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About the Book

Eternally stubborn and fiercely independent Miss Geneva, the crotchety but lovable matriarch of one of the founding families of a small town in North Carolina, refuses to move into an assisted living facility. Her family persists, concerned and smothering, until she relents and hires a live-in caretaker. Carolina is years younger and decades less experienced than Miss Geneva, but armed with an old soul and a tattoo on her foot, she forges a profound connection with the woman and her family.

Stories of teen and middle-aged romance pepper this warm tale of family, love, and the joys and heartaches of growing old. At turns funny and heartbreaking, with a constant undercurrent of love, Blue Shoes and Tattoos will keep you turning pages until the very end.





Dedication

To my family





Copyright Information ©

Nell S. Abbott (2019)


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other non-commercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, write to the publisher.


Any person who commits any unauthorized act in relation to this publication may be liable to criminal prosecution and civil claims for damages.


Ordering Information:

Quantity sales: special discounts are available on quantity purchases by corporations, associations, and others. For details, contact the publisher at the address below.


Publisher’s Cataloging-in-Publication data

Abbott, Nell S.

Blue Shoes and Tattoos


ISBN 9781645366874 (ePub e-book)


Library of Congress Control Number: 2019907760


The main category of the book — FICTION / Christian / General


www.austinmacauley.com/us


First Published (2019)

Austin Macauley Publishers LLC

40 Wall Street, 28th Floor

New York, NY 10005

USA


mail-usa@austinmacauley.com

+1 (646) 5125767





Acknowledgments

My son for meticulous editing.

My son-in-law for solving the mysteries of the computer.

My daughter for endless patience in reading and suggesting.

Marty for reading and encouraging.

All friends and teachers along the way…

Even the best families need heaven’s help.





One

Most extraordinary, Miss Geneva thought. Most extraordinary.

The greenest coat she had ever seen and a shoulder bag the size of a suitcase to match. A twisted green and blue cloth band around her head—like the Queen of the May. You just never knew what you would see on young people these days.

The girl who had entered the waiting room was average height, maybe a bit on the tall side or looked so because she was very slender. A river of blondish hair down her back—just the color of that taffy we used to pull, our hands all buttery, back during the Depression. And Miss Geneva’s mouth watered, remembering. Syrup Candy we called it…

Her name was Carolina, she told the receptionist. No, not Caroline, as she has been explaining for twenty-five years—Carolina. What else could her parents name her with a last name like Bleu? They were gone now, and she hadn’t the heart to change the only lasting thing they’d ever given her.

At least that’s what Miss Geneva made of the conversation. The girl was a few feet away, at the admissions window, and Miss Geneva’s hearing was not the best. But she didn’t let on, because next thing, her niece would have her going to an ear doctor, as if this one for her lame foot wasn’t bad enough, sitting here with all these old people on canes and walkers and braces and even one wheelchair. All of them looking gray in the gray light of a morning where sleet pecked at the long windows.

Everything gray until this child breezed in, in a coat as green as the Jolly Giant. All the bored eyes followed her to the chair she took, oblivious to their stares as she settled down and crossed her legs. And caught all that hair in a fist to push it over her shoulder.

That’s when Miss Geneva noticed the Easter egg–blue ballerinas. And no stockings… This child will have pneumonia! And has someone stepped on her foot? Black marks across her right instep… No, it’s a tattoo! Miss Geneva had to restrain herself from leaning forward to read it…and tried again as the girl, after a brief time with the doctor, left, stepping carefully around Miss Geneva’s walker. But her long, slender feet moved too fast. Miss Geneva noticed, though, that some of those gray faces, following the shoes and the swinging hair, smiled a bit. In fact, the gloom seemed to have brightened a shade.

Miss Geneva half turned to the young man beside her, but, ankle on knee, he was flipping through a magazine with motorcycles swerving all over its cover… Still just possibly… After all, she was a rather spectacular girl.

“Freddy, did you notice the tattoo on that girl’s foot?”

“Girl?” He struggled to return from whatever planet eighteen-year-old motorcyclists inhabit.

Miss Geneva sighed. And she was called. The smiling nurse in the sacred doorway waited, clipboard in hand. Like an angel at the Pearly Gates, Miss Geneva thought, and they did seem to have waited a lifetime. She waved Freddy back into his chair as he rose to help with her walker.

“I do hope he’ll be as quick with me as he was with that girl ahead of me,” Miss Geneva remarked pleasantly.

“Oh, she wasn’t a patient,” the nurse volunteered over her shoulder as they followed the long, confusing hall of many doors. Alice down the rabbit hole, Miss Geneva sniffed.

“She pretended to be,” the nurse continued as the walker thumped along behind her. “Then got back here, and what she wanted was names of some people who might need home care! She’s experienced, she says, but there are no convincing credentials. I suggested she go to the employment agency!” She laughed. “Dr. Billings would kill me if he knew I let someone as brazen as that slip in.”

Brazen, yes, Miss Geneva admitted. But showed a bit of initiative. A quality missing in most of the young people she knew, “most” being Freddy and his laconic friends.

“And did you notice the tattoo on her foot?” Miss Geneva asked as the nurse opened the door to a small examination room.

“Oh, yes, love.” She sniffed as she pulled clean, crackling paper over the examining table. “Young people are great on them these days…yet seem more interested in getting than giving… Let me help you onto the table.”

“Sounds as if you’ve had a teenager or two… Oh, it’s only my foot.”

The nurse lifted amused eyes, whispered, “He feels more like a doctor if you’re on the table! And sounds as if you’ve had one or two yourself.”

“No. But I have nephews and nieces I’ve watched grow up. And I can tell you, most of them, like good wine, improve with age.”

They were laughing as the doctor walked in.


“So what was the verdict?” Freddy asked perfunctorily as he folded the walker and pushed it into the back seat of Miss Geneva’s 2000 Cadillac. He slipped under the wheel and clipped his seat belt after checking hers.

“He told me the drop foot is much improved and if I keep up the therapy and the B-12 I could be running races in a month or two.” She turned a mischievous smile on him. “And running you and those pot-smoking friends of yours off my front porch.”

He finally looked at her. “Now Aunt Gen, you know we’ve outgrown all that,” and managed a grin as he pulled into the street.

But she gave him a long look and said, “Watch the traffic, Freddy.”

Her house was a short distance, a few city blocks of buildings glittering with lights against the gray day and a residential neighborhood going slowly to small doubtful businesses. Then Hopelane Road, which still lifted her heart every time she reached it. Her great-great-grandfather Ellington Hopelane had blazed the trail, named it, and built the house that had been her home for over eighty-five years. She had witnessed the first intrusion of small homes along the roadsides and finally accepted them. As long as they kept neat yards. If they didn’t, she did not hesitate to stop and speak, pleasantly, of course, to the owner. Now she was seeing those homes becoming dentists’ offices, tax offices, even tanning salons. Dear God, tanning salons. And the flower beds obliterated to make parking areas or for boring low-care shrubs, without a hint of a blossom.

The pain eased a bit at the stretch of pines and oaks between this deterioration and her home, and she smiled at the sight of the house in its nest of oaks. Old dears settled like comfortable old ladies, enjoying tea off her rooftop. Too isolated a place, the nieces objected; she paid them no mind.

“There’s a patch of ice there on the drive,” she cautioned her grandnephew.

But his eyes were fixed on the motorcycle propped at the edge of the porte cochere.

“It’s going to be a cold ride home, Freddy. That leather jacket doesn’t look warm. Come in and have coffee.”

He stopped the car and turned off the ignition. “Can’t this time, Aunt Gen. Got an afternoon class.” Again what she had to admit was a winsome grin. “And you, having been a teacher, know how important that is!” She gave him a playful punch as he climbed out to get the walker. He helped her inside and was gone, in a horrible roar and cloud of white smoke. Oh! The ice…

“Freddy! Watch out for…”

But he was beyond hearing. Closing the door, she turned to the silent kitchen. And looked longingly to the hall and stairs beyond. Such happy times when she had run up and down them. Maybe, if the neurologist was not being too optimistic, in a year she would be able to…well, not run but climb them, sliding her hand along the glowing mahogany banister the way she had always loved to do. The way she did now as she clutched a baluster and cautiously sank to a step.

And here came Tatters, guiltily down the stairs, stopping several steps above her and yawning. No doubt he had been on her bed, forbidden territory.

“Tatters!” She knew he expected scolding. Had probably left hairs on her pillow.

“Tatters? What does that mean?” her grandniece (Hannah, five years old and absolutely certain of everything) had asked on her Christmas visit.

And Miss Geneva, ever the teacher, had smiled. “Why, actually it means rags. Or torn to pieces…”

But Hannah was adamant. “He should have a cat name, Muffin or Bitsy or Fluffy.” Miss Geneva had regarded her with pretended outrage.

“But he is not a Bitsy or a Fluffy! A fighting cat like Tatters! It fits him. He was all torn up when I found him. And he’s been torn up several times since!”

“But he’s not torn up now,” her grandniece pointed out.

“Well, the name reminds me of what a warrior he is.” She stopped and pretended deep concern. And, curious as to what this precocious child would come up with, asked, “What do you think I should call him?”

But Hannah, with the fickle interest of five-year-olds, swishing her skirt, went dancing away in those awful shoes with lights blinking all over them, and called, “He’s your cat!” over her shoulder.

So Tatters remained Tatters. And Miss Geneva insisted he often preened before the pier mirror by the front door. As if he had realized her praise for his courage.

But now he began to frantically wash his rich gray coat. He had been quite a bone of contention recently with her elder niece, who was certain that he would cause a fall one of these days. And he had seemed to sense that his good life was threatened. Maybe he’d needed the reassurance of Miss Geneva’s bed. Nice that someone could enjoy it these days, as her bedroom must now be downstairs…makeshift and most unsatisfactory.

He moved down the steps, purring, to rub against her shoulder, and she settled him in her lap. “We’re no good hangers-on, Tatters. Not much use to this old world.” Which didn’t seem to concern him as he kneaded her lap. She was chuckling and stroking him when the front door opened with the familiar rattle of old glass. Why on earth that beveled oval hadn’t shattered years ago…

“Elizabeth! What a nice surprise.” The rest of the family could call this niece Libba to their heart’s content. A desecration. If one had a beautiful name, one should use it! She dumped Tatters and gripped a baluster to pull herself up.

“Didn’t Freddy tell you I would stop by? That boy…well, no need moaning over a hopeless case. I want to know what the doctor said.” She was shedding her coat and eyeing the cat but said nothing. She needed her aunt’s good humor today.

“Let’s have coffee.” Miss Geneva gripped the walker as her niece looked on uneasily, resisting helping because that, too, had become a bone of contention. “No…on second thought hot chocolate would be better—with marshmallows?” Elizabeth was always dieting. One never knew.

Elizabeth nodded. So her aunt was in a hospitable mood. The news must be good. “Also on my way to the library and thought I’d see if you wanted any books. And we need to talk…but first the doctor?”

They were in the kitchen and Miss Geneva moved toward the refrigerator. When Elizabeth wanted to talk it meant some new inconvenience…

“I’ll fix the chocolate,” Elizabeth said, risking a hand on her aunt’s elbow, guiding her to a chair. “You tell me…”

“Oh, he said everything looks good. I should be able to walk without this bothersome appendage in a couple more months.” Actually, Dr. Billings had said ten months to a year, and she must have therapy or she would find herself in a brace. Which was when Miss Geneva tuned him out. And she certainly had no intention of informing Elizabeth. The family didn’t need to know all that. And what she told this brusque young woman would go straight to the family and cause more deprivation and interference in her life.

Elizabeth frowned as she put mugs of milk in the microwave. “Two months…a good while for us to worry about you. I’ve talked it over with Betts and Greg. We all feel you should not be here alone. I know we’ve gone over this before, but Aunt Gen, you could give us all such relief if you would move in with me, or Betts and Greg. Mayann will be leaving for college next fall, you know, so they’ll have an empty room, and only Hannah. Think how you would love being with Hannah! But you could try it with me first and if I don’t suit you, or Freddy gets in your way, try Betts.”

She began shaking her head before her niece finished. “I am not going to leave this house. They’ll carry me out feet first.” Miss Geneva saw a flash in the pale blue eyes, possibly an angry tear? Her niece swallowed noisily.

“It’s so selfish of you, Aunt Gen. We love you and worry about you being so isolated, and it’s taking its toll on all of us.”

Miss Geneva ignored a twinge of guilt and gave her niece a hard look. “That’s your problem. You need to accept the situation…trust the good Lord. I’m not some kind of pet to be passed around at your convenience.”

Silence as Elizabeth turned back to the hot milk. Tatters walked in and rubbed against a table leg. Elizabeth stirred in the cocoa then stood a moment gripping the counter, head bowed as if in prayer, Miss Geneva thought, Not fair to use the Lord against me.

When she straightened, her chin was tilted, and Miss Geneva remembered the little girl declaring she would not wear that dress…or that pair of shoes…or go to Sunday school…

“Then what about a live-in? I know you won’t like it, but we have decided there are two options…live with one of us, or have someone…”

Miss Geneva shook her head. “Won’t have a stranger cluttering up my house. Especially some long-faced creature in white, crackling around behind me like a soda cracker!”

Her niece put the smoking chocolate with its melting marshmallows before her. “Think about it, Aunt Gen, please.” She sat down with her mug, those eyes now pleading, and Tatters skittered away to safer ground, to sniff at a bowl on newspaper by the back door. As usual, it held the remains of a spurned breakfast. Spurned again.

Miss Geneva regarded Elizabeth pleasantly but silently, then sipped her chocolate. As Elizabeth lowered her cup, a froth of marshmallow smiled along her upper lip. Dear child. She cares too much. The world is hard on those who care. The silence grew heavy.

“I would like the new Anne Tyler,” Miss Geneva said. “Something about breathing and lessons.”

“It isn’t new, Aunt Gen. It won the Pulitzer in the late eighties…”

“A Pulitzer is always new! New ideas, fresh thoughts! And I haven’t read it, so it’s new!”

Elizabeth looked at her aunt for a good ten heartbeats before deciding to give up. She drained her cup and rose. “Better go.” She clutched the back of her chair; her eyes had lost their spark. They were now the eyes of a little girl who has been denied a cookie. “Think about it, please.”

As the front door closed with its familiar rattle, Miss Geneva stared at the melted marshmallows and reached in with two fingers to dig one out. It tasted vaguely like Easter eggs. Easter eggs. And a pair of blue ballerinas went dancing across her memory.

Elizabeth blinked back tears as she drove. “Never drive while you’re crying,” someone had said…probably Aunt Gen, who would likely add, “Especially on icy roads!”

“But you’re so butt-headed, you old bag. And we love you so much!” Elizabeth whispered at the steering wheel. “None of us wants you in the hospital with a broken hip, and that drop foot is so likely to make you fall, if that cat doesn’t. I’m the logical one to take you in…no one but Freddy and me in that huge house and a downstairs bedroom. Betts, well, it would be harder for her and Greg, with Hannah, and Draughn is no help…taking himself off to Colorado. He might help with a nursing home’s cost, though.” She shuddered. Talking to herself.

“That’s what you’ve driven me to, Aunt Gen. Talking to myself and even thinking nursing home. Couldn’t do that. Couldn’t ever do that.”

And she ran a hand under her runny nose. “Like a kid,” she chided herself.

“That’s what you do to me, Aunt Gen. You reduce me to a kid.”

And here was the library, its lights slanting through long windows, bolts of gold cutting across the gray air. She turned into the last parallel parking space and sat a moment admiring the giant oaks that crowded the columned entrance, elegant limbs not quite leaf-free, jeweled with ice. Fine old building…

Where wait other worlds. Escape on shelves. Escape from a stubborn old lady, a teenager up to no telling what…and loneliness. Lord, help me find the pages to whisk me far away.

“Libba!” The young woman behind the huge antique desk smiled. “What has you out on such a day? I know, Miss Geneva needs books. You tell her I’m going to run out of books before long!”

“The Tyler book?”

“Of course.”

“It may take some digging…”

“Anything for Miss Geneva!”

Elizabeth swallowed, startled that her throat seemed to be tightening. Such kindness. “Darrell, you are an angel. Now find something for me…something uplifting.”

“A bit down?”

Sting of tears so she could only nod. This wasn’t like her. She never got emotional in public…

The librarian swung her chair to the side and rose. “You browse. I’ll check out some of the late arrivals.”

“Thank you, Darrell.” She watched the young woman walk away. So animated, so full of potential…so attractive. Why was she wasting her life in a library in a small, forgotten town? Was that the road cut out for her? Single? Empty? And for me?

Lord, spare her the loneliness. Then Elizabeth actually chuckled at herself. Haven’t you problems enough without going outside the family?

Behind her the heavy door opened. Cold air was like the slap of a huge palm on her back, and she turned.

A girl in an outlandishly green coat walked toward the desk, pulling long strands of windblown hair from her face. That face was pinched and white—in the way cold faces are—around the nostrils, the mouth. But her greenish eyes (how could they be anything else in that coat!) were warm, as was her smile. And Elizabeth nodded, before turning to follow Darrell’s suggestion and “browse.”

“Hello, Carolina.” She had reached the Cs when she heard Darrell’s greeting. “Your books have come. You’re doing some heavy reading these days…Proust, Henry Miller.”

Carolina. Unusual. But she liked it. Yes, nice. Then peering through an empty slot between books, she saw the reason for the huge green shoulder bag. As Darrell processed and handed books to the girl, they went into that bag. How could such a fragile shoulder hold all that? Elizabeth wondered, turning back to the shelves.

As the door closed with another icy gust that rustled papers on the desk, Darrell called and held up a book. “I found it! The very thing for you.”

Elizabeth approached the desk and regarded the book doubtfully. “I thought maybe nonfiction, something inspirational.”

Darrell laughed. “You won’t find any more inspiration anywhere than in the pages of Jan Karon. And fun, too.”

Elizabeth riffled the pages. “Okay, I’ll give her a try.” And as she handed the book back to the librarian, asked, “Did you notice that girl’s shoes? Her feet have to be frozen…and a tattoo!”

“Love.” The librarian was suddenly somber. “She is a love for sure…looked after her grandmother for almost ten years. The old lady recently died, and she’s sort of at loose ends. Never went to college, so she’s decided to give herself an education by reading, television, and computer school. Want a bag?”

“Admirable. No thanks, I can handle two books.” Elizabeth tucked Tyler and Karon under her arm. She dreaded the cold and sighed, reluctant to face it.

“And she’s looking for a job.” Darrell settled in her chair and straightened the books in front of her. “She asked about helping here, but we just don’t have the funds.”

“Same old story,” Elizabeth commiserated. And waving, stepped out into the cold.


At her sun-splotched desk she sat watching the small icicles making rainbows as they dripped from the eaves. An unusual January for North Carolina. Broken pipes around town…more expense for people already in reduced circumstances.

Her hand hovered over the checkbook. Which charities to help this month? They were all worthy, but bills had to be paid first.

“Libba!”

She dropped her pen and covered her face with her hands. Betts. She hadn’t time for her now…but the steps sounded determined on the stair.

“I know you’re up there, hiding in your study! But I’ll only stay a minute. I have to know what kind of reaction you got from Aunt Gen about moving in with one of us.” The tall, slightly plump young woman stopped on the threshold, shaking her auburn Amelia Earhart–rumpled hair back from her face and jerking off the ridiculous Walmart glasses she wore on the tip of her nose for driving. And which were so misted, Elizabeth wondered how she’d found her way upstairs. She smiled wearily but fondly at her younger sister; rumpled was a pretty good word for Betts.

“And what the doctor said, of course. How long before Aunt Gen will be running ‘The Hopelane Kingdom’ again?”

Elizabeth picked up her pen and tapped it on the checkbook. “You can guess the answer to that first question.” Was that a sag of relief in her sister’s shoulders? “The second is better. The doctor says another couple of months on the walker maybe.”

“Maybe a couple of months? Or maybe the doctor says?” Betts advanced to sit in the one extra chair. Remember to get that chair out of here, Elizabeth thought, adding, “Both. Can we believe Aunt Gen?” She sighed. “I called the doctor’s office, but they wouldn’t give me any information. You know, all this new privacy stuff. Aunt Gen refused to okay names.”

Betts’ eyes widened and the sisters gazed at each other, the older eyes such a light blue they seemed to have no color. The younger eyes a storm-cloud blue. Betts’ lips formed silently, “More trouble.”

Elizabeth turned to gaze out the window. “Is it clearing a little? Looks like I’ll be able to get these checks to the post office this morning,” she said.

“Okay.” Betts rose. “I get the message. But for the record, I think a live-in is our answer.” Elizabeth sighed. “Expensive.”

“How’s she fixed?”

“Who knows? She’s terribly secretive about finances.”

“Well, it doesn’t have to be a nurse from an agency. A practical nurse maybe? And someone young. All those years of teaching and Aunt Gen still likes young people. We can all chip in.”

“All? Or both?”

“Draughn might help.” Betts shrugged. “Who knows…he’s always been a loose cannon. Have an address?”

Elizabeth was grim. “An old one. I think he left to avoid this very thing.”

“Smart boy.” Betts grinned, then looking falsely contrite, twirling the silly glasses and “ta-ta”-ing, she left.

It was as she drove to the post office and passed the library that Elizabeth remembered the girl in the green coat. She made a swift right turn into a parking slot and the driver behind her blasted his horn. Elizabeth waved her hand apologetically, climbed from her car, and cautioned herself, patches of ice…

Darrell smiled up at her. “Libba! Don’t tell me you’ve finished the book already!”

“No, no.” She smiled briefly. “I was thinking—about the girl who was in here when I was yesterday. You said she was looking for a job.” Darrell nodded, eyes narrowed.

“And she had been looking after her grandmother…that kind of job?” And as Darrell nodded again, “How can I get in touch with her?”


Miss Geneva knew they were plotting something. Too quiet. No one had checked on her all day. Very brief calls the last few days, which would have been a relief if she hadn’t known the implications.

Even Tatters seemed to feel her unease, following her on her little chores, meowing and swishing his tail. The kind of presence that might cause a fall. If she wasn’t cautious and always watching her feet.

But it wasn’t the cat. It was that worn place in the kitchen rug that threw her, the Turkish rug from Papa’s days in this house. Disreputable, the young ones called it. Valuable, she insisted. Dear to her. But to please them, she had moved it from the front hall to the kitchen. Where now, suddenly she sat, back against the oven door, her legs stretched before her toward the startled cat. He lifted his tail and ran.

“Fat lot of help you are!” she called when she’d caught her breath and realized nothing was broken or bleeding. Her walker had rolled out of reach, and for one panicked moment she wondered how she would pull up. Onto her all-fours finally and gripping a chair… Her determination was stronger than her weak, trembling arms.

“There!” she said to the silent kitchen, rather proud of herself, “That wasn’t so bad.” But the rattle of the front door was.

“Aunt Gen! Aunt Gen! I’ve brought someone to see you!”

Miss Geneva looked quickly at the rug and straightened it with her toe, then turning…

“I met this young lady at the library the other day. She has highest recommendations from Darrell, and she’s looking for work. I thought you might just talk to her. Now don’t look like that! Just talk. In the living room?”

Miss Geneva had put a hand to her heart and, if not on her walker, might have fallen again. “Caro…lina…”

Now the astonishment was Elizabeth’s. “You know her?”

Miss Geneva could only stare. The girl, startled, puzzled, when noticing the walker, brightened. “The doctor’s office.”

Still speechless, Miss Geneva stepped backward, collapsing into the convenient chair. The nurse had said: “Not very convincing credentials.” So this would never do…never.

“No. In here,” she managed breathlessly.

Elizabeth, still stunned, slowly nodded. “Fine. The kitchen is cozy, warmer, I expect. I’ll fix coffee.”

Something different about the girl. Yes…yes! The headband was gone. Probably Elizabeth had warned that sort of thing would not do. Any crowns around here were worn by her aunt.

The girl slipped easily out of that burdensome coat and into a chair opposite Miss Geneva. She did have a nice smile, a little tired around the eyes maybe, not quite the teenager she had first appeared to be.

“I’ve been minding my Gran for about ten years…Miss Geneva, is it?” And at her nod, “Miss Geneva then.” A good voice. Cultured, soft. And wanted to address her in the proper way. “Gran is now gone, and I’m looking for someone who just needs a little help…some place quiet where I can continue my studies when I have a few minutes.” She glanced around. “You do have a computer?”

Elizabeth turned, the coffee gurgling behind her, and caught her hands together beneath her chin. “We can get you one,” she said. “There’s a very nice room with space across the hall…”

“Oh, I can bring mine.”

“No computer in this house.” Miss Geneva whispered. Color was returning to her face but also a throb had begun in her knee.

Elizabeth laughed merrily. “But there’s nothing to it!”

“There is a great deal to it.” Miss Geneva was grim. “Wires everywhere, holes in the wall, falling plaster, dust, danger of fire, expense. Don’t treat me like an idiot, Elizabeth.” If she had not been aware it sounded too dramatic—the girl would think her a crackpot—she would have said, It changes the soul of a house.

