him like it’s riddled with dis-ease. “I don’t want the Café. I accepted the job in Barcelona. It’s too late to back out.”

Rumbling dark clouds form in my head and echo in my ears. I can’t feel my fingers and toes.

“Are you sure?” Kirk offers back the will.

“Absolutely. This place—and bless Jones for all his hard work—needs an owner with vision and lots of cash.”

Kirk points to a line of the will. “Did you read this?”

My eyes skim the page.

If any beneficiary under this Will does not survive me by 90 days, then the property shall be sold and money given to charity.

If any beneficiary under this Will does not accept the terms, then the property shall be sold and money given to charity.

“If you don’t take it, Caroline, I’m legally required to sell it.”

Oh my gosh, Jones, what did I ever do to you? “This is not happening. Not happening.” I pat my cheeks. “Wake up, Caroline; it’s just a bad, very bad, dream.”

“If you refuse the terms of the will, I’ll start proceedings to shut down.”

His matter-of-fact tone irritates me—like inheriting a man’s life is an everyday occurrence for me. “There must be some mistake.” I flip through the pages, scanning for any small “Just kidding” clause. “Just because I don’t want it doesn’t mean we shut it down.”

“According to the will, there is no alternative. Jones specifically requested the Café be given to you, or closed down and sold.”

“What about just sold? To the highest bidder.”

Kirk exhales, sending a puff of hangover-mouth-mixed-with-coffee breath. I turn my nose. “You can argue all you want, Caroline, but my options are you or shut it down and sell it for charity.”

“But I am charity. This whole place is charity. What about Andy, Russell, and Mercy Bea? The breakfast-club boys and Miss Jeanne? Our other regular customers? The Vet Wall?” I poke the air with my finger. Kirk twists to see behind him.

“Very inspiring. Are you accepting the Café or not?”

“Are you telling me Jones wanted these guys to lose their jobs? That it’s me or no one?” I shake my head. “It doesn’t make sense. This is the man who gave money away faster than he made it.”

“Caroline, I don’t have the time or patience to dialogue about Jones’s heart or motivation. Yes or no.” 

“This isn’t fair.” My heart pulses. Beads of sweat break out over my neck and back. The future of the Café cannot be left to me. It cannot. “Don’t I get twenty-four hours to think about it? Or a couple of days? A year? How about when I get back from Barcelona?”

The Donald Trump of Europe is calling me in twenty minutes. 

“Fair enough. I made you wait; guess I can give you a couple of days. Shoot, take a week. I’ll be back next . . .” He whips out a PalmPilot. “Tuesday. Meanwhile, let’s go over some details.”

For the next fifteen minutes, Kirk rattles on about taxes, probate, creditors, and a personal representative. But I can barely hear him for the internal turmoil.

Head: This is a fine mess.

Heart: You’re not sending me positive thoughts. I neeeed positive thoughts. I’m feeling weepy.

Head: Stop badgering me. I’m doing all I can to listen and not freak out. 

Heart: [Sniff] Do you have any tissues?

Back to Kirk: “Doing business shouldn’t be a problem since your name is on the accounts. But if you need a loan from the bank . . . ?”

“A loan?”

He gulps the last of his coffee and reaches for the pot to refill. “A loan . . . to pay bills, fix up the place. I’ve seen the books, though. You’ll be hard-pressed to convince a loan officer to back you.”

“Mr. Mueller runs when he sees me at the teller window.”

“I’m not surprised.” Kirk caps his pen. “Do you have any questions?” 

“Only a thousand and one. Kirk, why me?”

He shifts in his seat, tucking the unruly sides of his wrinkled shirt into his waistband. “He never said.”

“You didn’t ask?”

“It’s not my business.”

“But, I—” The Christmas bells chime, and I look to see Miss Jeanne coming in for her late-lunch-early-supper.

“Hey, Miss Jeanne.”

“Warm day, Caroline.” She makes her way to her favorite spot—a two-top by the fireplace. She’s slightly hunched and gray headed, but hip looking in her mom-jeans and terra-cotta-colored blouse. Time-earned wisdom lines her broad features, but her cherubic smile reflects the youthfulness of her soul.

“I left Ebony in the car. Do you think it’s too hot?” She gazes out the window as if it can help her gauge the heat index.

“You left the windows down, didn’t you?”

She grimaces. “Don’t go insulting my intelligence, young lady, or I’ll tell this young man how you almost burnt down Beaufort High School.” 

Kirk’s brow crinkles. “Burnt down?”

“There you go.” I flip up my hand. “Another reason Jones should’ve never left the Café to me. I’m a fire hazard.”

Sliding out of the booth, I hunt down Russell, carrying with me the shock of the will. He’s in the kitchen helping Andy prep for tomorrow’s special. “Miss Jeanne’s here.”

Without missing a beat, Russell recites her order. “Pot-roast casserole, fresh Bubba’s Buttery Biscuits, side dish of strawberry jam. Side salad with blue-cheese dressing.”

“Perfect. I’ll get her tea . . . Oh, Russell, she’ll want a slice of rhubarb pie.”

At the wait station, I fix Miss Jeanne’s mason jar of sweet iced tea while the idea of owning the Café flies around my head looking for a place to land.

But all the runways are closed.

When I return to the back booth, Kirk’s downing another mug of coffee and eyeing the biscuits.

“Let’s say I take the Café. Can I sell it?”

Kirk removes his glasses and rubs his bloodshot eyes. “After probate, I don’t care what you do. Neither will the law.”

“Kirk, are you sure Jones was sane when he signed this will?”

He laughs for the first time since he walked in. “More sane than you and I are right now.” He puts on his glasses and exits the booth. “Caroline, get advice, talk to your priest, visit a Gullah spiritualist, do whatever it is you do for guidance. But next Tuesday I need an answer.” 
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