Elizabeth knew her aunt. She sighed heavily and decided on a different strategy. “That’s it then. Carolina must have a computer for her studies. And you might have helped her so much through a difficult and lonely time.” Looking sadly at the girl, she put the coffee before them and sat down. “Aunt Gen was a wonderful English teacher at Hopelane High. But I expect she’s not quite up to it now, with all the changes in our language and new technology, new words…” She smiled and sighed. “So let’s just enjoy the coffee and you tell us about yourself.”

Miss Geneva straightened and her hands quivered as she placed them to either side of her cup. But she still felt too breathless to speak. Elizabeth, I know what you’re up to, and it won’t work.

Carolina Bleu, however, was not finished. “Miss Elizabeth, could you…could we talk a few minutes? Miss Geneva and I?” She wrinkled her nose at the stormy old face. “Just talk?”

Elizabeth’s eyes widened. Well! Still…maybe… And while her aunt’s lips opened to protest the talk, she felt sure, she swept up her cup… Of course! This girl was perceptive! Her presence, obviously very annoying to her aunt, made the case harder…

“Careful of the coffee then—it’s hot…” And she left, mouthing to herself, Go, girl!

The old English teacher looked at this child with interest. She hadn’t said “me”! Spunk and initiative and good English. Miss Geneva wanted to smile, remembering the ploy at the doctor’s office. But didn’t let herself.

Only Carolina knew it was desperation. She was apologetic. “I hope you’ll give it a little more thought, Miss Geneva. I could probably get a job easily enough, but I especially wanted one with you. I couldn’t believe my luck when Miss Elizabeth told me you are a teacher!”

Not were a teacher…are. Well, the child had potential. Abruptly she said, “Let me see your shoes.”

With a quizzical lift of brows, the girl brought her feet from under the table. Yes, the tattoo swirled across her instep with letters full of curlicues and flourishes. No wonder I couldn’t read it in the doctor’s waiting room, Miss Geneva thought. She longed to ask about it, but perhaps that was a bit presumptuous. Instead…

“Tell me about the shoes.”

Carolina gazed across the table at this old woman, a kind of nobility about her, a strong face that could take the severe hairdo, scant, gray waves trimmed close to her head. The kind of face that had grown better as time, she guessed, had endowed plain features with a kind of handsomeness. The eyes—no glasses—still shone with life, a bit of fire there, not rheumy as her Gran’s had become, as if they might wash away. She was probably still as good a teacher as her niece claimed.

“They were my Gran’s,” she said. “I’m not sure where she got them. She’d had them for years, and of course they’re still good because she was in a wheelchair a lot of the time. I used to beg her to let me wear them, and she would say I didn’t need them yet. She said she wore them for good luck. I wondered sometimes if she didn’t imagine that they might give her back the strength to walk.” The girl smiled at such foolishness. Then shrugged. “Anyhow, when she died I discovered they fit me, so I just decided I’d wear them a while. It keeps her with me in a way.” Carolina bent down to stroke Tatters who had wandered in to sniff his bowl again.

She wore them for good luck…

Miss Geneva saw the quiver in the young cheek as the child shook back her hair and looked up. “Nice to have a cat for company. Maybe I should get one, the house is so quiet without Gran.” Carolina also was not above playing every card. Straightening, she ran the edge of a hand under an eye and put on a wistful smile. “Gran did so hope I would be a teacher and go far.”

Miss Geneva, leaning forward, hit her cup; coffee sloshed into the saucer. “A teacher? Well, there isn’t any ‘far’ to go in Hopelane, child. You should be in Raleigh or Charlotte.”

Carolina gave Tatters another stroke. “These televised classes are fair, and of course the computer is a must for all the work required, the best I can do now. I had hoped you would help me.”

“You’re alone?” Miss Geneva watched the slender fingers move knowingly to Tatters’ throat as he closed his eyes in feline ecstasy.

“Oh, yes. There’s only my older brother—he’s in Afghanistan—and my older sister, Collie.” Carolina straightened and folded her hands in her lap. “She lives in Wilmington. Married. We’re not close. I think I was kind of an afterthought for my parents.” She laughed. “So I rattle around in the old house. Guess eventually I’ll find an apartment, but for right now…”

Miss Geneva’s long, evaluating gaze fastened on Carolina. Then…Tatters startled them both. He jumped in Carolina’s lap.

“Well!” She laughed and gave him a gentle hug before easing him to the floor. “You are heavy—a magnificent cat! But Miss Elizabeth has had a long wait, and I’d better be going.”

Miss Geneva rubbed her knee. Magnificent. Not many would use such a word for a cat. The child was intelligent, struggling for an education, probably terribly lonely… She was an interesting girl. Maybe a week’s trial? And when that didn’t work out Elizabeth would give up.

Her expression softened as she pointed to the shoes. “Young lady you’re going to have pneumonia, and where you’re going is the hospital!” She pulled at her lower lip, a habit Mama had abhorred and tried to rid her of. The nurse’s remarks about credentials…well, a week couldn’t do too much damage. “The first law for a caretaker is to take care of herself. Looks as if you need help. Ask Elizabeth to come in here a minute and we’ll work out some details.”

Then she smiled.


Elizabeth leaned against her front door and gazed at the quiet hall, the curve of stair, the stained glass window on the landing glowing with late afternoon. Do you know where your children are? Freddy? No telling. And would he come home to supper? It didn’t really matter. She was having a glass of red wine anyhow. But first…

“Betts? You’ll never guess.” Pushing aside a strand of fading gold hair to use her cell phone, she collapsed on the living room sofa and toed off her wedges. “I don’t know what magic the girl worked, but Aunt Gen agreed to try her for a week. Yes, can you believe it! What girl? Didn’t I tell you about running into her in the library? Well, she’s not a nurse…but she’s a qualified caregiver.” Elizabeth crossed her fingers: I hope. “And she’s less expensive!”

At that moment the front door opened and her son stood in the entry hall, hair disheveled, his gleaming black helmet pressed to his thigh. It always startled her to see how tall he was. Frederick had been a bit below average height. Freddy appeared torn between anger and bewilderment.

“Hey, who was the babe coming out of Aunt Gen’s house with you? You said a caretaker or something… Is Aunt Gen okay?”

“Call you back,” Elizabeth said, putting the phone down beside her. “And yes, if you really care, Aunt Gen just needs a little help…”

“Help! That babe needs it herself, turning down a ride with me to ride with you. Any babe in town would give an arm or leg to ride on my bike!”

“This girl is not a ‘babe.’ She’s a young woman who will be caring for Aunt Gen for a…while.”

His face brightened. “Hey…”

“No ‘hey.’ She’s strictly business—off limits to you.”

“Yeah, sure.”

“Yeah, sure!” But he was clattering up the stair.

Well, she sighed, the wine would wait. He knew she drank it occasionally but never in front of him. He was paranoid… He had seen a life destroyed—his own father’s.

She pushed herself up and walked in stocking-feet to the foot of the stair. “Cordon bleu in the freezer. Can heat some of your favorite beans and rice…”

“Got a burger and Blizzard. I’m good.”

Okay then. Alone in the kitchen, the red wine after all. Lord, haven’t I earned it? A sort of Hallelujah…

She lifted the glass toward the gray window. “Here’s to you, Carolina! Heaven help you!”





Two

Miss Geneva put ice cubes in a towel and at the kitchen table sat with it pressed to her throbbing knee and wondered what she’d got herself into. Oh, not the knee, that would be all right in a day or two. The girl. Who would start for a trial period of a week on Monday—two days away, and Elizabeth would be getting the room ready over the weekend, emptying drawers for the girl to use…moving things from the closet. Mayhem. The small unused television would be all right as long as the girl kept it low. No computer, though. This was not a move-in. This was a visit.

Moving things. Elizabeth always was.

She tossed the soggy towel in the sink. There were things in the drawers and in the closet she didn’t want Elizabeth nosing into.

Wincing, she stood, looking down to see that Tatters was out of the way. Then she gripped her walker to cross the hall. To her present room.

It had been her mother’s room…her father’s, too, of course, until his death; he was the Hopelane. But mainly she remembered her mother here. And the letter. Which she did not want to lose as Elizabeth disposed of things.

She made her way to the slant-top desk that had been her mother’s and her grandmother’s. The letter, as always, was in the cubbyhole with a door where tiny screws were working loose and the brass hinges were almost black. She opened it carefully…

With the letter she moved to the long window where a chair waited. This ceremony she performed once every few months and it had been a while. Her heart warmed as she fumbled with the envelope. It was addressed to her mother’s younger sister, her aunt Adell, who—unmarried—had taught at the Boston Conservatory of Music and visited every Christmas, bringing what she called a valise that held wonderful surprises for them all. How the letter had gotten here, back to her mother, Miss Geneva didn’t know. She had found it after her mother’s death. She had thought it was for her sister, Adella, named for Aunt Adell, but no, it was from Mama to her sister, Adell.

Carefully she unfolded the fragile pages. Already a page had begun to tear along a fold. She should put some tape there…but for now she laid it aside and turned to the second page, those paragraphs that brought her mother and aunt closest:


You asked about the children, Adell. Geneva, of course, is doing brilliantly at that small girl’s school I told you about. Probably the curriculum is more social than academic. But it won’t hurt her to learn a lighter approach to things. Not that she couldn’t excel in the best of schools, but she writes about all the novels she’s discovering, the magnificent library, movies, and that tells me the classroom studies aren’t keeping her busy enough. But, as long as she’s happy. Pretty soon it will be the university!

Fortunately, she’s intelligent. She’s certainly not the beauty that your namesake is! Or the trouble! Adella thinks she’s in love. A nice enough boy but, my goodness, she’s too young to take this thing seriously. I do fear it’s going to make it difficult to get her away to school next fall. Yes! She’s a high school senior. Hard to believe, isn’t it! And almost as gorgeous as you!



Miss Geneva paused to press the page to her heart. That comparison still stung a bit even after all these years. And would have stung more had she not adored her younger sister, her sister whom she had hardly known as an adult, who had married and moved to Savannah while Geneva still worked on her doctorate. Only our young years to remember, Miss Geneva sighed. Still, I can see her in Elizabeth and Betts. Even Draughn sometimes, except we don’t see Draughn. When her sister Adella died of what Mama had always believed was abuse and despair—1970s, wasn’t it? Oh, what did it matter—the three little ones had come here. Mama had never recovered from the loss of Adella, never been able to prove anything against the husband. But she won the care of her three grandchildren when their father did not protest.

Just at the time Papa died, too. How strong you were, Mama! Maybe the children helped you through it all. Shaking her head in wonder, Miss Geneva returned to the letter:


Now about our Adella’s little ones, Betts is finally not crying every morning over going to first grade. And I keep reminding myself that she is not an Elizabeth, the most composed little lady I believe I’ve ever known! It’s frightening sometimes. And I wonder what’s going on in that darling golden head. She has your beautiful curls by the way.

Draughn is the problem, turning sullen—preteen, you know. He doesn’t talk much and when I ask about school or friends, he just stares at me with those great blue-green eyes so like Adella’s that it breaks my heart…



Miss Geneva groped for the tissue in her walker-basket. It broke her heart now…yet…yet what accurate previews of the people those children had become!


When are you coming to see us? Get away from that Boston snow! The children keep asking. Christmas perhaps?



Here Miss Geneva took a deep breath, carefully folding the pages and fumbling them into the envelope, which she put in her basket. Elizabeth didn’t need to find that one…or the acrimonious ones, those years Draughn’s father decided he wanted his teenage son back and took legal action. She must find those letters, too, before Elizabeth did.

She shook her head and thrust her thoughts to pleasanter times…the year Elizabeth, admittedly an exasperatingly proper little girl, helped hide Easter eggs for the Sunday school group, unaware that Draughn moved behind her, gathering them up. Geneva and Mama had stood on the church steps choked with laughter. The July Fourth he set off a string of firecrackers under Mama’s chair turned out not to be so funny for him.

She sighed to the empty room then checked herself. The letter did not usually affect her adversely, but today…Mama, Elizabeth wants me to have a keeper. What must I do? Age is a battle, isn’t it? Everything’s an invasion of my independence, and Elizabeth is the General.

But Miss Geneva was not one to dawdle. She would go through drawers and closet shelves and load the walker basket with private things and take them through that two-way closet into the next bedroom where she still had some control over things…

And where, having accomplished some of these moves, she slept soundly till next morning, when the front doorbell ground out its raspy wakeup call.

In the doorway, Elizabeth, with a mop and bucket of bright-colored cleaning supplies with names Miss Geneva had never heard of, shook her head. “Aunt Gen. Not that disreputable flannel robe still!” Then as she brushed past the walker, heading for the kitchen, “Where’s the cashmere one Freddy and I gave you at Christmas?”

“Elizabeth, it is nine o’clock in the morning…”

But Elizabeth put down the bucket and turned. Still holding the mop in one hand, she cupped her aunt’s cheek with the other, her face relaxing, tender. “I know, Aunt Gen. But I have a lot to do and you can go back to bed. And you really must try that lovely rose robe. It would make the days rosy!”

Miss Geneva stepped back and worked the walker around her niece, moving toward Mr. Coffee. “My days are rosy enough, thank you, and there’re years of wear left in this…”

“Look, Aunt Gen! Sticky spots…old medicine… Can’t we at least get you a new flannel robe?”

“I’ll order one when I’m ready, Elizabeth. I can still look after my wardrobe. And this one has been to the cleaner. If they didn’t get the spots out, that’s not my fault. At least they’re clean spots!” That was the trouble with these young people (she measured grounds into Mr. Coffee), and why she could never live with one of them…always trying to give you things they wanted you to have, not what you wanted. She turned from the coffeepot in time to catch a quiver of a smile on Elizabeth’s lips. “Clean spots? Can you believe this ridiculous argument?”

Miss Geneva sniffed. “It’s too early in the morning!” Elizabeth still stood with the mop in her hand like a knight with his lance. But she began to shake and the mop clattered to the floor as she laughed helplessly, perhaps a bit hysterically, and sank into a kitchen chair. Her aunt wore a questioning smile.

“Are you all right, Elizabeth?”

Elizabeth dried her eyes on the back of a hand, choking down what might have been sobs. She waved a dismissive hand. “Why are you making coffee now? Didn’t I show you how to set it to come on in the morning?”

Miss Geneva would not confess that she sometimes couldn’t remember the process, and bent down to stroke Tatters who had come at the sound of activity in the kitchen.

“Of course you did, Elizabeth. But I like making it. It gives me something constructive to do before I begin my nihilistic day.”

Miss Geneva noted that the twist of hair usually pressed firmly to her niece’s neck seemed to be slipping. A bobby pin quivered, about to fall, and brushed back and forth on her shoulder as she bent to pick up the mop. Then her clothes…could she have slept in them? But before she could ask, Elizabeth sighed. “Might as well have a cup before I get to work, though I’ve already had two.”

“A bad night?” Miss Geneva, Tatters twining her legs in figure eights, was opening his breakfast.

“Oh, Aunt Gen, do watch that cat. Here, I’ll put that in his bowl.” And Elizabeth rose wearily. Miss Geneva let her take the spoon and can. Tatters stood back, dubious about the situation. But even before his adversary stepped away, greed took over.

“Is it Freddy?” her aunt persisted.

Elizabeth looked undecided about how to answer, usually keeping negative news to herself. She tossed the can in the trash and put the spoon in the sink and washed her hands vigorously. Then she pulled out a chair for her aunt. The coffee had stopped gurgling and she filled two cups and set them on the table, handing her aunt a packet of sweetener. And gave up. She was too tired to dodge the questions.

“Isn’t it always?”

“He’s a good boy, Elizabeth. What’s he done now?”

Elizabeth had put her hands to her face and now peered through fingers. “There’s an oxymoron in there somewhere, but right now I can’t figure it out. Maybe it’s just a paradox…”

“Don’t pull English 101 on me.”

“Aunt Gen, that’s the question. What has he done? He did not come in until a little after six this morning and went straight to bed. I was a coward, too weak to confront him after no sleep…terrified of what I might smell on him.”

“Ask him, Elizabeth…”

Her laugh was like a dish breaking. “Do you think he would tell me?”

“Then send him over to see me…” And Miss Geneva tightened the old flannel belt. She doubted he would come with his mother here cleaning. But at lunchtime (of course…always hungry) he showed up, cast a wary eye toward the sound of the vacuum cleaner, and followed his aunt into the kitchen.

In preparation for this discussion, Miss Geneva had dressed. A real ordeal these days with the arthritis, a task she put off some days until midafternoon. But today, for Freddy…he mustn’t see her as an old crone tottering around in her night clothes, more a haunting than a presence.

“That’s Mom?”

She had noticed his glance. “Don’t worry, she won’t hear us. Have you had lunch?”

He shrugged, “Not hungry,” and slipped into a chair, putting his helmet in another and leaning elbows on the table.

“Hot chocolate?”

A headshake, so Miss Geneva pushed her walker aside and sat down. He rested his chin on his clutched hands. Then, “She tell you about last night?”

Miss Geneva nodded.

He gave an impatient headshake. “So she knows…” He fixed his aunt with a puzzled and angry stare. “She didn’t wake me. I thought maybe…”

“You needn’t ‘think maybe.’ Your mother is always going to know when you come in. Especially when you’re buzzing around on that noisy thing. In this freezing weather. She told me she was too upset to question you, but I’m not.”

“I’m eighteen, Aunt Gen.”

“Exactly.”

“What do you mean?”

“You have a long way to go and she doesn’t want that way cut short.”

“She thinks I’m doing…crazy things…and smoking pot… Aunt Gen, it’s insulting.”

“So where were you last night, and if it’s so innocent, why didn’t you tell her?”

“She didn’t give me a chance, did she?”

“You would have told her?”

A shrug. “Probably not.” Then, his hands pressing the table’s edge so hard his fingertips went white, “She doesn’t trust me.”

“Any mother who trusts an eighteen-year-old is an idiot. She’s not an idiot.” Miss Geneva watched the anger fading as he leaned back, propping the chair on its back legs and looking heavenward and helpless. If he turned over, she thought, so be it. It might get the truth out of him. Just please, Lord, don’t let it break my chair. And she pressed. “So where were you?”

The chair crashed forward and he looked at her, then at his hands, pressing them flat and spread-fingered on the table.

“This may be hard to believe…”

“I’ll know if it’s the truth.”

He stared at her and suddenly laughed. “Yes, you will, won’t you!” He sighed. “Okay. I was with my friends. We have a spot off Carlyle Road where we go to ride bikes. Mike and me have bikes…”

“Mike and I.”

"Brandy doesn’t. His parents took it away…and he wanted to see his girl, who lives who knows where. Fifteen miles out of town, he said. And he was worried she might be losing interest because he hadn’t been out to see her. So we tossed a coin to see which bike he took.

“Mine. He promised to be back in thirty minutes ’cause it was getting toward midnight. Aunt Gen, he didn’t get back till four. We didn’t know where this girl lived, just that he’d said it was about fifteen miles away. So there we sat.”

“You had a cell phone.”

“Brandy didn’t. And if you mean Mom, I hoped to get in without waking her.”

“So you sat there, you and Mike, doing nothing for four hours in freezing weather. That is a bit hard to believe.”

“Oh, Mike showed me some moves on his bike and I tried them. Then we had a smoke…nicotine, Aunt Gen…and talked some, about girls and religion and how it would be to live in New Zealand. We even rode around a little. There’s nothing like it in the moonlight and with ice still on some of the trees. At three, Mike said he had to go… His dad is real sick and he didn’t want to worry his mom. At 3 a.m.!” Freddy wagged his head. “He offered to bring me home, but I wouldn’t leave without my bike. So there I was, in the middle of nowhere till Brandy finally showed up. About four, I guess. Then I had to take him home. And it was not a smooth trip; we had some words.”

Dear God, an argument on a motorcycle going (she felt sure) at full speed! On icy roads… Thank you, Lord, for all mercies!

He looked at the helmet, tapped it with his knuckles, struggling with something. Then looked back at her. “Aunt Gen, his girl does want to break up and he was all that time trying to talk her out of it. He was angry. Said she just loved him as long as he had a bike. And he was crying. One of my best friends crying. I couldn’t let him go home like that. So we stopped and had a smoke and talked till he calmed down.” His eyes narrowed. “You believe me?” She reminded him of a Buddha. She just kept studying him, but the vacuum cleaner stopped and she nodded. He glanced uneasily toward the hall. “You gonna tell her?”

“That’s your job.” Miss Geneva leaned forward to push a strand of dark hair from his forehead. Immediately his whole body relaxed and his eyes, which a moment ago had twinkled with what might have been tears, now twinkled with mischief. “How ’bout if I let her stew a while in her suspicions?”

She sat back. Rigid. “Would you pull wings off a fly?”

Rising, grabbing his helmet, he almost turned the chair over. Angry strides took him toward the hall. Miss Geneva’s heart sank. Knowing his aversion to cruelty of any sort (except to his mother!), maybe she’d gone too far. But he did not turn toward the front door. He went to the door of the bedroom.

“Mom,” she heard before he closed it behind him, “wanna talk…” And Tatters suddenly appeared.

“Coward,” Miss Geneva admonished. “You always hide when the storms come.” Unperturbed, Tatters brushed purring against her leg. And she said a prayer for Elizabeth, who must be so very wise.





Three

The girl still wore the blue shoes when she arrived Sunday evening with the first load of her belongings. She’d gone for more, and clothes on hangers lay across the bed. A bag of what must be toiletries stood on the bathroom sink. A box of books in the floor which Freddy, surprisingly available, had brought on his motorcycle, though Elizabeth could have well accommodated them in her car. Notebooks on the spacious partners desk that had belonged to Papa, and where, Elizabeth couldn’t resist observing, a computer would fit perfectly. Miss Geneva, with belated misgivings, had swapped it from her room for Mama’s slant top… Who knew what secret of Mama’s might still hide in some crevice or behind one of the drawers?

But Miss Geneva didn’t see luggage. Just bags. Garbage bags holding what looked like underwear, night clothes and things she was perhaps better off not recognizing. She sighed for the old days of modesty. She must move into the twenty-first century, as Elizabeth kept reminding her. But she was damned sure she would drag some of the twentieth and even the nineteenth along with her.

Miss Geneva pushed the clothes aside, sat on the edge of the bed, and gazed at a changed room. A moment of amazement gripped her. So many changes! Growing old itself. And now she had let this person—of whom she knew almost nothing but simply liked—into her home. Suppose she was queen of a burglary gang… She would learn all the ways of entry, mark in some code the antique pieces to be taken, then sometime when no one was here… Don’t be ridiculous! Darrell at the library recommended her. But how well did Darrell really know her? Perhaps she was the carrier of some terrible disease that had killed her grandmother and would kill…

The front door rattled.

“Last load!” Freddy’s happy voice. Miss Geneva stood, grabbing the walker to steady herself, her imaginings sliding from her like an evil costume pooling at her feet.

Freddy, bouncing a box onto the bed, grabbed his back in mock pain and sighed, “She’s starting a library here, Aunt Gen. She’s gonna be too busy reading to look after you!”

But Carolina had caught Miss Geneva’s expression, and at Freddy’s, “Where you want the books?” she smiled and shook her head.

“Leave them in the boxes for now…a week, then we’ll see.” And lifted her brows at Miss Geneva. Who took a long, considering moment before nodding.

When she had shown Carolina where light switches were and extra towels and some of the eccentricities of an old house, Miss Geneva sat on the side of her own bed, and Tatters jumped up beside her; she pulled him into her lap.

“Are we right, old boy? You like her, don’t you?” He nosed her jaw, purring.


Carolina pulled the sweater tight and hugged herself as she went down the steps of the porte cochere. Seeing Freddy to his bike. The wind bit through her sweater despite a rosy sunset beyond the big trees in the backyard.

“Thanks for your help,” she said almost shyly as he adjusted his helmet.

He had such a wonderfully animated face; she hated it that she had clouded it earlier by refusing his offer of a ride. And she wondered how old he was…

He gave her his best grin. “Any time.”

“And…” She again gathered her hair in a fist and pushed it over her shoulder. “I will ride on your motorbike sometime.” His brows went up. Doing him a favor? “In warm weather.”

For a moment he considered snapping, “Who says?” Instead he jump-pressed the pedal and the bike’s angry roar soared between them. But the grin returned. “I’ll put your name on the list!” A salute. And he was off, zig-zagging the bike down the drive, his headlight a shaft of brilliance in the dusk.

Carolina stared after him with a one-sided smile. Show-off. Then she hurried back up the steps and into the dim-lit warmth of Miss Geneva’s kitchen. Oh! Her shoes! She’d forgotten her bag of shoes… But not her stuffed animals. And Miss Geneva had watched smiling as she arranged them like pillows on the bed. An elephant, the largest, a beautiful cat (it would be interesting to see Tatters’ reaction), a mouse in a Christmas hat, and the inevitable Teddy.

As she gave the Teddy a pat and straightened, Carolina said, “My family.”

At which a frown flickered across Miss Geneva’s face. Then the smile returned. “Everybody needs something to hug.”


The week had its awkward encounters. Once, the bathroom when Carolina opened the door. Miss Geneva stared, startled, and Carolina quickly backed out. Had the old lady forgotten someone else was in the house?

“Sorry!” she called. “Should have knocked!”

But Miss Geneva, emerging, showed no sign of embarrassment. “Should have put on the lock.” She smiled. “Guess we both have a bit to learn.”

Except for a few such Alphonse and Gaston moments, things went smoothly the first few days. Miss Geneva was gratified that the girl was neat. Exceptionally clean in the kitchen, a fair cook. She could teach her a trick or two…only there would hardly be time, would there? Only a week. Good about turning off lights. Stuck to the grocery list and brought home good but inexpensive brands. And was circumspect about the bath, offering help only with the spots Miss Geneva couldn’t reach.

Elizabeth was already beginning to show appreciation for the relief from her chores. “Well, you know what they say,” Miss Geneva sniffed at her when she became too pleased with her find, “a new broom always sweeps clean.” But this one wouldn’t have time to get old! She would be leaving in three more days. She was a bit too attentive about small things…like pill taking (as if Miss Geneva might forget) and offering to help with dressing (when she was perfectly capable of dressing herself). That, however, would let up when the girl saw how self-sufficient this old lady was! The important thing—Tatters had taken to her.

Still, Miss Geneva worried. Those blue shoes. She sometimes wore them as bedroom slippers. In fact, she wore them all the time.

“I see you’ve forgotten your slippers. I have several pairs,” she offered one night when Carolina brought her bedtime pills. She took the pink pill first and drank.

“Oh, I’m fine.”

Miss Geneva smiled and lowered the glass, taking another pill from the little paper cup in the girl’s palm. “Never worn most of them. The grandchildren seem to think I’m a centipede…every Christmas…and these will just go to Goodwill. You might as well…”

“My blues are fine, thanks, and they’re sort of company. I want them to get to know the feel of the house as I do.” Still pleasant but something steely in her tone. A lift of the very firm little chin.

I’ve offended her already. “It’s just that mine would be warmer, my dear. These old halls get colder than you can imagine.”

“One more to go, Miss Geneva.” She held out the pill.

So that was it. For a few moments their eyes locked, the girl still faintly smiling as the third pill went down. She took the glass. “Anything else? More water? Orange juice?”

“My book over there on the chest of drawers…”

And Tatters jumped on the bed. As Miss Geneva reached to stroke him, though, he jumped down to follow Carolina. Miss Geneva lowered the book and stared after him. “So I have a rival,” she sighed to the large, empty room.


Elizabeth allowed herself to linger over her second cup of coffee. From her breakfast table she could see the redbud tree she and Frederick had planted as a sprig, even before the foundation for the house had been poured. Long before the empty bottles had begun to collect in the mound of wild rose vines just beyond it.

Remarkably tall for a redbud. One spring the Hopelane Herald had pictured it in splendid bloom on the front page. The paper’s first color photo. So it made history. Now of course its limbs were ink lines against a bright, cold sky. All signs of ice gone, soon knobs of buds would bead the branches. Then the umbrella of lavender blooms. Why did they call it a redbud? she wondered for the thousandth time. There was nothing red about it. Could the color have changed over years? Or maybe its buds were red. She would have to notice. All these years and she never had. Elizabeth lowered her cup. Dear God…what one could think of to avoid thinking about important things.

“Mom?” And here he was, the important thing.

“Aren’t you early? Thought your class was at ten. Have some coffee.”

“Got to pick up Brandy. He was gonna cut…”

She did not approve of Brandy. But one way to make Freddy cling to him for life was to let him know. “He have a helmet? Anything should happen, you could be held responsible.”

“Bye,” and the door slammed. She rested her forehead on her fingertips—of course Brandy had a helmet, he’d had a bike. And she whispered to the air, “Forgive me, Freddy, for being a mother!”

Perhaps it was time to be a niece.

She hadn’t seen Aunt Geneva since Carolina’s first week ended, but her heart clinched with hope when her aunt called to tell her she needn’t pick up the month’s medications on Monday. “Carolina will get them. I’ll ride with her to see how she manages the car.” Then, as an afterthought, “We’ve decided to give the arrangement another week.”

The arrangement. She made it sound like a million-dollar contract, and Elizabeth, cradling the phone (Aunt Geneva refused to learn any of the family’s cell phone numbers), had actually shivered with hope.

So today, to forget her son for a while, she would visit. And maybe her aunt would like to see Hannah…Saturday and no kindergarten, and Mayann, Betts’ usual Saturday help, off on a youth retreat, her sister probably needed a break. And she needed company.

Hannah climbed into the car holding her blue velvet coat with its white faux fur away from the door.

“Car doors have grease,” she informed Elizabeth. “And this is my Christmas coat.”

“I know,” Elizabeth said. “Freddy and I gave it to you.”

“Oh.” Her sister’s dark blue eyes shone from the little face. “I’m sorry Aunt Libba.”

Elizabeth patted her knee as she pulled into the street. “And is that a Christmas doll?” It looked to Elizabeth like one of those dolls with a tag reading, “This is not a toy…” A boy doll, with so many frills on his blue velvet suit that she had mistaken him for a girl. A china head appeared dangerously fragile under hair much the reddish blond of Hannah’s. He was dressed in Victorian grandeur, his lace collar and cuffs trimmed in seed pearls. Imitation surely? This is not a toy. What on earth was Betts thinking! But then, Hannah was a cautious little girl, unlike her free-spirited mother.

“Daddy said he’s a no-reason gift.” She smoothed the collar. “He’s my boyfriend…after Daddy.”

“Well, he’s certainly handsome!” Elizabeth said, so intrigued she had almost missed Miss Geneva’s drive. For a brief time in the worst years with Frederick, Elizabeth had turned to doll collecting as a lifesaving diversion. Having more children was out of the question. So the dolls were her substitutes. But it had soon proved too expensive. Though she still enjoyed nosing around yard sales, hoping to find a treasure.

Now Hannah, who loved to twist the doorbell at her great aunt’s old house, needed both hands so gave the doll very carefully to Elizabeth, who searched for some mark of a collectable as the doorbell rasped.

“I’m coming! I’m coming!” Miss Geneva flung open the door, glowering, till she saw her small guest. “Well, well! Look who’s come to tea!” From the arms of the walker, she held out a hand…not the kind of hand expecting a shake but the kind expecting a squeeze of affection…and drew the child into the hall. Elizabeth followed, holding up the doll.

“You ever see anything like this for a child?”

Miss Geneva glanced at the doll. “Well, I was the Raggedy Ann type myself. Now, Hannah, what do you want to do today?”

“Aunt Gen, I’m convinced this is not a toy,” Elizabeth persisted.

Hannah was gazing up at her Aunt Libba. “No, he’s not a toy! I told you—he’s my boyfriend.”

Miss Geneva bit her lip, taking the doll from Elizabeth. “Little Lord Fauntleroy,” she muttered. And at Elizabeth’s raised brows, “A fictional creation of Frances Hodgson Burnett…”

“But of course I know that, Aunt Gen. Who could live anywhere near you and not know that! But wouldn’t this make him valuable?”

Miss Geneva handed the doll to Hannah. “He’s quite handsome. Let’s take him in the kitchen where it’s warm.”

But Hannah looked past them. “Who is that?”

Carolina smiled from the kitchen doorway with Tatters at her ankles. “I’m Carolina, and who are you?”

“I’m Hannah,” extending the doll, “and this is my boyfriend.”

“Well, hello, Hannah and Boyfriend.”

“Why are you in my Aunt Geneva’s house?”

“Hannah!” Elizabeth laughed, shrugged apologetically. “Sorry, I should have explained to her.”

But Hannah’s eyes had widened. “Are you a ballerina?”

Carolina knelt before her and brushed away an imaginary fleck on the fur collar as she began to unbutton it. “I always wanted to be,” she said. “And I thought maybe the shoes would help.”

“Did they?”

Carolina made a sad face. “Not yet…but I’m still hoping. Tell you what,” she brightened and raised her brows at Miss Geneva, “we have some ginger cookies and I’ll make some tea…or hot chocolate?”

Miss Geneva nodded and smiled…this girl could charm a snake…a smile which she suppressed when she met Elizabeth’s I-told-you-so smirk.

Later, with Carolina showing Hannah around her new quarters, Elizabeth and her aunt finished off the hot chocolate.

“But this is Carolina’s study day…”

“Hannah’ll be fine,” Elizabeth assured her. “Carolina has given her a notebook and pencils and she has quite settled down. You know how she loves to draw. And Papa’s big old desk is perfect.” Then impatiently, “Now I want to hear how the week went.”

But Miss Geneva was not happy. She wanted to visit with Hannah, not Elizabeth. This Carolina had already stolen Tatters’ affection…

“Aunt Gen?” She started.

“It must have gone very well. You’re keeping her another week. But how long can she get along without a computer?”

“I’ve gotten along for eighty-five years without one,” Miss Geneva said absently. Elizabeth sighed. “But she can’t! And how can you get along without her?”

Miss Geneva merely gazed at her. “I want to visit with Hannah.”

“And I want to hear about your week!” Elizabeth drained her mug. “I’ll go get Hannah in a few minutes. Carolina seems quite charmed with her. Had the boyfriend sitting on her bed among all those animals…was introducing him!” Elizabeth’s smile was amused, then sly. “You know she could come in handy as a babysitter—give Betts a break sometime.”

“She hasn’t time for extra work,” Miss Geneva snapped. This from someone who didn’t need her? Elizabeth suppressed another smirk.

“And Hannah should not be disturbing her now. She’s very serious about her studies. She has this television course from the college every day and because there are no classes—Saturday—it’s her homework day. Now will you please go get Hannah!” Miss Geneva did not smile.

Neither did Elizabeth. “When you tell me how the week went and what made…you…decide…” Wait a minute. She reached for the empty mug then set it down with a thud and stared at her aunt. Saturday? She began to take quick, shallow breaths and moved forward in her chair, glancing around as if not sure where she was. No classes.

“I might give her a try…right now! Carolina at babysitting. I have an errand to run…” Miss Geneva’s eyes narrowed. Elizabeth agitated? Most unusual…

“An errand? Elizabeth, is something wrong?” at which Elizabeth violently shook her head.

“Well, bring Hannah in here first…”

But the always poised Elizabeth did not seem to hear—“I’ll be back in just a few minutes!”—and stumbled toward the hall.

Forgot to ask her what the errand was, Miss Geneva realized several afternoons later as Carolina settled her at naptime. Naptime. Yes, she and Hannah had even napped together and she was so charmed that she forgot about Elizabeth and her errand. Naps. She sniffed now. Whether I need them or not. And where is that fickle cat? Nothing could warm her like the purring of Tatters.

“Look at the ice.” Carolina pulled up the extra blanket and nodded toward the windowpane where rivulets of it made light-catching trails.

“In time to nip the jonquils,” Miss Geneva lamented.

She must have been asleep hardly thirty minutes when the front doorbell rasped. What kind of idiot would be out on a day like this?

And Carolina hurrying to answer, knew the reception would be grumpy—rude awakening. Better plan something especially good for supper.

A rather tall woman, with windblown darkish hair obscuring parts of an eager face, stood on the porch. Enough of the face was visible to assure that she was definitely Miss Elizabeth’s sister.

“Why you’re just a child!” she blurted. Then as she pushed past Carolina, laughed apologetically. “Sorry—it’s cold out there!” She turned back. “Thought it was time we met.”

As she removed her coat, her eyes moved from Carolina’s still somewhat startled face to the blue shoes. And she held out her hand.

“I’m Betts.”

Carolina stared a moment before taking it. “Caro—”

“Oh, I know who you are.” She squeezed the hand, almost painfully, and tossed her coat onto the seat under the pier mirror. “My sister is so thankful that you’re here. I do hope Aunt Geneva isn’t being too much of a bitch. She’s a headstrong old bag but a dear, actually. And has she given in on the computer yet?”

Caught in the swirl of cold from this woman and her coat, Carolina, speechless, shook her head.

“She will,” Betts said nonchalantly. “Now where is she? Where is she hiding these days?”

Carolina caught her breath as a stern voice growled, “Who’s calling me a bag?”

The door to the bedroom had opened and there Miss Geneva stood in all her nap-tousled glory, spiked hair, rumpled house dress, and rage. Carolina caught her breath—and no walker.

But immediately the rage turned to a grin and Miss Geneva held out her arms. “And a bitch? Nice to know I still have some importance!”

And Betts went into those arms singing, “Here she is… Miss A-mer-i-ca…”

Carolina raised her voice over their hilarity. “Miss Geneva…your walker?”

“Oh, I forgot the damn thing. Get it for me, will you?” And Geneva Hopelane clung to her niece, pulling her toward the kitchen. While Tatters seemed not to know which way to run.

Carolina gripped the walker. How could sisters be so different? She shook her head in wonder. And Miss Geneva…she was evidently capable of being two different people.

They were at the table, leaning head to head and giggling like girls, when Carolina came in with the walker.

“May I fix coffee?” she asked, but Betts shook her head.

“I have some of that wine you like,” Miss Geneva said. And did she wink? She did—Miss Geneva winked! Carolina tried not to let her amazement show. But that was becoming harder and harder.

“Carolina might have a glass with us…”

She shook her head. “Still have a lesson to finish…” A person on a walker having wine?

Betts, observing Carolina’s concern, tried to hide her amusement as she answered, “Anyhow, I’d better not, Aunt Gen. Driving you know. And trying to watch the calories.”

Miss Geneva scrutinized her. “You know best.” There had been some to-do with Greg in the past… Oh, never mind. “I’ll forgo it too, Carolina, but thank you, my dear. Now, Betts, tell me what you’ve done with Hannah!”

“She’s at a birthday party just down the street…but I have pictures…”

Horrified. “A birthday party in this weather?”

So Carolina left them still talking, hovering over a cell phone that held pictures of Hannah. Hadn’t the old lady seen Hannah only a few days ago? Besotted with that child, she was. Besotted. And Carolina closed the door to her room behind her.

She settled at her desk, but she did not pick up Swann’s Way. She drummed her fingers on an open notebook and stared out at the fading afternoon, the shivering trees, limbs beginning to sag, puddles icing at the edges.

So this was the niece who was more fun than help. Hannah’s mother. Well, maybe giving a lonely, old person a lovely little girl to dote on was worth more than getting her to doctors… Definitely the favorite niece.

As she had been the favorite grandchild…and why not? The last two years Collie had almost ceased coming to visit Gran as if frightened that more care might be asked of her.

“She’s probably going to leave everything to you, so you can look after her,” Collie had said once. As for Roger, they rarely heard from him, and now that he was in Afghanistan, Gran never mentioned him. But Carolina knew she had watched the evening news avidly, perhaps hoping, as well as fearing, she would catch a glimpse.

Since Gran’s death, her sister—who couldn’t come to the funeral (one of the children was sick)—had written asking what Carolina meant to do with the house. And was there anything of value? All that old silver must be worth something. And maybe an antique piece of furniture or two. Surely Carolina couldn’t use all of it or live in that big house alone!

Carolina, in her Gran’s room, had lowered the letter slowly, as if it might break. Looking at the brass bed with its Wedding Ring quilt, the bedside table where Gran’s glasses still lay folded on her Bible, the window beyond full of the green fur of an ancient cedar, Gran’s pride and joy, she shuddered in mild shock. Surely Collie couldn’t be thinking… The house was indisputably Carolina’s, Gran’s will left no doubt. And surely, with her modern house in Wilmington, though it was small and a bit shabby, her sister wouldn’t dream of moving her family of four here?

Carolina crumpled the letter and stared at it. But suppose Collie asked to come? Would she have the courage to say no? “Don’t let her make you feel guilty about anything,” Gran had said once a few years ago. “You’ve earned the house, everything.”

Carolina looked down now, turned from the desk till she could see her shoes. And the tattoo. The beautiful flourishing letters…like angels’ wings. Gran had loved it! And Carolina, expecting serious reprimands (she had done this under pressure from her peers in high school: “Carolina, everybody cool has a tattoo…”), had been shocked. The old lady had said, “You’ll always put your right foot forward with love.” And her old eyes had twinkled, while Carolina’s filled with gratitude.

Her door rattled in a blast of cold air from the hall. Betts, leaving. She glanced out the window where the sky was violent magenta. Like the shawl Gran wore on her always chilly shoulders. On the landing the old clock was striking six, and as she left her room, its glass front sparked down at her with a bit of that sunset. At Miss Geneva’s bedroom door she called, then started as Miss Geneva answered from the kitchen door behind her. “Fixing oatmeal for supper. Appeal to you?”

She stood with one of the old-fashioned round oatmeal boxes in her hands. There was a kind of glow about her, a confidence that Carolina hadn’t seen before. Perhaps this niece was better than a doctor.

“Oh, Miss Geneva.” Carolina crossed to her. “You let me warm some of that vegetable soup Miss Elizabeth brought the other day. It’s a good soup night.” She could see the old lady debating an argument. But evidently the soup did appeal to her.

“And some cornbread! Can you make cornbread?” She was putting the top back on the oatmeal box. “With lots of butter!”

Just like Gran. Still has to have a say in things. Carolina smiled. She was going to miss this lady.


Elizabeth had no luck that Saturday she left Miss Geneva so suddenly to search for Freddy. His cycle was not at the school or Brandy’s house. She drove past Anders Pharmacy where the young sometimes gathered on Saturdays; then with no idea where else to look, she parked a block away from Brandy’s home to collect her wits. Her fingers drummed on the steering wheel. And as the car grew chilly, and no helpful thought came, she became aware of them…the fingers. Drumming. The sun flashing on her rings…and she stopped. Became totally still, staring at her rigid, ringed fingers.

Why am I doing this? flashed to mind. Why am I making such a big thing of this? And she swung her glance out the window to the afternoon still twinkling with bits of ice catching the late sun here and there. Those rings should be sparkling as I reach to trump an ace…

“But he’s all I have,” she whispered to her reflection in the window, “and he may have the weakness of his dad.” Her words formed a mist on the glass. “I can’t lose him, too, Lord. You must help me.” Then, aware that the Lord might not appreciate being dictated to, “Please, help me.”

And the decision came, whether from the Lord or her own desire to escape a confrontation, she didn’t know: Let it go. For now. You don’t know that he’s up to anything wrong, other than misleading you. And the more you act like a top sergeant, the more he’s likely to mislead. She was shivering so turned on the car and drove hopefully past Brandy’s house, but there was still no bike. Shivering, she drove on toward Hopelane Street to pick up Hannah. Fortunately, Aunt Gen was napping.

For a while, apprehensive about questions, she’d stayed away from her aunt. Let Aunt Gen see how she would need Carolina if no one else came to check on her.

Yet the issue of the computer seemed insurmountable.

So she prayed again. “Lord, I do hate to be a bother, but we need this girl. We really do. And I think she needs us. And a computer. My aunt is a rock, You and I know that. But you can move mountains…surely a rock…”

This time no heavenly answer came.

But a call from Carolina did, early on the last Friday of that second week. And Elizabeth, stunned with sleep, thought she must be dreaming. But no, the phone rang again. Had Aunt Gen fallen?

“Yes, I can come, Carolina. Is everything all right?”

No. A neighbor had called about some sort of trouble at her Gran’s house.

Elizabeth sat a moment on the side of the bed, letting the mists of sleep dissipate. She could hardly see the digital clock. Good Lord! Six o’clock? Well, whatever the problem, just as well to get an early start. She’d planned one final plea to her aunt to let Carolina bring in her computer…but she looked defeated already, she thought, as she squeezed her thick hair into a ponytail. “Too old for a ponytail,” she said to the mirror, but it will have to do for now. And as she pulled on a cable knit sweater, stepping into the hall, she couldn’t resist moving stealthily to Freddy’s door…but it was closed and she didn’t dare try the knob. So stood a moment listening. Nothing. Well, either his bike would be in the garage or it wouldn’t.

As much as she hated it, it was almost beautiful as it leaned on its stand just beyond her car.

So here she was, bundled to her eyeballs, not turning the old doorbell but opening the rattly door as quietly as she could. Carolina stood just inside, waiting, a coat on over pajamas, her hair in a scuffed braid.

“She’s still asleep,” she whispered. “And I must go see about Gran’s house. I’ve started coffee if you want some?”

“Oh, heavenly.” Elizabeth tugged at the scarf wreathing her neck and hung it with her coat. Glancing at herself in the pier mirror, she saw her strained face, skin as drawn as if she’d had a face-lift, cheekbones too prominent, eyes too large as if at some horror. And stringy neck! She touched the loose skin for an instant as if making sure it was real…then realized Carolina was going out the door.

“Take my car—it’s warm!” she said. “Here…”

She tossed the keys, and Carolina reaching for them missed, scooped them up. “What’s happened at your Gran’s house?”

But Carolina was already halfway across the porch, her breath an ice-colored scarf over her shoulder as she gave a futile wave.

It was like Miss Geneva’s, a GM car, so easy to drive if only she could stop her hand’s shaking long enough to get the key in the ignition! She caught her lower lip in her teeth, and steadying her right wrist with her left hand managed to enter the key. In the car’s warmth her shaking lessened but her dread mounted as she drove under a gray-streaked sky, past houses just stirring, morning papers in plastic sleeves still waiting in driveways.

A tree, the neighbor had said. Looked as if it might have hit the back corner of the house, hard to tell…all this ice, you know, hard on our old trees… We’ve lost several these last years, probably all planted about the same time…old neighborhood.

A tree. The old cedar, Carolina thought, distraught for both house and tree. It was as if with Gran gone, the cedar… maybe it wasn’t so bad. Maybe just a limb or two…

Then she saw them. The fire engine at the curb, the Fire Chief’s car in the drive. A fire?

She pulled in behind the chief’s car and stopped, sitting a moment gripping the wheel and trying to stop the shakes. The front of the house showed no damage but the old tree…yes, the cedar, half of it still standing, bright exposed wood, so vulnerable, the top invisible except for a few splintered limbs protruding from the roof.

“Oh!” someone exclaimed, and Carolina realized it was herself. She fumbled for the car door handle and accidentally pushed the lock. Sheer terror fought down panic and she managed to unlock and push. In the drive, legs unsteady, she rested against the car’s hood, and the chief, who had known her and her Gran most of their lives, came striding toward her to take her in his arms. He had always reminded her of Mr. Green Jeans (She’d thought for years he was Mr. Green Beans) in a favorite children’s TV show, and now she leaned gratefully against his strong shoulder.

“It’s a blessing she wasn’t here, Carolina. Right across her bed…” But she began to pull away from him. “Wait, Carolina…wait, darlin’. We don’t know yet how safe…”

But she was inside, gripping the banister, felt it wobble so let go, pressing against the wall as she climbed, brushing past an ugly jagged crack…she could almost hear the shriek it must have made. Poor old house. But she had to go up there. She had to see that Gran was not there…

“Be careful, Carolina!” the chief called after her. “More ceiling could fall!”

The hall appeared sturdy and she crossed cautiously, gripping the doorframe as she reached her grandmother’s bedroom. Head and foot of the old brass bed nodded to each other as if protecting the trunk-sized limb that lay across its mattress. Its branches and twigs obliterated the quilt and like a quilt themselves hung limbs over the sides of the bed. Or as if it’s weeping for Gran, she thought.

The bedside lamp lay just beyond the reach of those branches, evidently not broken, and she forgot the chief’s caution and crossed the room to put it back on the table, standing, holding it a moment, appalled at the futility of her act.

“Oh,” that voice said again. Then, “Oh, Gran.”

There, on the table, the glasses lay in fragments on the undisturbed Bible. And she had the strange feeling that she stood at a memorial, for a loss of so much more than she could comprehend. She had had her time of grieving her grandmother…her death…but this…this…was grieving her life! Something that would never be again. Many things that would never be again—prayers, songs, miracles, joys… How tremendous. Why had she never realized…how tremendous is a life, any life, and when it is gone who knows how many worlds are lost, how many wonders?

She reached down, moving each piece of the broken lenses into her palm, carefully carrying them to the wastebasket. But she hesitated over the bent frames, finally putting them in her pocket. Then she collapsed in the old squeaky rocker—not its comforting squeak, more a shriek, and she bent forward, stopping it, elbows on knees, face lowered between hands gripping fists of hair.

“Carolina?”

He stood in the doorway, helmet pressed to thigh. And he extended his hands in a helpless motion.

“Mom said…” He looked around the room wonderingly. “All this doesn’t show from the street…” He looked at her. “What can I do?”

Carolina struggled to get out of the rocker, awkward, unsteady, and he stepped toward her, then stopped. She sank back into the chair.

“My computer…across the hall…” And she rested her forehead on her fingertips till he came back.

“Okay.” He had looked at her room with interest: an iron bed, peeling white paint, but a bright quilt. A desk by the one window, the computer intact and a dust-free square where books had been, books he had loaded in boxes without any interest in the room. But now…surprisingly clean (except where a small vase had shattered), so…so virginal…but she had said she was twenty-five years old. And he felt something like he’d felt for Brandy the other night. Sorrow? Compassion? A desire to protect…from what?

He looked at her with a new feeling of intimacy. She still sat in the rocker, but she whispered, “Take me back to Miss Geneva’s, please. I don’t think I can drive right now and I’m freezing.” She had begun to shake again and he heard her teeth click.

He nodded. “Keys?”

But she shook her head. “On the bike.”

His hand dropped and he stared. “On the bike? But you’re cold now…” Then at her determined expression, “Okay. Okay.”

And he followed her across the hall and down the stairs.

When he tried to slip the helmet on her, she pushed it aside and he said, “It’s this or the car.” So she lifted her rope of hair and let him help her catch it under the helmet. His gloved thumbs brushed her cheeks like ice. She jerked her head back and fastened the strap herself.

It was crazy, but helmet or not, she had to have the bike ride. She needed the cold wind to numb her, to blow away pain. Still, the sudden powerful throbbing of the machine, its thunderous growl, startled her so that she grasped wildly at his cold leather jacket. A brush of warm air in her face as the engine caught and she circled his waist with trembling arms.

“Hey, get your chin out of my shoulders—you’re killing me!” drifted to her. Then, for a few minutes, the hum of wind filling the helmet blocked out everything.

But the roar waked Miss Geneva. Elizabeth, sitting beside her bed, rose, waving a calming hand as her aunt sat up blinking. “What on earth?”

“It’s Freddy, Aunt Gen.”

“Well, of course it is, but at—six? seven? in the morning!”

“A lot has happened. Give me a minute to let them in. Carolina can tell us what’s going on.”

“Carolina? What’s she doing up…what on earth?” Miss Geneva rubbed her brow as if to erase confusion as Elizabeth left the room. But Carolina did not come in. She went to her room, and Freddy came to his aunt.

“Tree hit her house, Aunt Gen,” he said. “Looks pretty bad.”

Elizabeth, gripping a bedpost, turned to him. “She…she can’t go home?”

The eloquent teenage shrug. “Some guys were bringing a tarpaulin for the roof when we left. Said they would be in touch.”

And Elizabeth, still clinging, swayed a little. Lord, I asked you to let us keep her…but I didn’t mean like this…and she looked at her aunt, who gripped the bedclothes in white-knuckled fists. Her face drawn, she appeared younger, somehow. “She can’t go home? Where will she go?”

Freddy crossed his arms over the helmet pressed to his chest and looked uneasily at his mother.

“This is a sign,” Elizabeth said, jaw lifting. “She has to stay.”

“But she doesn’t want to,” Miss Geneva said. “She wouldn’t have a computer. And didn’t she mention a sister? In Wilmington?”

The silence was long and heavy.

Freddy looked at his mother and remembered the bed, the quilt, the desk and books. The computer…Carolina’s eyes staring up at him from under the helmet. He swallowed. “Mom…we have room…”

Elizabeth knew his thoughts. But, no, never, never, under her roof! So she deliberately misinterpreted him, nodded, and turned to her aunt. “Yes, Freddy’s right. Aunt Gen, if she goes, there’s nothing for it but you move in with us.” It might work.

Miss Geneva jabbed her fists to her breasts, and stared helplessly from Elizabeth to Freddy. She most certainly did not intend to leave her home…no matter how Elizabeth kept threatening.

Freddy stepped toward the bed. “No, keep her, Aunt Gen. You could help her. You’re a teacher for God’s sake!”

And Miss Geneva thought she saw more than an interest in Carolina’s education in her grandnephew’s face. “No taking the Lord’s name in vain, Freddy.” Then as they stared at her, she lowered her fists, pulled her gown modestly close to her chin, and said, “She has two days to work it out. Now where is the girl? I need coffee, Elizabeth.”

Freddy stared, lips unsteady, his fists propping the helmet on the foot of the bed. “Aunt Gen, you didn’t see her when we went in the house. She doesn’t need to have to look for another place, not now.”

Elizabeth touched his sleeve. She knew her aunt. “Yes, coffee. Come on Freddy. You can help.”

And as they left her, Tatters came out from under the bed, jumped in her lap and began to purr and knead. But for once she hardly saw him. She lay back, staring out the window. Only faint ribbons of daylight and already life was disrupted. Lord, is there to be no relief? But the child, Lord, is she all right?

When Carolina brought the coffee, Miss Geneva, surprised, sat up suddenly, too suddenly. For a moment her vision blurred and her head swam. “Child, I am so sorry!”

Carolina smiled faintly and put the mug on the bedside table. She seemed unable to speak but reached to stroke Tatters where he lay curled on the quilt. He lifted his head, eyes closed in ecstasy, then lowered his chin to his paws with a deep, feline sigh of contentment.

“Thank you. I’m just glad Gran isn’t here to see…”

Miss Geneva lifted the mug and held it a moment, feeling the warmth under her chin. “Yes.” She studied the girl’s face. “And you are welcome to stay here until you find a place…”

The lovely green-gray eyes glittered. “Thank you. But I may be able to leave at the end of the week as planned.”

A spurt of alarm surprised Miss Geneva, surprise that tightened her hands on the mug. “You—have a place to go?”

“Possibly. Miss Darrell at the library told me soon after Gran died that any time I needed a place or a friend, she would be glad to have me.”

Miss Geneva almost blurted, But who will stay with me? Realized in time that would not do… Of course, the girl was not to stay. She and Tatters…they would miss her, Tatters especially, but Elizabeth and Betts would come… Oh, dear. Love them, yes, but she wasn’t that fond of their checkup visits, Betts exhausting with her energy, Elizabeth always going on about doctors and “Did you take this?” and “Did you do that?” And probably about another caretaker. Somehow she doubted Elizabeth would ever give up.

“Miss Elizabeth and Freddy have left,” Carolina said. “She’ll look in this afternoon.” There you are, Miss Geneva sighed. “Anything I can get you?”

Suddenly the house was so quiet the hall clock’s bongs were unbearably loud. Raspy old thing. All the music had ticked out of it. Wasn’t that the way! Life, too: though the old heart still ticked, there was little music…

Carolina reached in a pocket of the smock she wore. She brought out a little brass bell, and as Miss Geneva stared at it, put it in her free hand and smiled. “Gran’s. What she rang when she needed me. I thought you might like to have it. She may be Queen Elizabeth, a Shakespearian lady anyhow.”

“Why, that’s lovely, Carolina! But you must keep it. I’ll use it while you’re here if you wish, but you…”

“No. She belongs with an English teacher.” And when she saw Miss Geneva couldn’t speak, asked, “Coffee refill? I’ll be scrambling eggs.”

Miss Geneva, holding the bell, gazed down at it so her stinging eyes wouldn’t distress Carolina. And this time as the girl left, Tatters did not stir. “Fickle cat,” the old lady muttered. And leaned over him to put the bell on the bedside table where the lamp’s light, still burning in the slowly lightening day, burnished it to gold.

It was a long day, and Carolina spent a great deal of time on her cell phone talking with contractors, insurance people, and friends. So they went to bed early.

Miss Geneva thought it was the middle of the night when something waked her, and she realized she’d left the doors open to the passage between their bedrooms. Carolina crying? She reached for the lamp, then drew back. Carolina would know she had waked. Go to her? She hesitated, hard to know. Might embarrass the child. But quietly, she drew the walker to her bedside and tried not to disturb Tatters as she shoved aside the covers. Moving cautiously, she made her way to the closet and stopped. The child had not gone to bed but sat at the old desk, her head bent over an open notebook, nodding with each sob. The hair made strands of dark gold in the light from the desk lamp. What time was it? Why don’t you strike, old clock, now that I need you! She could almost see Carolina’s digital clock. Eleven? Surely later… And the child was still trying to study. Miss Geneva sagged a moment against the cabinet that formed one wall of the passageway. Like myself at university. How many nights did I cry for home and Mama and Aunt Adell? And this child has no home or mama or grandmother.

When she had regained her balance enough to turn, she started slowly back to her bed. Tatters growled softly as her leg hit him, but she pulled the cover up to her jaw and shushed him.

A wind had risen and the limbs of the oak scratched at the window. And in that scratching she seemed to hear another crying…her Aunt Adell visiting. A girl—twelve? thirteen?—she had climbed out of bed to go to her aunt, who had comforted her so many times. But her mother in the hall caught her arm.

“But Mama! Aunt Adell…!”

She was pulled against the familiar velour robe. She could almost catch the scent of it now, the Estee Lauder and rose water, so many years later.

“She’s crying, Mama!”

“And maybe tomorrow we can cheer her up, but for now, we have to give her privacy.”

“But it’s Christmas!”

Her mother caught the young chin between thumb and forefinger. Geneva could see amusement even in her compassion. “Grief doesn’t take holidays, Genny. Now back to bed, and say a prayer for her.”

So, Carolina. I’ll say a prayer…

And the result of that prayer startled even Miss Geneva.

She did not sleep well, and so heard Carolina rise for her shower, heard her start the coffee. She must move very cautiously today, she told herself as she buried her face in her pillow, feigning sleep. When Carolina was late with her “resurrection pills,” she pulled herself up and sat for a few moments steadying herself while staring out the window. The oak branches had no ice this morning, and a tepid streak of sunlight glistened through them into the room to sparkle on dust in the wool of her bedroom slippers.

From her bedroom door she could see that Carolina was not in the kitchen… Ah, here she came from her room with what looked like an awfully heavy box. And there were two others beside the front door. Was today the day? Her heart seemed to crowd into her throat. Surely it was tomorrow?

The girl smiled at her apologetically. “Miss Geneva! Did I wake you? I was just getting a few things ready to go.”

For a moment she couldn’t speak, and they looked long at each other. Then Carolina, who could have said, “I had to be doing something…” silently deposited the box by the door and straightened, palms to the small of her back. “I’ll scramble eggs if you’re ready.”

“But where will you go?” Miss Geneva put a hand to the doorframe. She had forgotten her walker.

Carolina straightened, smiling. She entered the room and moved the walker to the door where Miss Geneva stood. “Looks like Miss Darrell at the library can have me for a while. It won’t be long before I go on to another job. Already have a prospect… You know Mrs. Wilkins over on Sycamore Street?”

Miss Geneva’s throat was closing. “You mustn’t go, Carolina. You must not.” And her hands went white on the walker’s handles as her face wore what Carolina called her Teacher Expression.

“Oh, Miss Geneva! That’s so sweet of you, but I know your feelings, and I’ve promised Miss Darrell. I think she’s rather looking forward to having company.”

“I want you here.” The next words were not easy, but she managed. “I need you.” Again a silence. Too long. Then with an edge of despair, “And I will have Freddy pick up your computer…”

“But Miss Geneva…”

An old hand waved her to silence as Miss Geneva moved back into her room. “Scramble the eggs.”

She went to the window where the old oak still scratched up and down like some automaton writing in invisible streaks on the windowpane. So this is the way You answer prayer, Lord? I have to persuade her…have to do it myself? But You were a little help with the house… Oh pretty drastic, the house. But she was surprised to see that in the window she was guiltily smiling.





Four

Of course, Miss Geneva was only her second charge, but Carolina didn’t see that she could be much different from her Gran. And if a problem arose, she knew not to try to be a nurse but to call 911 immediately. The rest was fairly routine.

Washing the hair wasn’t much of a problem because there wasn’t much of it. And after gentle toweling, it settled in relaxed waves against the pink scalp. The bath was another matter. Though she tried, with the vanity of her youth, to stay under 140, Miss Geneva didn’t always succeed, yet Carolina knew well the aging body’s many crevices. Still, it was a point of pride to Miss Geneva that she could attend to them herself. The shower, after all, had bars all around that she hung on to. And a bench. Perfectly safe. When she stepped from the shower, however, Carolina checked her over as unobtrusively as possible, while pretending merely to steady her. The walk-in shower was a blessing Elizabeth had insisted on having installed several years ago as arthritis and unsteadiness began to make themselves evident.

Carolina had from the first week managed to make light of the nudity, relieving some initial embarrassment. And gradually Miss Geneva had accepted her discreet touches here and there, often diverted by Tatters’ latest antics as Carolina related them.

“Once you pass seventy,” she sighed (Oh, what a blissful feeling as Carolina toweled her back!), “you can forget modesty.” She tried not to flinch, as the girl helped her slip into a shirt and the old shoulders screamed.

Carolina, recognizing the brief rigidity, the closed eyes, flinched for her. Diversion… “I’m working on a paper for a computer class in lit, Miss Geneva. And if your afternoon’s not spoken for…would you look at it? My punctuation is free-spirited at best, but I also need to know if my interpretations are clear. It’s an analysis of a story by Flannery O’Connor.”

The way the fine old face lit up startled her. “I thought you’d never ask,” Miss Geneva said. “I do love short stories. Though I have to admit, I’ve never been terribly clear about Flannery’s points myself. Maybe together…”


A dreary afternoon, rain-splashed, which one could only pray wouldn’t freeze overnight. Why was March always so slow to come and then so temperamental? Elizabeth closed her account book, and gazed out at the fading day. It had started well with a timid sun. Maybe tomorrow the sun would be bolder.

Anyhow, it was a good afternoon to start the new McCall Smith novel Darrell had recommended as amusing. She had adored Jan Karon and doubted he could be as soul pleasing, but Darrell usually was right. And she could certainly use a little more amusement. Hannah had spent the morning with her and she hated to admit how exhausting the child’s energy was. What would she do when she had grandchildren?

“Why did you invite her then?” Freddy had asked as she groaned her weariness. Leaving, he looked like Batman in his black rain gear. He’ll be soaked by the time he gets to the campus, she thought. Lord, help him to see in this downpour!

Why had she invited the child? To give Betts some relief, she told herself. Truth was, she had wanted company. She missed her frequent visits with her aunt, trying to let Carolina prove herself indispensable. Anyhow, today was absolutely too nasty to go out. Except for Betts, who never seemed daunted by the weather. Still, neither of them should visit their aunt too often; Carolina might think they were checking on her. Oh, no, no, no. We can’t offend Carolina!

But was wanting company the only reason? And she looked at the Boyfriend doll, which Hannah had forgotten. Out of the blue she’d said to Betts on the phone, “Tell her to bring Boyfriend.” Then, “I want to play with him!”

Betts had laughed. “I remember how you love dolls. Well, I hope we can find him. You know how fickle kids are.” They found him. And when Betts came for Hannah, Elizabeth used the distraction of a small bag of cookies, so that, as she had hoped, Hannah forgot him. Elizabeth had plans for Boyfriend.

Her plans had been delayed by all the to-do over Carolina’s move to her aunt’s, the computer primarily, and items necessary for an extended stay: bookshelves, a small cedar chest that would fit at the foot of the bed…more books…clothes for a month only, as Miss Geneva had still demurred about “permanence.” But it did seem that having let the gate down (half Carolina’s house being roofless seemed to make allowing the computer imperative), her aunt had gone all out. Carolina informed her that Miss Geneva had allowed her printer as well. So Aunt Gen has really accepted the situation as permanent, Elizabeth assured herself, though she may not realize it yet…

Now, however, she must think about the doll, and the first thing to do was to Google him. She had a number off the back of his head, just under the hairline, hair she felt sure was real and could have come right off Hannah’s head, so alike were they. Was that why Greg had gotten it for her? It wasn’t like him to bring home gifts. He had certainly never been so generous with Betts or Mayann. She’d long felt he showed too much affection for their late-in-life child. He was the kind of parent who, when she started school, would do her homework for her and ruin any chance of her discovering the delight and confidence of learning for herself, and certainly diminish the likelihood of her becoming a scholar, as Betts could have been had he left her alone.

And Mayann. Poor Mayann. He’d hardly ever noticed his teenage daughter. As if he blamed her for his having to marry Betts. Elizabeth stiffened in her chair, shallow breaths coming again. “Stop it!” she said to her reflection in the computer. “You do this to yourself!”

She shook her head, impatiently. Why must she always borrow someone else’s problems? Because it worried her that Betts often seemed unhappy, though she prayed for her daily. She sighed. The Lord did seem to pick and choose which prayers He answered…

The doll. Concentrate on the doll. And she turned on her computer as her breathing eased. First look up the old movie Little Lord Fauntleroy.

As far as she could discover, no replicas had been made. So, try antique doll dealers. If a replica had been made, they would know. Ah, computers were wonderful in securing information. But not this time.

Calls to dealers she had known in her days of collecting proved futile, and Elizabeth gave up. So what was the significance of this doll? The simple thing was to ask Greg where it came from. But somehow she didn’t want him to know of her interest. Anyhow, could she believe him? Still, she had learned what she could from the doll itself, so she punched in Betts’ number and told her she’d just discovered the doll and would bring him by tomorrow, simply too horrible to get out today.

To her surprise Betts sounded anxious. Oh, she and Hannah would come get him now. Hannah might cry herself to sleep without Boyfriend. Elizabeth hoped her surprise didn’t sound in her words. “Oh? But it’s awful out there.” And Betts laughed. Not very persuasively.

Elizabeth slowly put down her phone. A doll they weren’t even sure they could find? And the child might cry herself to sleep without it? Or…might Greg get ugly if it was missing? Betts never had been a good liar.


Carolina turned on the desk lamp and watched the rainy window for a few minutes. Miss Geneva was safely tucked in and she intended to unpack one more box before she followed suit. It had been an exhausting day and so grim! Yet interesting in a way. She and Miss Geneva had begun a deeper clearing out, now that she would be staying. And Miss Geneva had brought in a garbage bag to hold old papers—instruction books that had outlasted their gadgets, bills paid fifteen years ago, some school papers Miss Geneva was amazed to find intact, her sweeping grade marks in their corners. She chuckled over a few, but sighing, finally dumped them all.

“Carolina, let this be a lesson to you.” She rested in a wicker rocker, elbows on its arms, her lap full of old greeting cards, “Don’t save old letters and cards. They breed in dark closets.”

Carolina laughed. “Oh, I think we have to save them, Miss Geneva. They remind our family that people cared about us. I think Gran saved every card she got, and when a letter came from my brother, that was celebration day.”

But finally Miss Geneva had simply given out. They’d had a bowl of soup and Carolina helped her into a gown then gently lifted Tatters off her bed.

So Miss Geneva settled down, Carolina checked the bedside table. They’d taken meds… There was fresh water and the bell was in reach. She thought briefly of kissing the old cheek but decided they hadn’t quite reached that stage. She felt sure a professional caregiver would know just when to do such a thing… Well, she was learning.

Abruptly, she lifted the brass lady and rang her, and at Miss Geneva’s startled look, “Just wanted to hear that sound. I’ve missed it.”

The old lady’s face softened, eyes twinkling. “I’ll be glad to ring it for you about one o’clock in the morning, and again about three.” And they laughed. The first time Miss Geneva had teased her. A step forward in their relationship, Carolina thought. Gran, oh, Gran, your bell is still a blessing.

The box Carolina intended to unpack next, she discovered was more of Miss Geneva’s school papers, and she was about to reseal it when in a corner of the top paper she glimpsed: Geneva Hopelane Eaton (her Hopelane mother had married Clifford Eaton), Creative Writing, Sept. 10, 1948. Carolina pulled back the box’s flap, feeling that she was prying into someone’s private correspondence. But these were old. Surely, it couldn’t matter now… Intrigued, she lifted the top. Hmm…Gem-clipped papers.

“In morning sun rain-dappled trees down the hill behind the house became a sky of fallen stars…” Carolina backed slowly to the bed, reading as she went. “The girl stood tall and sturdy, not fat, substantial, as if she’d weathered things and could weather more…”

Thirty minutes later, she put the story “Wild Angel” aside. Miss Geneva had written this in college…1948, according to the paper, at eighteen or nineteen. And Carolina knew it was good. Was there more? She flipped through five Gem-clipped stories. Each page that she looked at contained prose she considered close to poetry. What had happened that Miss Geneva hadn’t gone on to make writing her career? Her professor had jotted glowing remarks in several margins and had always given her top grades. Was that why she had saved them? Or had she simply forgotten them?

We must talk about this tomorrow, she told her wavering reflection in the long, black window. And she was so excited she couldn’t get to sleep till Tatters came purring at her ear.

But as she pulled on her blue shoes next morning—she was using them chiefly as bedroom slippers now—doubts set in. Miss Geneva might resent her having read the stories, might consider it prying. Old people sometimes had odd reactions, especially where privacy was concerned. And as Tatters ran ahead of her to the kitchen, she decided not to say anything just yet.


The mornings were the worst times. Miss Geneva did not often let herself brood, but some mornings she seemed helpless against it. Its pain gripped her as real as the arthritis across her shoulders and in her knee. Loved ones gone, past mistakes, missed opportunities…

Nothing for it but to get up, she sighed, staring accusingly at the ceiling where a pale sunlight told her it was too early to face all her ablutions…teeth, ears, eyes, all those things that seemed to demand more time and effort with every week that passed. She heard Carolina pad along to the kitchen to start coffee. Why that child hadn’t caught pneumonia…still wearing those flimsy shoes. Though she had finally begun wearing canvas shoes when she dressed. Still, she explained, the sneakers troubled her because they partially covered “Love.” Miss Geneva shook her head. People and their fetishes.

She sat on the side of the bed and stared at her own boney feet, twisted toes and swollen ankles. She’d had beautiful ankles once. Someone had told her…a boy in one of her classes? Yes, she smiled. The rascal. He thought he’d failed a test…and her ankles were the only pretty thing he could find…

She’d had brilliant students in that class but because of that remark she remembered him! There had been so many, and these years, when she saw them downtown, those who had stayed, always so cordial, she grieved that she couldn’t remember their names.

All right. Get up. She could ring the little bell, the lady with a ruff at her neck and a clapper of feet under her ballooning skirt. Ring it and Carolina would bring coffee. But she wasn’t supposed to have coffee till she took the damn pill. And she had other obligations before she could join the land of the living. Okay. So give Carolina a little while to have her first cup in peace. Poor child. What a life in the realm of the aged when she should be among the young and dreaming great dreams…

Another box of papers, Carolina told her over breakfast. “More papers? My goodness, I did keep stuff. You can trash them.”

“You must look at them, Miss Geneva. Make sure they aren’t valuable.”

“My dear, nothing is valuable to me anymore. Nothing of paper, that is.”

Carolina, bringing her own breakfast to the table, saw the beginning of tears. Oh dear…and looked down into her coffee, the deep brown liquid reflecting ribbons of light from the small chandelier. “Well, this box is too heavy for me. We’ll have to wait till Freddy can come and take it out. In the meantime, I’ll bring some papers in here so you can be sure…”

“Please, Carolina, I’m so tired of looking at old papers. Let’s give ourselves a day off. Or maybe we need to move on to ‘The Rocking Horse Winner.’ Have you finished with Flannery?”

Carolina rose for more coffee to conceal her disappointment; a thigh bumping the table gently sloshed Miss Geneva’s coffee.

“And while you’re up,” Miss Geneva spoke more sharply than she intended, “I’d like another slice of that ham…please. You’re stingy my dear. But I expect your Gran had a small appetite.”

Carolina paused and smiled. “Just trying to keep your cholesterol in check!”

The one bright spot in the day…until lunch. Of course the girl didn’t realize the importance of one slice of ham. Or how pitiful to live from meal to meal. When evening comes: Well, Geneva, what have you accomplished today? Lord, I’ve eaten three meals and taken fifteen pills. Anymore pills, Lord, and there won’t be enough hours in the day.

To Carolina she sighed. “I quit worrying about cholesterol when I reached seventy. Figured I was supposed to be dead anyhow…”

“Now, Miss Geneva.” Carolina moved from table to sink, then refrigerator, all that hair in a bright braid this morning and swinging as if she were dancing with the refrigerator door. Oh, to be able to move like that!

“But here you are! Being so wonderful to me!” Carolina still gripped the refrigerator door handle. “But having a bit of a pity party.” It was levity, beyond any teasing she had dared so far, and she watched the old face absorb the truth of it. No change in the grim expression…then a nervous jerk of lips, and a grumble beyond her thundercloud face… It was a chuckle, Carolina realized with relief, as a distant roar blended into it. So she could never know how much her words had to do with the chuckle, and how much was due to…

“Freddy!”

The roar grew more insistent, and as Carolina moved from the refrigerator, it crescendoed under the porte cochere, then died to an annoyed muttering and silence.

He rapped on the back door’s glass and, as Carolina let him in, removed his helmet and gloves to run fingers through his hair. If he harbored some hope of smoothing it, Carolina thought, he could forget it. The thick, dark hair had followed the helmet ceilingward.

His face red with cold or embarrassment, Carolina couldn’t tell, he looked suddenly shy. “Saw the light…thought you might like to know they’ve started work on your house. Can take you over there this afternoon if you want…”

Carolina nodded. “Great…thanks! But I’ll have to see.” She returned to the sink, as he stood turning his helmet in his hands.

“You must have an early class.” Miss Geneva, so far ignored, decided to end the tense silence.

He grinned and moved to the table. “Yep, but time for a cuppa if it’s available.” And as he settled down watching Carolina pour, Miss Geneva knew the real reason for his stopping by. But Carolina didn’t look at him as she set the mug before him and returned to the sink. And Miss Geneva noticed that Freddy stared at the braid that swung between her shoulder blades as if it were the taffy it resembled.

“I think we need you here this afternoon.” And she watched the pleasure bloom on his young features. “There’s a box of trash to go out…too heavy for Carolina.” She might have just offered him all the treasures of the Persian Empire, she thought. Poor boy. Well, he would outgrow it. Still, she could recall—oh, excruciatingly—all the pain of that first infatuation. And Carolina’s stiff back as she put dishes in the washer and swiped at the counter did not offer encouragement. Good.

Unrelenting, he thumped his mug to the counter. “Great coffee!” and when Carolina did not respond. “Okay then. See you guys this afternoon!”

“I am not a guy!” Miss Geneva called after him as he exited jauntily.


The familiar roar roused Miss Geneva from her afternoon nap. And Carolina was several pages into the third story, still amazed at the beauty of the writing. She tucked them under her pillow as Freddy knocked before calling from the kitchen, “Trash man!” Why did she not want Freddy to see them? Some instinct that there was more to the stories than she knew. Could their presence in the trash be a mistake or did Miss Geneva want them destroyed? But why do that? Carolina shook her head. Enough speculation. Anyhow, no way could she let them go to the incinerator. And she had spent the day looking through the rest of old papers to be sure no more gems were hidden there.

She had helped Freddy load the box onto a dolly and come back down the hall when Miss Geneva emerged from her room.

Carolina said, “Freddy’s taking out that trash. Would you like a cup of tea?”

“Lovely,” Miss Geneva nodded. She would not miss a chance to say a kind word to her only grandnephew. She suspected he didn’t hear many at home these days. And she pushed the walker aside to settle in her favorite chair at the kitchen table. Tatters emerged from a sun-streaked corner and twined her legs, purring. “No you don’t!” Miss Geneva snapped in mock anger. “You have a bowl full of food!” He obligingly went to examine it, then, giving her a look that plainly said, “You expect me to eat that?” walked away.

Carolina, fixing the hot tea with lemon and lots of sugar, had reached a decision. While Freddy was disposing of all that trash, she would show Miss Geneva the stories. She couldn’t imagine that their author wouldn’t be happy to see them again.

She put the smoking cup before Miss Geneva and went to her room. Holding the stories protectively against her cable-knit sweater she glanced out the back door and saw that in the waning afternoon, Freddy still had a bit of burning to do. So she returned to the kitchen. She paused, smiling, beside the table. Miss Geneva had finished about half her tea.

“I found something I bet you’ve forgotten about. You certainly can’t want them destroyed.” And she spread the stories in a fan on the table. Miss Geneva lowered her teacup slowly, staring at them as if she had never seen them before.

“You must have written them in college, but they are beautiful…”

The cup rolled on its side, the last of the tea spreading an amber pool in the saucer. Her face a frightening white, Miss Geneva, who had never in her eighty-six years fainted, did. She slumped in the chair, then began to slide limply to one side. Carolina bent to catch her.

“Miss Geneva! What is it?”

But Carolina couldn’t stop the slide of dead weight, could only ease her onto the floor, all the while screaming, “Freddy! Freddy!”

And Freddy at the incinerator poked impatiently at the trash muttering, “Burn, burn! I need to get back in the house…”

Miss Geneva opened her eyes to see Carolina’s distraught face. She stared as if she’d never seen her before.

“Miss Geneva, I’m calling 911.”

At the last words she caught Carolina’s wrist as the girl started to rise. “No…just a dizzy spell. No need to create a fuss.”

“Then I’ll get Freddy.”

Even from the prone position, a very strong fist clamped her arm.

“No. If Freddy knows, Elizabeth knows and there’s another family drama for her to star in.” She closed her eyes.

“But Miss Geneva! I’m your caregiver! I have to report this.”

“Who says? You’re my employee and you do what I say. I know you’re thinking stroke or high blood pressure, but I know what brought it on and I’ll tell you.”

The back door slammed and they heard the dolly wheels grating into the furnace room. Miss Geneva shook her head—cautiously—and put a finger to her lips, Carolina frowned, thinking, Okay. For now. Only for now.

Then Miss Geneva tried to lift her head. “The papers! Get the papers off the table!”

“You stay still.” Carolina tugging off her sweater pillowed it under Miss Geneva’s head.

“I’ll get a blanket.”

But the old lady raised her head and seemed about to try to rise. “Get the papers. Hide them!”

Carolina rose hesitantly. Yes, the stories were still there, not even tea-splotched.

“Where?” she whispered as Freddy closed and noisily latched the furnace room door. He started down the hall.

Miss Geneva sounded desperate. “A drawer…a cabinet…”

Freddy appeared in the hall doorway just as Carolina closed the drawer of clean dish towels.

“Well, all evidence of your crime has been burned.” He didn’t see her at first as she was beyond the table. Then, “Hey! What happened?” A sharp look at Carolina.

“She had…”

“Had a dizzy spell and Carolina very wisely suggested I lie here just a few minutes.”

She didn’t like appearing weak before her nephew; she pushed onto an elbow. “I’m okay now.”

Freddy stepped close. “Wait…let me put my arms under your arms.” Her nephew knew how to lift a fallen person, to her surprise. Well, somewhere he’d learned at least one useful thing.

Minutes later she was snuggled in the wingback chair by her bedside table, and Carolina was making tea.

Freddy sat on the edge of the bed, elbows on knees, helmet twirling in his hands. “Freddy…you must not tell anyone.”

“Aunt Gen, that doesn’t make sense…”

“It makes all kinds of sense. You know your mother. She’ll go all dramatic, insisting I go to the hospital and creating chaos for me. You know what I need now is quiet and rest.”

He straightened and scrutinized her. Then he held up an open hand. “How many fingers?”

“Oh, Freddy, don’t be ridiculous! Five! And my birthday is April 29, 1930. And this is 2012 and my address is—”

“Okay, okay!” He relinquished the helmet long enough to wave both hands. “I’ll keep quiet for now. But I’m going to really watch you, and you’d better not do anything weird…”

Miss Geneva laughed and almost spilled her tea as Carolina handed it to her. “Don’t you think I have enough people watching and waiting for me to do something weird?”


As Carolina adjusted the blanket that night, pills given, book and the brass lady nearby, Miss Geneva watched her with a glint of suspicion. “Mum’s the word?”

Carolina managed a not very convincing smile. “Mum’s the word.”

In the kitchen, after putting the tea utensils in the dishwasher—no supper; they’d completely forgotten it!—Carolina opened the drawer of folded towels and pulled out the stories. Thank goodness, Miss Geneva seemed to have forgotten them. Tomorrow Carolina would remind her that she had promised to tell her their significance. Or should she? In her room she put them in her desk drawer and began to unbraid her hair, moving to the time-speckled mirror and her hairbrush. And in the morning she was calling Dr. Billings.


If Elizabeth thought Freddy evasive that evening, it was nothing new. He’d been evasive ever since he turned fifteen. At the sink she stood for a moment looking at the barren redbud. One could almost imagine it shivering against the crimson sky. And unbidden came the memory of Frederick in one of his drunken rages threatening to cut it down, a symbol of a marriage that was not a marriage. Thank God, Aunt Gen had advised her to hide the axe and hatchet long before… Had the old girl had some experience with an alcoholic? If so, she had never mentioned it. Elizabeth gripped the edge of the sink. She had an idea there was a great deal Aunt Gen had never mentioned, considering herself the protector of the Hopelane Tradition of Respectability.

“Saw Aunt Gen today.” From the dining room, Freddy’s voice startled her. She waited, but nothing more came.

Going back to the table she smiled. “And how is Carolina?” then realized as a flicker of annoyance crossed his face, she’d made a mistake. What a pity she couldn’t even tease her son. Was Carolina’s obvious indifference actually painful for him? If so she was sorry…but really! Carolina was a young woman. Why would she care about a boy?

“How is she? Aunt Gen, I mean,” she went on hastily. And when he looked at her oddly, “I’m overdue to check on her. Don’t want to rely on Carolina so much that Aunt Gen feels neglected by family.”

He picked up his plate and rose. “Well, they’re burning trash still. She and Carolina are planning to finish tomorrow, I think. Might not be a good day to go.”

Elizabeth cocked her head and regarded her son. “Why?”

“Well, smoke…soot…dirty stuff. You know…they’re busy.” Freddy’s chest was tightening and he escaped to the kitchen. As he put his dish in the sink: “And Aunt Gen said something about a paper they were working on for Carolina’s literature class. You know I don’t pay much attention to all that stuff.”

Elizabeth’s chin lifted. “On the contrary, I thought you paid a great deal of attention to all that stuff.”

On the stair he turned and they regarded each other. She knew he was lying. And he knew she knew. So Elizabeth decided to let it go.

“I found a good movie on Netflix. Thought we might watch it.”

His lips formed a grin she saw he was having trouble holding. But he managed, “Now what kind of mother tries to lure her son away from homework?”

The lonely kind, she thought. But was so startled by his levity that for a moment she forgot his deception. And in that moment he had vanished up the stairs. Well, tomorrow she would go despite his warning and see for herself. But for now…she wandered into the living room as she heard his door close. On the sofa was the new Elizabeth Berg and in the stack of catalogs and bills, Victoria…but somehow she felt restless. What was going on with their aunt? Maybe she should call Betts to go with her tomorrow. But there was Hannah, and if something was wrong, the child didn’t need to be there. Too, her sister had been a bit distant lately, ever since she asked what had become of Boyfriend. Oh, Hannah had just lost interest, you know how kid’s attachments come and go. Then could she take him for a few days? She had a friend she’d like to look at him. Well, Hannah had hidden him somewhere; she and he had been playing hide and seek. Betts would have to look for him later. And her voice was exaggeratedly weary.

Yes, Betts was a terrible liar. She suspected Greg was a much better one.

A few days ago she had spotted him in Tarheels Sporting Goods, where she was picking out a sweatshirt for Freddy. He held a ski and turned it, scrutinizing all sides and sliding a finger along the edges. He almost dropped it when she said, “Going skiing?”

But his grin was quick and open, as always. Such a winsome grin, all their friends had said when he came there as a groom. So how could she suspect him of questionable activities? No reason, she had to admit. No reason…except a feeling. Stemming from the almost insolent way he sometimes treated Betts.

“If I’m lucky.” He held out his free hand to swing hers in a very brother-in-law warm greeting. “And what, may I ask, are you doing in a men’s store?”

She raised a brow. “Oh, men aren’t the only sports fanatics these days, Brother-in-law.” It was her name for him. Somehow it seemed to shield her from a level of intimacy. “And I wanted to see you anyhow. You know I’ve been trying to find the history on that fantastic doll you gave Hannah. I think you may be sitting on a couple of thou—where did you find it anyhow?”

He turned to press the ski back into its slot against the wall, and for a moment she could see only the twitch of his jaw. He looked thoughtful, but unperturbed, as he faced her.

“Won him in a poker game.”

“Come on! You don’t play poker!” Elizabeth’s teasing tone faded as he regarded her with amusement. “Do you?”

Greg stood with one hand on his slender hip, his elbow on a shelf of ski masks, a position Elizabeth found brazenly arrogant. “I refuse to answer that for fear of the Hopelane family judgment…or more precisely, Betts’.”

Elizabeth swallowed. Her relationship with her brother-in-law was precarious at best. She didn’t dare go far with this. So she forced a smile.

“But wouldn’t you just like to know if you have a treasure?” He was amused and condescending. “Obviously you would!”

“Of course I would. You know I’ve collected dolls over the years, and when Hannah outgrows him, I might be interested in buying him from her…help with her college tuition!”

His smile did not fade, but his eyes narrowed and he lowered his face to scratch his chin. “What is it, Libba? Why do you want Hannah’s doll? Do you honestly think it’s worth ten thousand or so?”

“I said two.”

“I heard you. I also saw the gleam in your eyes.”

Elizabeth looked down at the sweatshirt and turned it one way, then the other, appearing to study its seams. “Well, I have a weakness for pretty things, you know that.”

And Greg laughed. “I’ll keep it in mind.” He turned to run his fingers down the ski’s surface again. “When Hannah nears college age.” And his eyes met Elizabeth’s with a mockery that made her skin sizzle.

But she gave him a playful punch in the arm. “Okay. I’ll hold you to it! First refusal. And you tell Hannah to take mighty good care of that doll.”

She replayed the scenario as she drove to her aunt’s. Won it in a poker game? Not likely. Something is going on here and I intend to find out what.

She was not surprised to see the motorcycle propped by the porte cochere, in the yard a smoldering incinerator, as she walked around the corner of the house. A pile of ash, a few scraps of paper. The air redolent with burning. Records from a teacher’s long life, and possibly revealing histories of young lives floating away in smoke. So what becomes of all that intelligence, Lord? Drifting up to you? How sad, too, that this was what so many treasures came to: smoke. One of the big trees stirred over her and a leaf twirled down brushing her shoulder. She recalled Draughn climbing that tree, standing there on a sturdy limb and shouting at them that he was King of the World! Because he could climb trees and they were girls and couldn’t. Elizabeth had not taken the bait (who wanted to be king of the world anyhow?), but Betts attacked with full force and made it halfway to where he was before Elizabeth’s screams made her look down. Then she began to cry. Wasn’t there a picture somewhere? Oh, pictures! Elizabeth’s nostalgic smile began to fade. Albums to be disposed of when their aunt died. Would anyone have the heart to burn them? Or send them through a shredder? Or whatever one did with all the smiles, the lifted glasses, girls in cap and gown, bathing suits, men waving tennis rackets, and babies no one would know?

Freddy was beside her. “Thanks for watching it—I was getting the hose.”

She gazed at him silently. Then as he turned the hose on the embers and a great web of smoke dotted with sparks shot up through the tree limbs, she stepped away.

He felt her scrutiny, shrugged. “Just decided they shouldn’t be doing this alone…in case anything happened…”

“Oh, yes.” The sarcasm escaped her. “How very thoughtful.”

He swirled the water over twinkling sparks and was silent. Then as she turned to go, “So I like a girl. What’s your problem, Mom? Afraid?”

“Afraid?” Elizabeth felt a chill, more than the rising wind. And as she watched some embers die in the grass, “Not for me, Freddy. For you.” He studied her with an inquisitive smile, and she continued, “I know how infatuations can hurt at eighteen.”

“Infatuations, huh?” He grinned and turned back to the dousing. Then as she took a step toward the house, “Maybe that’s what you need, an infatuation!”

She turned back too quickly and lost her balance.

“Hey!” He caught her arm. “Sorry, but it’s not a bad idea…”

She jerked free and stumbled on across the scanty grass. Reaching the back steps, she blinked away tears. Of rage? Of sorrow? For him? For herself? At the door’s squeak, Tatters, snoozing atop the hall’s bookcase, immediately flattened his ears and watched her stalk to the kitchen.

“Whew!” Elizabeth had not stayed long, and Miss Geneva gratefully heard her car start. She had gotten through the hour’s visit without raising any suspicions. In fact Elizabeth had seemed distracted. Might have been crying?

Carolina placed the ham and potato salad oozing with mayonnaise before her. “More cholesterol.”

Pointing her fork, Miss Geneva said, “The last good thing of the day.”

Carolina sat down with her tomato and lettuce sandwich and almost took a bite. Miss Geneva shook a finger, then after a brief blessing, “You keep forgetting. Didn’t your Gran say a blessing?”

Carolina chewed thoughtfully. “I guess she spent so much time praying over me she didn’t feel it was necessary.”

Miss Geneva looked skeptical. “There’s always time to be grateful.” Then, afraid she’d offended the girl, she patted her hand. “And I’m sure your Gran was…especially for you. And of course your brother and sister.”

But Carolina, dealing with a bit of tomato that kept slipping from the bread, merely smiled. So Miss Geneva changed the subject.

“I thought Elizabeth seemed upset, did you notice? Don’t suppose she and Freddy had a run-in out there. They do seem to have problems these days.”

But Carolina put a finger to her lips as the back door slammed.

He looked unusually solemn. “Got the fire out and need to be on my way.” Miss Geneva’s eyes widened at Carolina’s words, “Time for a sandwich?”

He hardly seemed to hear. “Thanks, not this time.” Then seeming to realize what he was turning down, “A rain check, okay?”

And he was gone, the porte cochere door rattling into their silence. “Problems,” Miss Geneva worried as if to herself.

“Can I help?” Carolina looked genuinely troubled and did not take her eyes from Miss Geneva as she reached down to stroke Tatters, who had cringed at the cycle’s roar.

Miss Geneva shrugged. She mustn’t lose her caretaker because of her smitten nephew. Caution. “Freddy’s her life, always a mistake.” Then perhaps a bit too emphatically a fact already well known, “He’s only eighteen.”

Carolina spoke softly. “I’m doing my best to discourage him, Miss Geneva.” Tatters resisted being lifted into her lap and stalked toward his bowl. At which her employer, after crossing knife and fork on her plate, ventured into fresh waters: “Do you have a heartthrob?”

“Heartthrob?” Carolina’s brows went up.

“Sweetheart? Boyfriend? Or whatever you call them nowadays.”

“Partner?”

“So, do you have a partner?” And as Carolina shook her head, “Then maybe we should create one. Show Freddy you’re spoken for.” Miss Geneva grinned. “Why don’t you fix some coffee and let’s think about this.”

“But that could make him jealous and make things worse.”

“Or discourage him if you’re a good actress.”

“Oh, Miss Geneva, you are a sight!” And she rose with their plates. Then at the sink filled Tatters’ water bowl.

“I think we should name him Dirk.” Miss Geneva squinted at the small chandelier.

“Dirk. Yes. And he’s twenty-eight—nice difference in your ages. Twenty-five, right?”

“Almost twenty-six,” Carolina nodded, measuring the coffee. “What’s his last name?” Miss Geneva chewed her lower lip. “How about Dillinger…”

“But he was a gangster!”

“I know. Gives it an exciting ring. I think the dangerous ones are always the sexiest, don’t you?”

Carolina nearly dropped the carafe. “Miss Geneva!”

“What? Because I’m a maiden lady, I’m not supposed to know about such things? My dear, I’ve lived eighty-six years and if I didn’t recognize sex when I saw it, it would equal the miracle of the Virgin Birth—’scuse me, Lord. Or maybe you think I’ve forgotten it?”

By now, Carolina was struggling with uncertain laughter. This was Miss Geneva? Talking about sex? For fear she’d drop it, Carolina shoved the carafe onto its unit.

Miss Geneva continued to squint at the chandelier as if it helped her envision Dirk Dillinger. “He has thick, dark hair and eyes so brown you have to get very close to tell where pupil ends and iris starts. He’s at least six two and weighs about 180 and has a gorgeous nose and nice ears and speaks flawless English and…”

Carolina gripped the counter. “Miss Geneva, stop! Stop!” And as the old lady stared mischievously at her, Carolina’s giggles subsided. In fact, she looked startled.

“You know what? You know what you’ve done? Except for the age, you’ve described Freddy!”

Miss Geneva faked horror. “You mean Dirk Dillinger is Freddy?”

Carolina sank to the table and crossed her arms. “Miss Geneva, we’ve got to change him. He’s got to have red hair and a beard and he’s five six and weighs 250 and his name is Mickey Munchkin.”

“Why that’s my last boyfriend!” Miss Geneva’s turn to be amazed. “The only man who ever asked me to marry him!” She almost fooled Carolina for a heartbeat or two, then the laughter broke.

Carolina rising for coffee cups, managed, “Oh, Miss Gen! You are something!” Miss Gen! She’d never called her that and for a moment Carolina’s heart caught. But her employer was smiling broadly.

Later, Carolina tugging off the canvas shoes and trying to smooth away the wrinkle one had made in “Love”… I should have asked her. Should have asked her about the stories while she was in a happy mood. But how would she react? I couldn’t bear to destroy that happiness. She seems to have forgotten the whole episode. Was that good or bad?

It had become such a habit, Carolina was hardly aware she rubbed the tattoo on her foot. But tonight it dawned on her that the stories were all concerned with aspects of love. Could the fainting have been due to the pain of an old romance?

As for Miss Geneva, she lay smiling at the moonlight that crossed the worn Aubusson like an enchanted path to dreams, to magic, to youth. She hadn’t laughed so much in ages. Aside from choking her with pills, Carolina knew how to play. “Thank you, Lord, for Carolina,” she whispered into her pillow.

Then her smile faded and she caught her breath. Sitting up, she clutched the quilt to her as if it could ward off pain. Yes, the moonlight was an enchanted path leading back to youth, also to memories she thought she had erased forever but she realized now, she had described not only Freddy but someone else… Oh, Lord, it’s those stories. Am I never to be free of those stories? How did I miss them when I was cleaning out? Her hands tightened on the quilt. And where are they now?





Five

The redbud tree at the corner of Elizabeth’s house was a glory of lavender blossoms against barren hardwoods. Freddy on some days could ride his bike without the leather jacket, a shirt of riotous rainbow colors flapping like a sail around him. And Elizabeth tried not to pry into his unexplained absences, as long as he was home at suppertime, and not to remember what he had said about infatuation.

Maybe she was trying to divert her worries by concentrating on Boyfriend. But Hannah merely looked vague when she mentioned him. After all, other things had entered her little niece’s life—she would be graduating from kindergarten in a few weeks and already was jumping with excitement that this fall she would start “real” school.

Betts could have jumped with her. Till she realized Mayann, too, would be gone… College. The empty-nest syndrome. What would she do with herself? She’d better have something in mind or Greg would provide it. This thought stopped her as she was rinsing the breakfast dishes. All the things she’d wanted to do…read the great literature she’d missed when Greg walked into her life and changed her direction…write poetry? Well, try her hand at it. Again. She’d been pretty good in the college literary journal. Or a job? And her feelings soared. A job! Maybe in Calvin’s bookstore. A good friend, he would take her on. Yes! Greg might even approve of that. They had both been stunned at the cost of college…and of course it eliminated any hope of travels they had planned to take.

Carolina, on the other hand, was thinking about jobs. This was such a great situation, she had become spoiled. It would be a hard act to follow. If she could only get that degree, then teaching? And what about her house? The construction foreman said she could start thinking about paint colors and getting furnishings out of storage. What would she do, rent the house, with an understanding that she could live there between jobs? She needed the income. But the last time she’d talked to Collie on the phone, her sister had hinted that her family had a right to move in and since Carolina hadn’t had to pay for it, she should not ask for rent. It really was as much hers as Carolina’s.

Troubled, she hardly noticed Freddy, his back against the sink, till he lifted his glass to her, grinning. “I seem to remember an offer of a sandwich in this very kitchen a few weeks ago. So what are my chances?”

As he finished his BLT, Freddy reared back in the chair. “Now before I get back to the yard work, how ’bout a little ride while my sandwich settles?”

Carolina, caught off guard, stammered. “On the bike?”

He laughed. “How else? Noticed Mom’s here…so take a lunch break!”

She had to admit as they rode, it was what she needed. A gorgeous day. Some dogwoods already opening, barren limbs no longer the wintry gray but glistening with promise in the gentle sun. And she closed her eyes against the wind. Forget the house; forget Collie and her struggling family. Gran had warned Collie against marrying a divorced man, “a man who has already said ‘I do,’ once,” Gran pointed out, “and didn’t.”

Freddy was slowing, and she realized they had reached a beautiful but isolated area. Cows looked up and switched their tails and went back to grazing as he slowed the bike to a guttering stillness. He propped it and helped her off, caught her hand, and began to walk toward a low hill topped by a copse of trees in the first tender blooms of spring.

“Watch out for cow pies,” he said over his shoulder and tightened his grip on her hand.

Though this was lonely country, Carolina assured herself she had nothing to worry about. This was Freddy, Miss Geneva’s grandnephew. But Miss Elizabeth was always worrying about him. Why? Was he wild? Arrogant sometimes, but dangerous? She couldn’t stop a shiver.

“Hey! You cold?” He stopped and pulled off his jacket and standing in front of her, moved to put it on her shoulders. She stepped back. “Don’t!” and he froze.

“Don’t?” He shook the jacket. “Looks grungy but it’s clean.” He was grinning…and then not. “You afraid of me?” Amusement turned to amazement on his features. “You’re the mature woman, remember? I’m an innocent eighteen-year-old…” He obviously hoped for a quick laugh. But she could only stare at him, as the jacket moved toward her. The old terror, against which she had thought she was now immune, gripped her. Well, actually it was more like a devastating nausea, an inexplicable feeling that enveloped her so that she staggered now, seeing another jacket, glistening, elegant, with the colorful patch on the arm, the rich aroma of good leather, and as she turned her back to slip her arms in those remembered sleeves, the shock of strong arms catching her, locking her within the crossed empty sleeves, an unbreakable grip…

Freddy’s cheeks quivered as his hands dropped. “Carolina, whaddaya think I am? Hey, I’m not all that hot for you! I do all that stuff to annoy my mom and Aunt Gen!”

Still she stared. He swirled the jacket angrily over his shoulder. “Come on, we’ll go back now!”

But he didn’t move. Nor did she. A cow lifted her head and regarded Carolina thoughtfully while chewing her cud. Carolina knew she must do something. She could not let him think…what she had feared; if he reported it, it could mean her job. Dear God, her wonderful job.

“Freddy…” She must tell him. Yet the telling would change their relationship forever. Was she ready for that? Still, it could be the answer to killing his romantic delusions. She had read the phrase “white with rage” in many stories. Now she saw it. As if a kaleidoscope turned; his features seemed to shift, to become as contorted as a reflection in a carnival’s crazy mirror, his face white as his shirt.

But as they stared she swayed, reached to catch his arms, felt the quivering rigidity of his muscles.

“Carolina.” Still strangling with outrage, he tried to elude her. But saw she would fall, and her head suddenly pressed to his shoulder to catch her balance. While he didn’t support her, he hadn’t the heart to shove her away. Till finally she stepped back but gripped his arms and looked up at him.

“Freddy—there’s something you have to know.”





Six

“You were telling me about the book club,” Miss Geneva said from the living room’s Queen Anne chair, where she could look west and through the magnificent swagged limbs of the old oak, watch the afternoon fade. But now she looked at Elizabeth—who had become annoyingly absent-minded lately, wandering from one subject to another. Imagine forgetting that Elizabeth Berg had written Home Safe! Maybe the menopause? Too young to be going deaf…

Elizabeth turned from the front window…no motorbike in sight…to her chair, sighing. Almost dinnertime. How like Freddy to take the girl off, no telling where and cause confusion. She prayed that was all it caused.

“You say it’s about writer’s block,” her aunt reminded.

She sighed, sitting and closing her eyes. “That was one interpretation. Dull, some readers thought. Too much about difficulties of a writer. They couldn’t relate.” Eyes opening, she sat forward. Miss Geneva ignored her agitation. “Bet I would like it. Do you have the book?”

“Oh, Aunt Gen, you know I take my books to Goodwill. I always go to the library now. I’ll see if Darrell has it and get it for you.”

“Like to read about writing,” Miss Geneva said with mild defiance, yet ever so softly, “Can’t any more, but like to read about people who can.”

Elizabeth wasn’t sure she heard right. And didn’t really care. Where is that Freddy? Carolina should have insisted that they come home long ago. Carolina. How trustworthy is she? She pretends indifference, but…Freddy is so young and vulnerable.

“He’s in good hands, Elizabeth,” Miss Geneva said softly. “Give him credit. He’s a good boy.” Then as her niece looked ceilingward, “Don’t let the betrayal of one man ruin your relationship.”

“Oh, Aunt Gen.” And her cheeks twitched.

Her aunt struggled to stand in her walker, but Elizabeth hurried to her. And Miss Geneva managed to lift arthritic arms to embrace her. They still stood, clutching each other when out of the distance came the familiar drone. Miss Geneva stepped back, staggered a bit, but Elizabeth steadied her and old fingers brushed a tear from the cheek she had known so long.


Carolina had never seen Freddy’s eyes without their sparkle. But now they were almost black. He looked at her long and inscrutably as she climbed off and the bike muttered into their silence. She reached to cover his hand on the bar, but he turned the wheel quickly as she cleared the bike then roared away.

Carolina evaded a lengthy exchange with Elizabeth by going to the kitchen. Still shaken, she managed to sound almost normal. “Oh, yes, a lovely ride, Miss Elizabeth. Would you have supper with Miss Geneva? No? Well, what shall it be, Miss Geneva? Sandwich…full meal?”

Later, as she sat on her bed, she had time to try to make sense of what had happened, to replay the exchange with Freddy. She couldn’t read him well enough to know if he had believed her explanation about why the jacket had terrified her. She flung herself back on the bed, too sick at heart to cry. Why had she told him about the pregnancy, the abortion…not necessary! But it seemed once she began the telling, she couldn’t stop. She had to make him realize the true horror. And hadn’t looked at him but heard a quick breath drawn a time or two. Was his emotionless, “Sorry, Carolina. Tough,” all he could say? In disbelief, revulsion, or simply shock?


And suddenly she realized that the shock was not only from what she had told him, but from her thinking him capable of such an act. Oh, Freddy, forgive me…

She stared at the old cracked ceiling. Time would tell. And would he? Dear God, please not Miss Elizabeth!

“Carolina?”

She sat up abruptly. Miss Geneva stood in the doorway. “Miss Geneva! Ready to be tucked in?”

“You’re ill? I was worried. May I come in?” It still struck her as odd that she must ask admittance into a room in her own house. But this was Carolina’s sanctuary.

Carolina could only nod as she slumped on the side of the bed. Miss Geneva, on her walker, moved to the desk chair, turning it so that they faced each other. Carolina was ill—or she would have jumped to move that chair.

“Freddy?” she said, and Carolina lifted her chin to meet the old, wise eyes as she nodded again. “He went too far?”

“Oh, no, no, Miss Geneva. He was fine. It was…” She hesitated and seemed to debate something. Then, “I said something that I’m afraid hurt him deeply.”

Miss Geneva smiled. “Somehow I don’t think Freddy will stay hurt long. A secret romance?” Half joking, “You’re married? You’re a lesbian?”

Carolina stared, then with a ragged smile, “Oh, Miss Geneva…nothing so dramatic.” And the old lady sat back, smiling, knobby fingers dovetailed into a ball in her lap.

“Wouldn’t make any difference to me, you know. But to Freddy…” And she stopped, studying the girl who didn’t want to tell her secret. Such visible distress. Perhaps if she told her own…could she? Go over all the old agony? Well, she would have to tell Carolina sometime to make her see why the stories, one in particular, must be destroyed. “We all have our secrets, Carolina. Which reminds me, where are those short stories of mine?” Then as Carolina pointed to the desk drawer, relief. “Are you still curious about why I was so shocked to see them? Or maybe now is not the time…”

Carolina closed her eyes and pressed her fingertips to her temples. The mystery of the stories seemed a world away just now. How could it be of any importance? But maybe it was what she needed. Someone else’s problem…and maybe this would be her only chance to hear.

“If I tell you,” Miss Geneva spoke slowly, quietly, “you will see why the stories must be burned.”

But Carolina opened her eyes and shook her head wearily. “Miss Geneva, you can’t burn those beautiful stories! They must be published!”

Miss Geneva only smiled. “One has been published, Carolina.” She gave a soft laugh. “And that’s the whole problem.”

Published? Carolina’s hands clutched, as if she would keep them from shaking the stubborn old lady.

“Oh, Miss Geneva!” Carolina’s voice was a whisper. “Where? The Atlantic? The New Yorker?”

Miss Geneva looked down at the twisted fingers, the hands spotted with age. “I’d better start at the beginning.” She lifted her chin and took a deep breath as if preparing to dive off the highest board. “At the university I had a wonderful professor of creative writing who helped me with them. He was also a short-story writer and was to enter this competition that could mean a fellowship of tremendous prestige for the winner. But he had to submit fifteen unpublished stories, and he felt only fourteen of his were good enough. He offered to buy the latest one I had done for homework, if I would let it be published under his name. He felt our styles were close, and, after all, my stories had been written under his guidance; actually, they were almost as much his as mine. I was stunned beyond reason.”

She had taken the plunge and now came up for air. A long, shuddering intake of breath. “Too late I thought about jealous colleagues; if he won, they might recognize my story; rejoice in a scandal that could ruin him. I thought for his sake, I must destroy my copy. Burning seemed dramatically appropriate. Personal shredders were rare in 1946, so burning seemed the safest solution.”

In her lap Carolina pressed the knuckles of both hands together.

Miss Geneva’s eyes moved past her to the long window and the domineering oak. “For years I’ve blocked out that…that afternoon in his office. But now…now I can remember even the parallelograms of sunshine across his desk, a desk as wide as the ocean, it seemed to me, and my story lying between us. It was my best yet, he said. I had a brilliant future, probably many fine stories to come. While he—he had published too many. It was hard to find a fifteenth of any worth that was unpublished. It would be so generous of me to share—he laughed. Oh, that laugh!—a real mark of my gratitude for all his help and special attention.”

Carolina’s words were a whisper. “You gave it to him!”

“I sold it to him. All must be tightly secret, of course. But if he won the competition, he would pay me $100. Dear child, I was in love with him…nineteen and in love with a married man nearing forty, and I realize now that he knew this and used it. Oh, but that afternoon, across that vast desk—and I’ll never forget how his graceful fingers kept picking up a pen and dropping it, over and over on my story.”Silly girl—stupid girl," it said, but I didn’t hear it. I wanted to please him. I loved him! And maybe he wouldn’t win—he had stiff competition—then there would be no danger of publication. Publication. Another temptation…hard to resist."

Somewhere a car gunned its motor and Tatters found them, jumping onto Carolina’s bed. “But his collection won the fellowship.” Miss Geneva tried to steady her lips. Disgusting, she thought, how in time muscles give ’way on you. Just as morals do. But as Carolina pulled Tatters into her lap… “Only when I saw it, my story, under his name, did I realize I’d sold my reason to be. Something deep in me knew it, too. I never wrote another publishable story. Frightened. Guilty. I finally quit trying.” She sighed. “And just then I couldn’t destroy my story. Wasn’t it punishment enough that I had sold my precious gift? Must I destroy probably the best piece of writing I would ever do? Even though I had promised him.” She smiled at the sorrow on Carolina’s face. “He’s long gone, of course, but in unguarded moments I still think of him. He was Faulkner and DH Lawrence and Maupassant. I was trying to think straight…help him? And the moment I should have said ‘No,’ picked up my story, and walked out of his office had passed. What he said about my stories being partly his was true, and such a plan would certainly deepen what I hoped would become a lasting relationship.”

Miss Geneva coughed and put her hands to her face. The desk chair was becoming painful, but hardly as painful as remembering.

Carolina leaned toward her. “Water?”

She shook her head. “Let me finish. It didn’t work that way. Just the opposite, in fact. I realized he was pulling away…none of the special little notes on my papers…none of the after-class conferences. It was as if I had done something wrong. I’ve often wondered…was that guilt? Or did he ever feel any guilt? For taking advantage of a moonstruck girl? At least he was wise enough not to take advantage of me sexually, but what he took was more precious than my virginity.”

Only as Carolina reached toward her with a tissue did she realize the tears.

“Oh, Miss Geneva! But you can try again. You’re still a storyteller.” Carolina leaned from the bed, fists on knees, her upper body like a figurehead on a ship’s prow. “Where were the stories published?”

She found the girl’s intensity unsettling. Had she been wrong confiding in her? But she had needed to tell someone for so long. Had it helped?

Carolina impatiently hooked her hair behind her ears, as if hearing better might help her understand. “Where, Miss Geneva?”

“Some obscure literary magazine devoted its spring issue to the winning collection. There used to be a copy in the university library, but I checked it out as much as possible, until the librarian remarked, ‘You must really like short stories.’” Miss Geneva took a long breath. “It was all silly, I finally realized. Stupid. Nobody was going to connect me to those stories, or my story, unless they saw the original handwritten homework; then they would know. But I had brought it home, hadn’t I? And I had burned it, hadn’t I? Well, I hadn’t the heart to for a while, but I did eventually—didn’t I?”

She reached for her walker and Carolina rose quickly to steady her.

“Well, evidently not.” Miss Geneva moved toward the door. “You see, though, why the story has to be destroyed. Even now.”

Carolina, her hand on the sweatered shoulder, gripped it till Miss Geneva winced, from the grip or the answer…

“No.”

She turned the walker to face the girl. “But they want my papers for the school archives.” Then, thumping along the hall, “If they’re still here when I die and someone comes for my papers and sees the original, and puts two and two together…” Miss Geneva put a hand to her heart, closed her eyes and took such a breath that her old breasts seemed to round with youth. “If it’s found, his reputation, his wonderful years of teaching, all his fine books since will be a mockery.” She stopped and seemed unable to speak.

“And you think this could happen.” Carolina gave it about one in ten billion chances. But the old eyes sparked at her. So she must try once more. “Miss Geneva, you forget how many years have passed. Who reads old college journals?”

“His descendants…”

The kitchen door framed her, a proud old woman with a half-smile. “And I won’t rest easy until it’s gone. Old people need to rest easy, Carolina. And another thing, should that connection be made, say someone decides to use his stories in a fiction class. If my copy is found, it not only discredits the professor. It hits me. All those students who admired my honesty with them and looked up to me…who still look up to me…who took note of what I said!” Her voice died. “I’m as guilty as he is. And we old folks are going to have to answer for our sins soon enough. For now…a cup of tea, please. And tomorrow we burn all my damn stories!”





Seven

Carolina’s quiet next morning as she helped Miss Geneva with her shower troubled her employer. Was she worried, disillusioned, after last night’s revelation? Disappointed in a woman she had thought completely moral? To break a silence that was growing oppressive (something better, surely, than “It’s a beautiful day”?), Miss Geneva said, “Any work you need my help with this morning? Don’t your finals come soon?”

Carolina shook her head, and the taffy colored braid fell over her shoulder, into the gentle stream of water. She flipped it back. “Have a little time yet. I’ll need your help in a week or so.”

“I think you need my help now. Maybe we need to talk about Freddy?”

As she turned to face Carolina, the spray hit Miss Geneva full face. She gasped and staggered; Carolina stepped quickly into the shower to steady her. In a calm voice she said, “Grab the bar, Miss Geneva.” Then, seeing that her eyes were still squinched, “The bar there in the wall…right beside you.”

Miss Geneva was not small and Carolina, while tall, was not large but, fortunately, strong. Then as, thoroughly soaked, she thrust her arms under the old lady’s arms—disastrously Carolina began to laugh. And as the laughter grew, she grew weaker. Hysterical—that was it! Everything had caught up with her and she was hysterical!

“Hang on to the bar, Miss Geneva, hang on, I think I’m wetting my pants!” And she began to sink to the floor.

“Oh, Carolina! Don’t worry! I’m hanging on…and you’re stealing my act!” Then she, too, began to laugh, and with Carolina trying to hold on to her, she sank to the shower floor where they both sat, crying with laughter. For how long? Two minutes? Ten?

Of course, they had to get out.

“Just relax a minute, if you’re okay,” Carolina whispered. It took all the breath she had to fight back the laughter. “Let me sit here a minute.”

“I’m not crazy about sitting in pee on a cold, tile floor…”

“Oh, Miss Geneva!” And Carolina was helpless again. “I have to get my strength back. We can’t risk you falling!” She put her head back against the shower wall and, between gasps of laughter, took several deep breaths.

“Really, Carolina, this is not my most comfortable position.”

“Can you crawl?”

Miss Geneva, inspired by the pain of tile floor against old bones, crawled. Thank you, Lord, that Elizabeth had insisted on a walk-in. No steel threshold to drag herself over!

At last on the fluffy bath mat, she gripped the toilet and pulled herself up, managing to turn and sit on it. “Carolina, you are drenched…but somebody’s got to turn the shower off.”

“I can’t get any wetter.” She still giggled helplessly, but found the strength to reach a bar and pull herself up.

“You go dry yourself. You can’t dry me while you’re dripping.” Miss Geneva snorted helplessly and swiped at her running nose. “All we need now is for Elizabeth to drop in.”

Just as the doorbell ground out its rasping call.

They looked at each other. Miss Geneva mouthed, “Elizabeth!” The old glass rattled as someone felt free to push it open.

“Hey! Anybody home?”

Carolina’s hands went to her cheeks. “Freddy!”

“In the back!” Miss Geneva called, not thinking. Footsteps coming too fast. Carolina pulled down a towel.

“Put this around you. I’ll stop him!”

“But you’re…”

Carolina didn’t wait for her to finish but dripped across the bedroom, reaching the hall door just as Freddy did. For a moment they stared, Carolina suddenly swept with the memory of their last parting. But not Freddy. He eyed her clinging pajamas and whistled. And the old light was in his eyes. No. No, there was a difference, something salacious edged the old playful insinuations.

Carolina closed her eyes and staggered a bit. He reached out to steady her, but she held him off, shaking her head. She had not realized she was so exposed. But Freddy raised both hands as if at gunpoint making an exaggeratedly offended face.

“Well, Aunt Geneva said you wanted me to help you do something…” He grinned, looking her up and down again. “And, baby, I would help you do anything!”

Did she detect a bit of revenge, too, under his attempt at the old levity? That was it; it was an attempt. She stepped past him, barely touching his arm. “I…I have to dry off…obviously. Your aunt’s in the bathroom…not dressed. Just keep an ear out for her.”

And he jerked to attention, saluting in his old playful way. But the eyes that followed her were not happy or playful. Not the same. No, not quite the same.

Nor was his great aunt. As Carolina, damp but no longer dripping, helped her dress, Freddy waited in the kitchen (they could hear the refrigerator door open and close), and Miss Geneva’s old bones gave a few twinges. She suspected she was going to need a Tylenol or two. But wait and see. She didn’t want to divert the girl’s attention from burning the stories, which she herself had retrieved from the desk drawer, a bit nauseous even now at the sight of them.

The braid, she observed, was undone so the hair could dry, no doubt, but in smooth waves rather than the deep crimps a braid usually leaves. Oh, dear. Poor Freddy. Twenty-five years old? She looked like a teenager.

With Miss Geneva settled on her bed, Carolina, stories in hand, found Freddy leaning on the sink, holding a Coke.

“Ready?” He pushed away and followed her as she turned back to the hall.

Over the incinerator, she handed him the first of the stories, and he looked at her long face. “This hurts you?”

But she gave him a half-smile. “Not as badly as it could… You know I have a copier on my printer.”

His grin was slow. “What’s the big deal anyhow?”

“Her past, catching up with her.” He waited in silence till she said, “Deep, dark secret.” Then he reached for more papers. “Speaking of deep, dark secrets…”

Carolina went rigid and white. “Freddy, don’t…”

“Got to apologize for my reaction.”

She released a breath… “I’d better see about Miss Geneva.”

“It was not meant as any condemnation of you.”

“I shouldn’t have left her…” Another story tossed into the fire, its pages curling till they finally burst into flame. “You’re going to smother it,” she said turning away.

“Wait a minute. You’ve got to understand. I was mad, that’s all…that you thought I could do such a thing to you. I know I fool around a lot, but I was really hit. I didn’t know what to do, what to say. I had to defend myself.”

“Freddy, it’s okay. Whatever you think or do is okay. I’m sorrier than you know that I thought even for a moment you could—”

“I’ve had time to think. You don’t know me that well… You’d seen only my eighteen-year-old side. I have a thirty-year-old side if you’d let me…”

She almost smiled. “Freddy, please. This is not the time. I’ve got to see about your aunt.”

“Well, here goes her last story, and I’ll see that they’re ash. But when is the time, Carolina?” Then called after her, “You let me know.”

She heard a swoosh and ashes floated past her as she walked away; one caught in her sweater and as she brushed at it, left a gray smudge on the soft green.

In her room Miss Geneva was silhouetted against the long window framing the old oak, her walker beside her.

“Miss Geneva!” Carolina scolded. “You should be lying down!” But the old woman did not seem to hear, and Carolina realized she was watching puffs of gray drifting from the incinerator, which was out of her sight. And she went to her, to reassure her. “He’s burning the last one.” Miss Geneva nodded but didn’t turn. “You don’t look happy.”

“No.” Miss Geneva continued to regard the wisps of smoke. “I thought I would feel great relief.” She bit her lip, steadying it. “But I feel only sadness. As if that’s the life I should have had…blowing away.” Now she did turn, long crooked fingers of one hand splayed on the windowsill beside her. And Carolina noticed that the fingers shook. “A career…a career as a writer where I could have reached thousands of young people. I threw it away.”

Carolina surprised them both by squeezing the slightly stooped shoulders. Yes, now was the time. She knew instinctively, now was the time for a hug. Perhaps she was becoming a competent caretaker.

But Miss Geneva turned under her arm. “Carolina, do you believe in God?” She took a step backward.

“Why, Miss Geneva, of course I do.”

“No, no. I mean do you believe He directs our lives? For instance, that He did not mean for me to be a writer, and so He set up circumstances…or that He did mean for me to be a writer, and because of my lust for my professor, a married man, He denied me?”

Carolina stared into the taut face, the too-bright eyes. “I…Miss Geneva, we can’t know that!”

“But in the Lord’s Prayer there’s something about not leading us into temptation. So He can’t have led me…” And she turned back to the window, fingers again splayed on the sill. “I walked into it all by myself. And lost the good life He had planned for me.” Then old shoulders straightened with a grimace of pain that turned into a crooked grin. “Oh, hell. Who’s to say? I might have been a lousy writer…”

“Miss Geneva…” and to avoid the piercing eyes suddenly so sad, Carolina pushed the walker closer so the old lady could lean on it. Then she had an idea. “Miss Geneva, would you take a challenge? Find out!”

“Find out? What?”

“What kind of writer you are!”

“Oh, I tried Carolina. I always felt him there, kept remembering his instructions, his voice. It was too painful.”

“But you have stories to tell, things that need saying, and no one can say them but you. And think how you brought Dirk Dillinger to life… You’re great with characters!”

Miss Geneva stiffened. Then she held up twisted hands.

Carolina frowned. But for hardly a moment. “Maybe you could manage on the computer…or I’ll take dictation! It would be fun!” She cocked her head and Miss Geneva stared at her. “You don’t have time…with all your schoolwork.” She shook her head and once more looked out at the darkening sky and sighed.

“But Miss Geneva! You’ll never know—”

“I hope Freddy runs the hose over those ashes…would you go—”

Carolina caught her breath. And her courage. “No, Miss Geneva, I will not go check on him. He’s doing a good job. Have I judged you wrong? I thought you were a lady who would welcome a challenge!” Carolina’s heart seemed to stop, waiting for the reaction.

Miss Geneva looked startled at her vehemence. Well, spunk. She’d always known the girl had spunk. Her lips moved, but whatever she’d meant to say she stopped, as the back door slammed, and Freddy came with his usual vigor and noise to the living room arch.

“All done, Aunt Gen!” He looked especially pleased with himself, leaning, one arm stretched along the doorframe, a fist on his hip.

And Miss Geneva whispered, “All done.”

They swore Freddy to secrecy about the fall and the stories, so Elizabeth was oblivious to, and thus unperturbed by, these developments as she drove. A dismal day. She had waked to the depressing sound of steady rain, and decided she needed her sister’s cheerful presence. Freddy could pour his own bowl of cereal.

Hence her presence at her sister’s slightly sticky breakfast table where Hannah was finishing chocolate-chip pancakes.

Now as she lifted the warm mug in both hands and leaned toward her sister, some clouds seemed to leave her eyes. Betts’ kitchen, having a fireplace, was especially cozy, and Elizabeth listened with growing interest as her sister described a new antique shop.

“And there are dolls?”

The younger sister enjoyed a rare moment of having her older sister’s eager attention. “It’s in the old Willoughby house. You know it’s been sitting empty for months now, so I’m sure the grandchildren are glad to have someone paying rent.”

“The dolls…they’re good?”

“As far as I could tell. You’re the expert.”

“Are you going to get me another doll, Aunt Libba?”

“No, Missy. I think Boyfriend should do you for quite a while! Your dad has given you the most beautiful of all dolls!” She watched Betts’ face, but Betts continued to stare into the creamer-loaded coffee as she stirred.

A gust of rain spattered on the window and the pane shook. Too messy to explore even a doll supply today.

“They are certainly beautiful but as for value?” Betts shrugged. “The place is called Time of Your Life, so he’s arranged things reminiscent of four life stages in four separate rooms: children, young adults, middle life, old age. From the room of dolls to one of antique canes and rockers…some beautiful throws for old folks. And old china. I asked about consignment, thinking of Aunt Gen’s stuff of course, but he’s undecided about that.”

So when Elizabeth, uncomfortably damp but not drenched, had stopped by the library and picked up books Darrell had reserved for her, she drove across the square to the older section of town, where a block of derelict houses were being shored up and a few had already sold or been leased by businesses. In the rain they all looked pretty dismal still, except for this one with light flooding from windows turning the sheets of rain to gold, and lanterns to either side of the door glistening through the mist. The restoration of these houses had been a major civic endeavor to which Elizabeth had contributed generously, making sure, as best she could, that the businesses were highly respectable, professional people for the most part. She had more of an interest here than dolls.

There was the musical welcome of a bell over the door, the expected aroma of eucalyptus. Of course. Then as she removed and shook her rain scarf, she heard a voice, a man’s voice, from the back… And Elizabeth went still. Outwardly. But inwardly something stirred…something she hadn’t felt in a long time. A voice could do this? She must be going crazy…

And there he was, walking toward her. Gorgeously crowned with russet hair and wearing a one-sided smile that pulled at a very nice mouth. The nose was a bit big, brows heavy, eyes…brown? No. As he drew near, she could see they were greenish. And with a light that made her feel as if she were looking down two long halls toward a radiant room.

Not handsome, no. Just wonderfully male. A woman appeared behind him, a woman regarding her with less warmth. He had been talking toward her with that wonderful voice…and now, when he spoke would his voice have that same timbre that had played like fingers on the strings of long-forgotten emotions?

“I must say you’re a brave lady out in the typhoon.”

And it did. It did. Elizabeth gave the scarf another weak shake and shoved it into her pocket. She smoothed her hair…and was horrified that her hand shook and for a moment she couldn’t speak. But she smiled, nodding to the woman who did not respond. And at last managed, “Foolish is more like it. But I’m a fool about old dolls.” They couldn’t know of course, but her voice was to her a stranger’s.

“Ah!” He nodded and placed both hands on the counter. They were bronzed hands, smooth, slim fingered and yes…inevitably…a wedding band.

And then she couldn’t stop herself. “I used to collect them. I’m still quite interested and I heard you have a good selection. My sister was in the other day, and told me about you…the dolls. I would love to see them if I may.”

He turned slightly. “Ruth, will you please take Mrs….?”

Elizabeth lifted her chin at the woman. “Elizabeth…Elizabeth Henderson.” The woman forced a smile. “Come with me, Mrs. Henderson.”

Elizabeth wasn’t sure she could walk and she did wobble a bit. Dear God, he would think her elderly! And Ruth! “Whither thou goest, I will go…” But the woman was waiting.

The hall was covered with small, evenly spaced worn rugs of obvious value, the walls hung with paintings in deep frames, the gold of which seemed enriched by the shadows. Elizabeth’s breath caught. If they were any indication of the quality of the dolls…

The room and the rich assortment of dolls steadied her. The woman, Ruth, took a few steps into the room and turned. “This is pretty much our whole inventory. We have access to several companies, though, the brochures there by the door. Take one as you leave.” And Elizabeth was looking at her back.

“Oh, Ruth…Mrs….” She smiled apologetically as the woman turned. “I’m sorry, but he didn’t tell me your last name.”

“Same as his,” Ruth smiled. “Gleason.”

And while Elizabeth managed to hold her smile, Ruth’s widened, as if she recognized the effort.

“Look to your heart’s content, and if I can help, just call.” And she was gone.

As Elizabeth finished a superficial but impressed inspection of the dolls and returned to the front, she was disappointed that he was nowhere in evidence. Ruth sat behind the counter, a catalog spread before her.

Elizabeth tapped the brochure. “I see he does appraisals. There’s a doll in our family I would like to have him look at. Do I need an appointment to bring him in?” She laughed. “I mean the doll.”

Ruth closed the catalog on her finger. “Oh, I know. The dolls are people to us, too. And no appointment is needed. We haven’t built up much of a clientele yet. I’m sure he’ll be delighted to help any time.”

Elizabeth lingered. “Not today, of course!” and she laughed again, lifting a hand toward the front windows. She tucked the brochure in her purse, and pulled the scarf from her pocket. As she tied it, she noticed that Ruth watched with ill-concealed amusement. It looked as if she would have to leave without seeing him again.

“Well, nice to meet you, Mrs. Gleason.”

“Ruth.” She shrugged, “And actually it’s Miss…”

“But you said—”

“He’s my brother. I’m just here temporarily, helping him get started.”

Elizabeth’s relief was comical, and Ruth Gleason had to cough behind her hand. How was it her brother always had this effect. One reason they had come here was to get him away from all the casserole-carrying widows in Asheville. And this lady looked like money. At least she would not be after his.

When she could, Elizabeth managed, “Oh, of course. So sorry.”

Ruth was glancing at the catalog and again closed it on her finger. “He’ll give you an accurate evaluation,” she said. “His hands seem to recognize authenticity. It’s a talent he’s just decided to add to the business since his wife died.”

Elizabeth’s fingers froze, and she hoped her stagger was not obvious. It was too much—such powerful news all at once. Oh Lord, forgive me! How awful to feel such joy at word of a person’s passing!

Almost choking, she said, “His wife…died?” What a stupid thing to say! But Ruth simply nodded. “How sad—he’s so young. I mean his wife must have been very young…” And the scarf, in spite of her trembling fingers tugging it this way and that, was secure.

But Ruth regarded her silently, as if having released her bombshells, and willed Elizabeth to go. The ball was in Elizabeth’s court. And when she glanced back, she saw that Ruth had returned to her catalog.

She stood…a bit confused…on the porch of the old Willoughby house, windblown spray finding her even there. What had just happened? She had no idea but she felt a kind of sizzling happiness, and she ducked and ran to her car. Even the rain felt good on her face and she was humming (“Take me out to the ball game,” of all things!) as she settled under the steering wheel, watching rivulets turn the old house into a wildly colorful, impressionist painting, and raindrops burst in little explosions of light on the hood. Rain, rain! She loved rain! So. “The Time of Your Life.” Okay. She laughed and beat her palms on the steering wheel. Okay!





Eight

Carolina was concerned about Miss Geneva’s mood since the burning. It had been two weeks now, and in spite of the ice, the jonquils were up and the rhododendron was showing its magical lavender, heavily budded. But the old eyes still held shadows. Once, as Carolina was helping her to bed, Miss Geneva had sighed.

“I don’t understand why God lets me linger. I bet He just dreads to see me coming.”

Carolina had wagged her head, laughing more than her usual for her-of-the-quiet-and-restrained-chuckles. This evoked a tiny, quivering smile on old dry lips.

“Well, I’m pretty sure one reason He’s leaving you is to help me get through school! And I think I know another reason. He wants you to write those stories that only you can tell!”

But Miss Geneva waved a hand then reached for a pill. “I refuse to become one of those old sisters who writes about the iceman with his mule-drawn wagon.” She swallowed the pill and reached for the next.

Carolina’s eyes twinkled. “No, no! Write about today, Hannah, Freddy, and Miss Elizabeth—and maybe how to have fun in the shower!”

This time Miss Geneva’s smile was a little wider as she took the last pill.

“Think about it.” Carolina steadied the quivering hand returning the water glass. “Just think about it.”

But Miss Geneva flapped her free hand and lay down, turning her back.

Carolina patted the blanketed shoulder and jingled the little Shakespearean lady. At which Miss Geneva looked over her shoulder.

“Just felt like summoning Gran to back me up.” Carolina grinned, and hurried for the kitchen. Where Tatters came scurrying hopefully to his bowl.

Miss Geneva could hear Carolina talking softly to him. The can opening. The spoon tapping and imagined Carolina stroking him as he dug in, purring lustily.

Can’t even feed my cat anymore since I don’t dare bend over. Can’t do more than put a few things away, move some to lower shelves so I don’t have to use the Gripper. Ah, “Do not cast me off in the time of old age, Lord! Do not forsake me when my strength fails.”

As she closed her eyes a tear escaped. For shame. I promised to live my last years gracefully. No wimpy weeping. As little complaining as possible. As little trouble as possible…and look at me! Feeble as a newborn. But feeble is not the word for a newborn. A newborn is helpless. That allows hope. Big difference in those words. You can help an infant. But the feeble? No help, no hope.

She turned onto her back and glared at the dark ceiling. Mama, I wanted to go like you, halfway up the stairs with an armload of clean towels. In the midst of living, yet at a distinguished age. Obviously it’s not going to be like that, is it, Mama? So maybe a tear is justified once in a while.

Just don’t make a habit of it, Geneva. Yes’m.

She started as Tatters jumped on the bed, then pulled him to her though he squirmed away. As he curled in the crook of her knees, “Got a full tummy, have you!”

And under her fingers he began to purr as she whispered, “‘The righteous man…he will not dwell unduly on the days of his life because God keeps him busy with the joy of his heart.’ Where is that joy, Father?” And she extended the misshapen old hands holding them up against the light from the hall. Crooked fingers, knotted knuckles. She wouldn’t be able to write much, even if she wanted to.


The funk was lasting too long. Carolina sighed over her books. She had done what she could: taken Miss Geneva for a rare trip to the library, and on one especially grim night to the Dairy Queen for their favorite Blizzards. It helped for a few hours, but the shadows returned. Should call Miss Elizabeth? Then…

A brief rasp from the doorbell and the door flew open on a gust of leftover March. “Oops!” came a familiar voice as the door crashed against the wall. “Gonna break that old glass yet!” Betts’ voice. And Carolina’s heart lifted. There she was, windblown as well as rumpled, fiercely pushing the reddish-brown curls behind her ears.

“And who is that making all the racket?” Miss Geneva called from her room. Carolina could already hear the pleasure in her voice. Betts…maybe Betts was the answer. She grinned and winked at Carolina as she pulled off her jacket; Carolina caught the jacket and, as she waved Betts into the afternoon-shadowed room, heard her say, “Well, how’s my favorite ol’ curmudgeon?”

“Curmudgeon, huh? So you can speak words of more than one syllable!” Miss Geneva cried. “Remarkable!”

“And have I got words for you!” She gave her aunt a smothering hug. “But first let’s turn on a lamp. I want to be able to see your face.”

Carolina, hanging the jacket, fought a twinge of curiosity, then waved from the hall. “I’m hitting the books. Let me know if you want anything.” She hoped Betts would motion for her to join them, but Betts with a brief salute closed the door. And crossed the room walking a chair to the bedside, where Miss Geneva sat.

“Guess what! Oh, you never could.” She took a deep breath and wiggled into the chair. “I think Libba is in love!”

Miss Geneva looked askance. “What? I didn’t understand you, dear.”

“I think our level-headed, no-nonsense Libba is giddy in love!”

Miss Geneva’s jaw would have dropped if it hadn’t been such a strong jaw. It did work up and down a time or two, till she managed, “You do mean Elizabeth…our Elizabeth?” And at Betts’ eager nodding, “But who? There isn’t anyone here for her. She’s known everyone for years!”

Betts leaned to pat her aunt’s knee. “Not everyone! There’s an antiques dealer who has just opened a shop.”

Thus Miss Geneva heard how her proper niece was—in Betts’ words—giving the town something to whisper about, going to look at dolls, claiming to study them, and dragging out her old collection to have them appraised.

“She even wanted to take Boyfriend, but I was afraid it would upset Hannah. A romance in the family, Aunt Gen! Isn’t it wonderful?”

“With a total stranger?” The trembling lips tightened and the fiery eyes back. No shadow of sadness now, only anger and suspicion. “Why hasn’t she told me if it’s so wonderful?”

Betts sat back, hands on knees. “She hasn’t told me, either! But I know budding romance when I see it!”

Miss Geneva grew thoughtful. It had been quite a while since she’d seen Elizabeth…

“She’s afraid to tell me,” Miss Geneva muttered as if to herself. “She’s afraid to come see me, and Elizabeth has never been short on courage. It must be serious.” Then her glare focused on her niece. “The town is talking?”

Betts regretted her remark. “Well, actually I don’t know, but chances are—”

“I must talk to Elizabeth. Tomorrow. In the morning. The Hopelanes do not provide gossip.”

“Oh, Aunt Gen! It’s nothing scandalous! I think it’s rather sweet. Libba has been practically alone for years! And next fall Freddy will be leaving for graduate work in Athens. Be happy for her!”

“Hand me that phone, please.”

“Aunt Gen, I could be wrong…”

“The phone, Betts.”

Betts didn’t move, her eyes locked into her aunt’s glare. “Think about it overnight, Aunt Gen. I promise I’ll get her here tomorrow if you still want. But at least think about it overnight. I’m gonna be in deep sh—trouble!”

The old eyes did not release her from their anger. Betts leaned to grip her aunt’s hands and Miss Geneva flinched. Arthritis or outrage?

“I promise I’ll get her here…if you still want.”

“Then there would be two of you. No. I want her here alone.” She saw the worry flicker over the usually bright face, the eyes darken. And felt a stab of regret for this niece. Such naivety. She had no idea of the impact of a few whispered words in a small town. There had never been such in the Hopelane family. Even with Adella’s difficulties. “Tell her I’ve been missing her and I want a visit.” The eyes narrowed. “Tell her I have some things I need to discuss with her. And call tonight.”

“I’m not a very good liar, Aunt Gen.”

The old lips twisted in a sardonic smile. “Neither is she.”


Elizabeth pulled off the heavy goldish-caramel sweater and hung it affectionately on a kitchen chair. He had remarked that the color matched her hair. And two of her dolls were quite valuable. She lowered them into the chair and stood a moment, smiling down at them. Would she ever have the heart to sell them? And somehow she must get Boyfriend to him. If her dolls were in the two-hundred-dollar range, Hannah’s could be…well, quite a bit more. And Betts needed to know that. Even if she never planned to sell him, beautiful things deserved care, more than Boyfriend was getting as a toy. Maybe…Elizabeth poured a cup of morning’s coffee and shoved it into the microwave. Maybe if she asked Betts to go with her, take him to the shop, she would relent. Elizabeth smiled as the oven told her, “Your food is ready.”

She had started for the landline—Where was that cell phone? They hid from you half the time—when the cell phone rang, revealing its whereabouts by the canisters. Betts…she grabbed it.

Her sister sounded overly animated. She’d gone by to check on Aunt Gen this afternoon, and their aunt said Elizabeth hadn’t been in quite a while and she had some things she needed to discuss…

Elizabeth couldn’t believe her luck.

“I’ll go…if you’ll go with me, take Boyfriend and afterward we’ll go to The Time of Your Life! Betts, that doll is a treasure, and I’m going to pester you until you let—”

“Can’t go with you.” Her sister sounded strange. “She wants to talk to you alone.”

“Then I’ll get you after my visit and we’ll take Boyfriend—”

But her sister had hung up. Elizabeth stared at the phone a moment before the garage door went up and a roar subsided to a snort. Well, good thing she was off the phone about the doll. Freddy had declared days ago that he was tired of hearing about the damn doll. All dolls in fact. Come to think of it, he’d been rather grim lately and she’d been too preoccupied to talk to him.

Closing the back door, he glanced around the kitchen. “What’s for supper?”

“What would you like? Let’s have something quick…”

“Been playing dolls again?”

She had started toward the hall with her dolls and turned.

“Playing? It’s not play, son.” She took a deep breath. Keep me calm, Lord. “It’s my passion, you know that. And could be quite remunerative. I’ve found something other than worrying about you to occupy my time. Aren’t you happy?”

He laid his helmet on the table. A hand on top of it, a hand on his hip, his face grave. How like Frederick he was.

“Dolls the only passion?”

“What?” She gripped the nearest chair almost dropping a doll. But he simply stared into her astonishment, then grabbed up the helmet and returned to the door, slamming it after him. Elizabeth stood frozen, heard the garage door make its rasping way up and the sputter of the cycle. And realized she was crushing the dolls to her breast.

She heard him come in around two thirty and finally fell into a restless sleep. When she went down to her car next morning, the cycle was gone. Had he rolled it to the street? Secretive. Where did he go? Well, she couldn’t worry with that now. Aunt Gen wanted to discuss something.

Carolina had set out a silver coffee service and two cups, china so thin you could see through it. In the living room yet. This did look serious, Elizabeth sighed. Freddy’s hostility would have to wait its turn.

She had decided to keep her jacket on—the room was chilly—and was settling into a wingback chair by the coffee table when Carolina appeared with a gas-grill lighter, which she applied to the few branches in the fireplace.

“Oh, that’s nice.” Elizabeth extended her hands. “How is she, Carolina? Any idea what this is all about?”

Carolina, suspicious but not sure, decided silence was best. “I’ll get her now and we’ll find out. Well, you’ll find out.”

Elizabeth’s smile slid past the girl to the doorway, where her aunt had appeared. Dressed in one of her “better” dresses, Miss Geneva was smiling. But Elizabeth didn’t believe that smile.

“Aunt Gen! This is so lovely. I haven’t seen this china in years. To what do I owe the honor?”

“You’ve been neglecting me.” Miss Geneva thumped to the other chair by the coffee table. “Thought maybe if I had things as lovely as I hear that new antique shop is, I could entice you here.”

Elizabeth’s heart caught, then resumed a little faster. So that was it. “Well, of course it can’t hold a candle to your treasures, but it is a lovely shop. I should have taken you to see it before now. Dolls, Aunt Gen, wonderful, beautiful dolls. And I’m learning a little about how to recognize value—”

“There’s a class?”

“Well, the shop’s owner is showing me when he has time. And some of mine are moderately valuable. I’ve been trying to get Betts—”

“Tell me about this shop owner. I hear he came from Asheville.”

Now Elizabeth carefully set her coffee on the table and her fingers dovetailed. “Yes, from Asheville. He and his sister.”

“Is he not married?”

“His wife died of cancer. Quite recently.”

“Why on earth did he come to Hopelane? Not at all promising. Why not Asheville?”

Elizabeth actually blushed. “Well, his sister told me he needed a quiet place more than money. That the widows there were driving him crazy with casseroles and dinner parties and—”

“He must be attractive.”

“He is.”

“Wealthy?”

“I would guess comfortable. From what his sister said.”

Miss Geneva drained her cup and put it on the tray, as she refilled it raising inquisitive brows at Elizabeth.

“No, thank you.” Elizabeth had an idea. “I’d love for you to meet him…and his sister…the Gleasons.”

Miss Geneva lowered her cup cautiously to the table. “Gleasons? The name is Gleason?”

“Garret and Ruth.”

“Garret Gleason?” Her hands moved jerkily along the arms of her chair to curl over the carved claws at their ends. Garrett Gleason. Was it possible? A grandson perhaps? If he was and anything like as irrepressible as his grandfather… well… “Yes,” she amazed herself. “Yes, I would love to meet the Gleasons.”

Amused and slightly surprised, Elizabeth chuckled. “Wonderful. I’ve told him about you and he would love to meet you! In fact…in fact…” But the excitement on Elizabeth’s face became wary as she regarded her aunt. “In fact, you’ll love seeing the shop and the beautiful old things he has.”

How did Miss Geneva know that was not what her niece had started to say. But she smiled and nodded. “Tomorrow?”

Elizabeth relaxed. “Yes, yes. Have Carolina call me when you’re ready.”

Miss Geneva watched her niece light-step down the front walk. And thought, She almost suggested I come today…but there’s something she has to attend to before I see this fellow. Warn him that I’m old and cranky? She can’t know that I need a bit of time, too. To make sure he’s of the family I think he is. Grandson to the man I went to school with? Could he still be alive? Well, I am…most of the time. Fine family. And that’s what matters. Families. Lord, you are still full of surprises. Looks like you’ve turned a problem into a blessing! But don’t want Elizabeth to introduce us. Like to meet him on my own.

Then calling, “Carolina! Do we have a phone book for Asheville?” Time to get in touch with an old classmate if possible.


The next day was glorious, how could anything go wrong? Elizabeth caught her hair back in a tortoiseshell barrette and tucked a few stray curls behind her ears. Then why so apprehensive about Aunt Gen’s meeting him? He had been warned what not to mention. Her hand quivered slightly as she put down the hairbrush and turned for her sweater. These late April days still held a chill…the caramel sweater? It really didn’t go with this outfit. And smiling apologetically at it, she slipped into the blue one. It did things for her eyes… And she gazed into their reflection wistfully. If only she could take Boyfriend…

But the morning was passing and she had not heard from her aunt. She would call rather than wait any longer. After all, Garret was to test her today, on evaluating a few dolls. No answer at Aunt Gen’s. Strange. Maybe they were in the bath. She would give them a few minutes.

But twenty minutes later, still no answer. Okay. She would drive over… No answer to the old doorbell and the door was locked. Then she thought to check under the carport. The car was gone! An emergency? Heart pounding, she dialed Carolina’s cell phone. Please God…

“Hello?” The familiar voice didn’t sound upset but very soft. A hospital room? “Oh, Miss Elizabeth…she wouldn’t let me call you. We’re at the shop and Mr. Gleason is showing her around. They’ve hit it off fine so far, but all he knows is that she’s Miss Hopelane Eaton with some old furniture she’s interested in having him evaluate. She hasn’t mentioned you.”

Elizabeth had reached her car and managed to collapse onto the front seat.

Did he know this was her aunt? Suppose he mentioned that he was training her to be part-time help so that Ruth could go home! She had to get there. With quivering hands she started the car and actually screeched off, thinking even then how horrified Aunt Gen would be by someone screeching off from her front walk!

They all turned as she opened the door. From her aunt’s falsely innocent smile she looked to Garret Gleason’s truly innocent one.

“Elizabeth! Perfect timing!” he said. “This knowledgeable lady wants to look at the dolls. You…can…show…” His smile faded, as the two women stared at each other. “Miss Eaton? You know Mrs. Henderson?”

Carolina stepped between them, catching the hand of each. Then, even as both started to answer the man, she swallowed and dared…it could cost her her job… “They know each other well, Mr. Gleason…aunt and niece…more like mother and daughter really. Miss Eaton had heard so much about this shop, she just couldn’t wait to see it.”

For just an instant Garret’s face went blank. He was stunned. This pleasant, antique-knowledgeable old lady was the formidable aunt? Elizabeth tore her hand free and held it toward him.

“I just wanted to be the one to introduce you two.” Her voice was almost steady. Concern for him, the whole situation, possibly her whole future, overcame her outrage.

But Garret laughed. Laughed? Yes, laughed.

“This is the best introduction I’ve ever had! What an honor for me and my shop to be objects of interest to two beautiful women!”

Yes, he’s his grandfather, Miss Geneva thought. In spite of some denigrating remarks the old man had made on the phone last night, remarks that had encouraged this meeting without Elizabeth’s distraction. The boy might be all right. His grandfather even sounded a little jealous! At his age! Still, she must remember that just because one came from good stock didn’t make a Don Juan develop into…good heavens! She couldn’t remember a good and faithful lover. She, teacher of literature! Just goes to show how much more memorable the bad fellows are! Or how the old mind is deteriorating. Still, she smiled thinking of Dirk Dillinger.

Only the Lord could change people. And money? Well…it helped. And this was Garret Gleason III, the old man had told her. At one time years ago, when there were only two roman numerals, everybody knew each stood for a million. What the bankroll was now she had no idea. And she narrowed her eyes at him as he smiled and said something evidently reassuring to Elizabeth. Shame on her. She looked undone, while he had come through the awkwardness like a true gentleman. Well, she must be in love. And he?

She chuckled. “Elizabeth wanted to warn you what an old terror I am! I meant to catch you unawares!”

And the truth brought more laughter.





Nine

She was mulling over the pleasant situation, the references to the past and the grandfather, as Carolina drove home. And there just ahead was the new coffee shop she’d so objected to. All glass and false stone and fronted with a bed of shrubs—false, too, no doubt—on a street trying to maintain historical integrity.

“We had a kind of tense breakfast this morning,” she said. “What say we try a quieter one at that new place?”

In her surprise Carolina almost hit the car backing from its parking place. When she’d caught her breath, she laughed. “Yes! Might as well find out if your objections were justified.”

Well, the coffee was good, the doughnuts a bit stale. But for Carolina the conversation made up for everything.

“So you went to the University with this Garret Gleason’s grandfather?”

Miss Geneva smiled and twisted her coffee cup back and forth with a faint scraping whisper.

“And he had told Garret to let him know if you were still alive! Wouldn’t it be great if you could strike up an old friendship!” Carolina’s green eyes twinkled. “Or romance?”

Miss Geneva seemed to return from another time. “No romance. Competitors. He beat me out as summa cum laude.” And she smiled at the passing waitress, an unhappy looking girl, yet so like many she had taught. “Is there more coffee, my dear? And perhaps a fresher doughnut?”

The girl registered surprise though she stood with a pot in her hand. The hand that poured shook a bit. And the face that had been somber began to flush. “All doughnuts are the same. And there’ll be another charge.”

Carolina’s hands tightened on her cup. In fact she seemed to be having trouble holding it steady as she watched the waitress and Miss Geneva.

But Miss Geneva was happy and wanted everyone to be happy. She looked long and thoughtfully at the girl. “Just the coffee then, my dear, and thank you.” As the girl walked away, she sighed. “Maybe she had a bad night.”

Carolina decided to let it go. “Miss Geneva!” she cried, but softly, “Summa cum laude!”

And Miss Geneva laughed. “I know, shocking, isn’t it—that I was even near. But he romanced every other girl in our class…nothing for me to do but study! Must be annoyance, not affection, that helped him remember me.” She thumbed through the sweeteners on the table and sighed. “No sugar. This is what we’ve come to, everything fake.” Then as she struggled with the little envelope, “I may have annoyed him not only with my competition, but a little because I didn’t fall in the adoring line.”

“Oh, you had the professor…”

Miss Geneva’s smile faded and she put her fresh coffee down with a small crash, placing a finger to her lips. Carolina lifted an apologetic hand, and glanced around the almost empty room.

“I don’t think anyone heard…”

And suddenly Miss Geneva looked sad. “Of course. And if they had, no one would know, or care, or remember.”

The somber waitress soon brought the check, and when Miss Geneva handed her money with a generous tip, she caught the young but rough hand and whispered, “God loves you, my dear. Remember that.”

Not looking at the money, the girl didn’t move. “How do you know that?” she asked hoarsely. Miss Geneva glanced around as Carolina retrieved her walker. But customers were scattered widely and no one seemed aware.

“Are you some kind of crazy evangelist?” It was a hiss, and Miss Geneva faced an angry girl and a startled Carolina. Now a customer at a near table seemed aware of the confrontation. So, as she struggled into her walker, she kept her voice hardly more than a whisper.

“I know because you are young and healthy and pretty and have fine hair and evidently good eyes—or are there contacts? Never mind. You have a job and you serve people. It’s a blessed job, serving. And these are gifts from God because He loves you.”

She reached out to touch the girl’s cheek as she had so many times for distressed students after class, but the girl jerked her head back with a frightened look, spun, and strode to the kitchen.

Miss Geneva stared after her for a moment. But when the swinging door did not swing outward, she thumped her way after Carolina to the front door.

Still, next morning Miss Geneva woke singing. She did this, hymns mostly, she had told Carolina, when the Spirit moved her. And sometimes Carolina joined in. It reminded her how Gran would often sing after reading her Bible, and in pajamas Carolina would go to her room, kneel by the rocker, and join in. Sometimes even striking a melodious alto.

But this morning Carolina had a question. And in her jeans and deep-gold sweater that almost matched her loose swinging hair, she appeared with coffee.

“Those vocal cords need a little lubrication?”

Tatters, seeing Carolina, jumped off the bed and hightailed it to the kitchen.

Miss Geneva chuckled. She was in another world. That old rascal…telling his grandson to find out if she was still alive. Was he ready for another fiery debate on how to change the world? How arrogant they had been, so sure they could. Maybe he’d felt that he had, in Europe, in school on the G.I. Bill. Then graduation day, their robes flapping in the wind as they emerged from the academic hall… “See you ’round, Eaton! You ever need a job, give me a call!” Laughter. Two girls taking his arms, grinning.

Miss Geneva turned and blinked at Carolina, who held the mug carefully toward unsteady hands.

“I’m curious, Miss Geneva.” She waited as Miss Geneva sipped then nodded.

“Why have you never talked to me about God’s love the way you did to the waitress yesterday? Do you think He doesn’t love me?”

The mug halfway to her lips lowered, and Carolina reached for a small tray to protect the bedsheet. The fine head of skimpy, sleep-tousled hair rested against the ornate headboard, which couldn’t be comfortable, Carolina thought, as old eyes closed. And Tatters twined her ankles.

“Sorry, I shouldn’t have…”

But Miss Geneva’s head came forward and she steadied the mug. “No, no. It’s all right. It’s your grandmother, Carolina. She’s given you plenty to live by, and I would never change or try to improve on her wisdom.”

“But how will I grow then?”

“You will grow. You can’t help it. But maybe we should read some Graham Green along the way.”

Carolina laughed. “No escaping lessons, is there!”

The guttural coughing of a motorcycle blended with her last words, and as it quieted, Miss Geneva widened amused eyes. “Or maybe there is.”

They sat listening to the sounds of entry, Carolina wondering how she could feel relief and at the same time apprehension. Was their relationship recovering from the experience in the meadow? After the event with the shower she had hoped they were past the worst.

Now there he stood in the doorway grinning at his aunt and this girl on the side of the bed.

“Well, look at this, my two favorite women!” He walked to Carolina’s side, looking down, and Miss Geneva watched with interest.

“Mad at me because I haven’t been by this week?” And the grin held even as Carolina raised startled eyes. He intended to go on with this act of playful flirtation?

So she smiled. She must show she could match him. “Just thinking what we might have for breakfast that’s appropriate for such a rare visit.” Her voice was almost normal and she would have stood, but if she had, she would have had to brush past him.

“Well,” he turned to his aunt, “I’ll get a cup of coffee and visit my favorite aunt a few minutes.”

But as he moved, Carolina rose and stepped carefully by. “I’ll bring it. You and Miss Geneva can visit while I round up something to fill a growing boy.” And she was pleased to see that the “growing boy” hit home.

When she reached the kitchen, Carolina pressed her shaking hands to the counter. Why had his appearance upset her so? What had she expected? Not his act that somehow cut deeper than coldness. It mocked an ease and acceptance that she realized now she had treasured.

When she announced that breakfast was ready, he handed her an empty coffee cup and said he couldn’t stay. Impulsively, she walked with him to the door, reaching the knob just before his hand covered hers and held till she looked up. It was not the brash grin but an inscrutable, long gaze as he slowly released her hand and let her open the door. Miss Geneva, on her walker and watching her way to the table, looked up just in time to see the door close and Carolina stand a moment with a puzzling expression before turning a bright smile to her.

“He tells me Elizabeth intends to give me a birthday party.” “Miss Geneva! I’d forgotten—next week, isn’t it?”

“Unless I can stop it,” she sniffed.

The drone of Freddy’s cycle had hardly faded when a tapping on the front door was followed by its opening and a cheery call, “Hello, hello! Anybody home?”

Carolina’s heart sank as she put Miss Geneva’s breakfast before her. Her employer was not in a cooperative mood.

“Miss Elizabeth! You’re just in time for coffee.”

In her best commandeering voice, Miss Geneva snapped, “What’s all this Freddy tells me about a birthday party? A lot of work for Carolina!”

Elizabeth looked nonplussed. Her glance turned apologetically to the girl. “He was supposed to check with you, Carolina, before he said anything. We’ll hire you, of course, and a good caterer. There’s a very capable crew at ‘The Sweet Life.’”

Carolina read Miss Geneva’s glare and she instantly knew what was coming.

“I have not said you could have it!” Then, “And Carolina has not said she can do it. She has school…”

“Oh, Miss Geneva, you know I won’t let school interfere.”

“Traitor!” Miss Geneva blurted.

Elizabeth turned to her. “Only family, Aunt Gen! Carolina…only twelve of us…and you won’t have to concern yourself about a thing but helping me decide on china and crystal and serving pieces and linens.”

“If I allow this, I will decide on china and crystal and linens and…EVERYTHING! I’m still capable of setting a fine table and planning a gourmet menu. And I will not have The Sweet Life women in my kitchen! Bella Simpson is in that group. She was an idiot in my English class, and I will not have her fumbling around with my china and crystal! And Carolina, you don’t have to do this!”

Carolina, feeling caught in a kind of surrealism, watched Miss Elizabeth’s face struggle to maintain her smile. And Miss Geneva scowling. The silence lasted three heavy heartbeats.

“Miss Geneva, can you imagine how terrible I would feel if your concern for me kept you from enjoying your birthday?”

And Miss Elizabeth briefly closed her eyes as her lips moved, perhaps in a prayer of hope. But Miss Geneva’s expression didn’t change.

“Who says I’ll enjoy it?”

Carolina startled even herself with a short, sincere laugh. “Of course you will! And I will!” She couldn’t quite believe the excitement she heard in her voice but hoped Miss Geneva did. When she felt her smile begin to slip, she turned for the coffee carafe and twirled back, lifting it high.

“Now let’s all drink to that!”

The relief in Miss Elizabeth’s eyes was immeasurable, but brief, as her aunt said, “Then I’ll have Ida Sue attend to things, Elizabeth. She knows my kitchen like the back of her hand.”

Elizabeth held a rigid smile. “Don’t think she does catering anymore. Why, Aunt Gen, she’s almost as old as…as…”

“Yes. As I am. And I know you consider anybody over fifty incompetent.”

“Now, Aunt Gen—”

“Why don’t we check and see if she’s still in business,” Carolina injected.

“Oh, she’s not a business, just a home-done thing—with great skill, I have to admit.” Elizabeth lowered her voice. “At one time.”

“And she will do it for me, whether she’s still doing it for others or not.” Miss Geneva held an empty coffee cup toward Carolina. “Sit down, Elizabeth. Have some coffee. You bother me gadding about the kitchen.”

Hastily, Carolina filled a mug and put it on the table. But Elizabeth shook her head. “I’m due at the doll shop. We’re going to another step in evaluating.”

Miss Geneva lowered her mug. “What are you evaluating?”

“Periods when certain types were made, countries…” Elizabeth stopped and stared at her aunt.

“Not Garret Gleason?”

The younger face had been steadily becoming flushed, and now it was almost painful to see. But Carolina had to hide a smile along the rim of her mug.

Elizabeth moved toward the door. She raised brows at Carolina. “I’ll check with Ida Sue and let you know.”

“Oh, no!” Miss Geneva called after her. “I’m due a chat with her anyhow.”

And with heaven-turned eyes, Elizabeth shook her head at Carolina and exited down the steps to her car.

As Carolina watched her drive away and Miss Geneva thumped away to her favorite lounge chair, she thought of Freddy’s strange visit. His cold imitation of the old flirtation. Yet the warmth of his hand covering hers, then his unsettling expression.

Well. No understanding that boy. Better be considering something she could understand. A party. She would have a lot to learn: where the fine china and the goblets and the linens were, how formal dinner silver was placed. Thank goodness she didn’t have to worry about finding the real silver; Miss Geneva was a firm believer in using that every day. Of course, some pieces would need polishing…time consuming, especially with an exam coming up the last of May…a mere month away. And party clothes. She looked at her shoes. She would need new blue ones for luck! Love, oh, Love still twirled across her instep bold and clear! And Gran used to say, “You always put that right foot forward first!”

“Carolina.” The old voice startled her.

“Miss Geneva…just thinking about your party.”

“Well, you don’t need to worry about a thing! I’ve just talked to Ida Sue and she’s excited, looking forward to it. She has a granddaughter who can help. I know she needs the money more than those professional women. She’s a dear friend, Carolina.” The old lady’s heart was in this, and she added, “She cares about my birthday a hundred times more than those professionals.”

“I’m sure…we all care, Miss Gen.” But looking at the tattoo, Love, she also pictured Freddy’s enigmatic eyes. And the warmth of his hand. Which made her reluctant to put her hand under the faucet, but the carafe had to be washed…

Elizabeth hardly noticed the opening azaleas or the blooming cherries that lined the street with a pink as gentle as a baby’s cheeks. Garret. Aunt Gen considered this a family party. How would she feel about inviting him? She smiled suddenly, biting her lower lip as she parked in front of The Time of Your Life and sat for a moment at the wheel. Why ask her? She’d been asking permission of her aunt all her life—just surprise her! Yes! And—she caught her breath even at the idea—maybe the old grandfather, too? What a wonderful birthday gift that would be! An old friend!

Might bring them closer as families. Couldn’t hurt anything! She was humming as she climbed from the car. That young widow in Asheville to whom Garret felt so obligated (“She was wonderful to me while my wife was so sick, for so long, Elizabeth”). Who knew just what “wonderful” might mean? Anyhow, the woman might as well give up when she tangled with a Hopelane. Oh yes, she’d had several names over time, but always—always—deep down, she was a Hopelane. That was the power of the family. And Aunt Geneva.

She was crossing the porch and could see his delicious outline through the pebbled-glass door. It had taken him two kisses to admit the woman’s existence. His first had been passionate, as passionate as hers. There was hunger but nothing lasting in the meeting of parted lips. Hard to stop. But of course they did. People of their prominence…

It was the second kiss that brought forth the news of the widow. And the memory of that kiss as she gripped the door handle made her shiver even now…a kiss long and tender, a kiss that said, to Elizabeth anyway, This is real; this matters.

And now Garret Gleason, seeing her glowing, morning face, thought it just might.

They were placing dolls in labeled places on the shelves when she issued her invitation and was startled to see the surprise—and wariness?—on Garret’s face. She ground her teeth. Stupid! She hadn’t considered that he might feel the invitation too intimate…too soon? And Elizabeth smiled an unsteady smile. “Of course, you’ll just be delivering your grandfather—I’m counting on his coming—it will be a wonderful surprise for my aunt. You know they’re old classmates.” Brilliant solution, she congratulated herself. And held her breath.

The troubled hazel eyes cleared slowly as he gazed at her. She imagined she could see her reflection in them.

“It’s her eighty-seventh, Garret.” Her voice was soft, her eyes wide and she knew very blue. No need to say, possibly her last.

Silently, he caught her arms and drew her to him, kissing her hairline till she raised her lips.





Ten

Carolina sighed and pressed fingers to forehead. Difficult to concentrate on the tangled and allusion-rich sentences of Joyce while such a lively discussion sounded from the bedroom where Miss Geneva entertained Miss Elizabeth. Or, more aptly, aggravated her. Over the week, china, crystal, centerpiece, and menu had been battled over and decided upon. This time it was dress…

“But Aunt Gen, you need something new, special! This is a big occasion!”

“Elizabeth, my blue silk is hardly three years old and I’ve worn it twice! And it has a shawl of sequins! When will I have another occasion to wear such finery except in the casket?”

A brief silence. “But it would be such fun to go shopping. How long has it been since you were out in the shopping world?”

“Not long enough. You should know by now that nothing bores me like shopping, and wielding this walker along narrow aisles and around clothes racks that suffocate me is hardly what I would call ‘fun.’”

“All right.”

Carolina dropped her hand and lifted her head. Miss Elizabeth giving in? No way. Something was up. And she left her desk.

Then, “You get all these catalogs with gorgeous clothes, Aunt Gen. What say we look at one or two?”

The answer was no, of course, and as Carolina reached the hall, Elizabeth was opening the front door. When she whispered, “Can I help?” Elizabeth turned and said softly, “I’m going into Charlotte tomorrow and buy the most gorgeous gown I can find. It will be my gift to Aunt Gen, and she won’t dare not wear it!”

But Carolina was sure Miss Geneva would dare anything to avoid a new dress. “What if I sort of hide the blue one?” she called softly.

“Carolina!” Miss Elizabeth appeared horrified, a horror that slowly turned into a grin. “It’s a risk… If she ever suspected…” and she sliced her throat with a finger. Still, the grin. “But…!” She saluted as she went out the door.


Miss Geneva, hearing the door close was not in a daring mood. Best to relax. The dreaded party was just days away and things seemed to be going fairly well. Ida Sue had been by with her granddaughter, and the three of them had decided on a menu with Ida Sue injecting remarks to the girl on proper serving etiquette.

The old hands were shaky, Miss Geneva noticed, but tried to ignore them in light of the happily animated face. She’s as excited as if it were her birthday, she thought, and for the first time wondered just how old Ida Sue was. And was saddened that her old friend had probably never had a party. Maybe she could give her one if she recovered from her own.

But for now Elizabeth wanted to get her all dollied up in some sort of flossy dress that would make her miserable. And probably itch. Well, at least she’d won for the time being, but she didn’t trust her niece’s acquiescence…

Since these final years are purported to be calm and restful, and everything going my way with a satisfaction at accomplishments and pleasure in seeing the family happy and healthy, why, Lord, am I always having to fight? In fact why am I still here? You know you’re going to have to put up with me sooner or later.

She pushed her walker to the window and turned it so that she could sit and look out at the peaceful yard. The hydrangeas were blue clouds, the camellia blossoms mostly colorful carpets under the bushes now, but the azalea hedge was a glory of royal purple.

Freddy did need to rake those oak tassels…

She had to smile at the sudden idea that perhaps she was still here simply to enjoy the beauty of creation. She seemed to be the only one who had time. When she pointed out blossoms or birds, no one took time to look. Creation. So amazing. So unappreciated.

“Do you just need somebody to be amazed, Lord? The young don’t seem to have time.”

A noise behind her and there was Carolina with a tray. “You’re enjoying this view so much, but it is lunchtime.” She settled the tray on the wide window casement, handing Miss Geneva a napkin. A linen napkin. “Paper napkins, plates, cups diminish the quality of life,” was one of Miss Geneva’s first pronouncements to her. Of course, Carolina had sighed, Miss Geneva had probably never washed a dish in her life.

“Oh, look!” she whispered.

Under the oak Tatters came creeping toward a group of small birds and Miss Geneva leaned forward to rap knuckles on the pane. Birds flew to the oak branches, leaving a few feathers floating, while Tatters merely sat and glared back at her.

Carolina laughed. Then, “Such sweet little birds! What are they, Miss Gen?”

And the old woman turned as far as she could to look up at this girl. “Black-capped chickadees. Lots of them in the Carolinas. There’s a book on birds on that chest.”

But Carolina, already turning away, didn’t hear the hope in the old voice.


They were all there except Greg, Garret, and his grandfather—Elizabeth’s big surprise—when Betts and Hannah arrived with lavish packages. And Boyfriend. Greg was on a business trip and hoped to make it for cake and ice cream, Betts apologized, no conviction in her voice. And guiltily Miss Geneva hoped he didn’t. He always brought such…such a chill to a gathering. Cynicism? Worse. He made you feel silly for the least show of affection or sentiment. And she detected more relief than annoyance on Elizabeth’s absolutely glowing face as she helped Ida Sue’s granddaughter remove a place setting.

Yes, her niece was enjoying everything so much, Miss Geneva could almost forgive her for planning it. Elizabeth had even hugged her sister—unusual, a public display of emotion—and when she hugged Hannah, lifted that ridiculous doll and greeted him as if the party were for him.

Miss Geneva suddenly frowned at the lavish table. Even with Greg’s place setting removed, it seemed lots of places… Elizabeth was up to something. Well, she refused to concern herself. She’d had enough worries for one day—a birthday at that. Starting with Elizabeth, and her big overdone package. And her insistence that Miss Gen open it right away. Wouldn’t even let her finish her second cup of coffee. And it had been just what she feared…a garish creation meant for someone forty years younger. She had sat silently, the dress across her lap, facing Elizabeth, who from the side of the bed grinned like a jack-o’-lantern…if she’d only had a few missing teeth.

“Isn’t it beautiful—a gown, Aunt Gen. Suitable for the occasion!” A gown! Long? Heavens, yes. It will expose all the bulges, Father. Can You help me out of this?

But the words echoed some spoken thirty years ago, no, no, forty years ago by an eight-year-old niece, fingering a pink organdy dress with an iridescent satin sash.

For moments the gown, like blood, had lain across her lap, elegantly dark aristocratic blood, but blood. She would not only look terrible, she would feel terrible. And she should have said no right then. But Carolina couldn’t find the blue dress, and Elizabeth was so little-girl happy… And then it was too late. Carolina and Elizabeth were crumpling it over her head.

“Be still Aunt Gen, or we’ll be party time getting it on you!” Elizabeth gave a yank and stepped back. “Oh, Aunt Gen, it fits like a glove!”

“Elizabeth, at my age I need something that fits like a tent, not a glove!” She eyed herself askance in the mirror as they forced her to. A red pepper, she sighed.


Now she sat enthroned in her eighty-seven years, like a red exclamation point, she thought, as family guests gathered. Elizabeth handed Boyfriend back to Hannah, who came running to her great aunt, crying, “Aunt Genny, you don’t look so old anymore! Can I have that dress when you die?”

And Miss Geneva, hugging her, whispered into her sweet-smelling hair, “May I have that dress…”

At which Elizabeth almost sang, “Now that child has good taste!”

They were enjoying the preliminary sherry when the doorbell ground out its announcement. Elizabeth went weak with relief. Garret and Mr. Gleason. And Miss Geneva, still holding Hannah, heard the distinctive male voice: “Sorry! My cell phone was dead.” Surely not… But it was.

The handsome but aggrieved face of the shop owner, as he stopped under the living room arch.

“Look who’s here, Aunt Gen!” But Elizabeth did not look happy as she pulled Hannah aside.

“Garret.” Her aunt spoke softly and refrained from giving Elizabeth the knowing look she deserved. Now we’re getting to the real reason for the party.

He crossed the room…an elegant, almost athletic walk. And a coat and tie! Suddenly she was very aware of Freddy’s T-shirt. Maybe the boy would learn something.

“I’m just an errand boy.” Apologetically. “Delivering a birthday gift from my grandfather, who meant to deliver it himself, but unfortunately… Here, it’s heavy—I’ll put it on this table.”

“No,” she said too sharply. Then, “No. In my lap please.”

“But Aunt Gen, you must wait and open it with the other gifts.” Elizabeth, tense.

She looked up at the smiling Garret and her answer was to him. “I’m not going to open it. Not yet.” Her hands moved along the edges of the box, the paper soft and cool to her fingertips. “Later…”

“But Aunt Genny, it’s the biggest one.” Hannah peered around Boyfriend, hugged to her breast.

Noticing her for the first time, Garret’s smile broadened.

“Well, young lady you must be Hannah. And who is this gentleman you have with you?”

His words seemed intended to rescue Miss Geneva from difficulty, but Elizabeth felt a quiver of excitement.

“He’s not a gentleman, he’s my boyfriend,” Hannah said defensively. And Garret, all six-feet-plus of him, knelt so that he and Hannah were face-to-face. “May I see him?” And as she hesitantly handed him over, “Oh, yes! He’s too young to be a gentleman just yet.” He turned Boyfriend carefully, lifting a ruffle here and there before handing him back with the same care Hannah used. Garret’s eyes found Elizabeth. “But he definitely will be when he grows up.”

And finally Hannah smiled. Then, “But where’s the package?”

Miss Geneva pulled her grandniece to her. “Carolina took it to my room, Hannah. It’s from an old friend, and I have a hunch”—she raised her brows at Garret—“it’s things that will make me cry—happy tears, but don’t want to cry now! And spoil my makeup. I had such a hard time putting it on for the first time in fifty years!”

Carolina heard the words as she deposited the box on Miss Geneva’s bed. She reached to stroke Tatters, who acknowledged her with a long, cat stretch, then, flexing claws, returned to his curl. Carolina touched the gift. She had her suspicions. This was from the college years. The professor years. Yes, there could indeed be tears.


Elizabeth frowned and sighed as she put the electric toothbrush back in its holder. The absence of Garret’s grandfather had been more of a disappointment than she expected. (She’d thought Garret’s being there would make up for everything.) But the big birthday surprise for her aunt, who probably wouldn’t have many more birthdays, would have been priceless. At least he had sent a gift, though Aunt Gen had ungraciously refused to open it! As she turned back the crocheted spread and light blanket, Elizabeth muttered, “You just never know what to expect from old people. They live by their own rules.” And she flounced onto the bed. Also when Garret was leaving, and on the porch pulled her out of the light from the door to plant a serious kiss, she’d expected some word about the doll, but Betts and Hannah were coming with loud goodbyes to those inside, and Garret quickly put a finger to his lips and mouthed, “Tomorrow,” just as Freddy brushed past them without a goodnight. Had he been on the porch? Seen the kiss?


“Tomorrow,” Miss Geneva sighed.

“But how can you sleep not knowing?” Carolina pulled the fragile nightgown of linen so old it was soft over the old head.

“We were rivals, Carolina. At times bitter rivals. And the fact that he hadn’t the gumption to deliver it himself…”

“But you heard Garret—he had a fall!”

She turned her head on the pillow and gazed at her young friend. “A standard excuse for old folks when they don’t want to go somewhere.” And waved a quieting hand at Carolina. “I have reasons to believe that it is things that will make me cry. Maybe even hurt, and I have no intention of being hurt on my birthday.” Then she couldn’t resist, “That dress hurt me enough!”

Carolina laughed. “Well, you looked yummy in it!” Then before old lips could protest, “You think this classmate would hurt you in front of all the family?”

“Not intentionally maybe, but it was too risky, Carolina.”

Carolina acknowledged defeat, gave the covers a pat and Miss Geneva a smile. “Well, I wouldn’t be able to sleep,” and she dared brush the old forehead with a kiss. Yes, it was time.

She’s forgotten my pills, Miss Geneva realized, returning the smile. And that’s birthday gift enough—without the little journal Carolina had given her. That girl was determined to have her writing again!


She didn’t sleep well. And when Tatters jumped on the bed, as that persistent old clock struck six, she gave up and pushed aside the covers.

Where was that box? She squinted through pale dawn light. Oh…on the chest of drawers. Carolina had pushed aside Peterson’s bird book to make room for it.

Miss Geneva pulled it onto the seat of her walker then at her bed slid it off, settling down to open it, beside the cat who kept pushing his nose against her arm, reminding her it was time for his breakfast. She crumpled the paper and thrust it at him and he jumped down, slinking toward the kitchen. She lifted the top… It looked like an assortment of classroom memorabilia. A Latin text, a really old pen…good heavens!…a pen of the kind that required an inkwell in the desk.

“Grammar school,” she marveled. Why on earth he had kept that—they had not even gone to the same grammar or high school. Then she saw writing on it and turned on her bedside lamp. “First Place / Wareing County Annual Spelling Bee / April 1938 / Geneva Hopelane Eaton.”

And she had to laugh. So he was the one who had stolen her pen! Because she had beaten him on the last word. Now the old scamp was trying to settle things before he met his Maker! But laughter died as she lifted the yearbook, or tried to. Under it…the book. The professor’s short story collection…and she went cold. She shivered but hadn’t the strength to even reach for her robe, much less lift the yearbook. She was sliding it aside when she heard Carolina coming, and she quickly slid it back.

Carolina only glanced in and asked, “Ready for some coffee, Miss Gen?” And at her “Please!” moved on to the kitchen, fussing at Tatters for tangling ’round her ankles.

When Carolina had left the coffee, Miss Geneva pushed the yearbook aside. There was a note. Dear Father! Could he have known all these years but never given away her secret? So now? Some kind of blackmail?

Shaking hands that did not dare try to lift the cup struggled to unfold the note:


Geneva darling, one of the proudest moments of my life was when the old Prof asked to use one of my stories in his collection! And paid me for it! I outshone you in everything else, but not as a writer! Till that fine day. It took every shred of strength I had not to tell you, and gloat a bit, but of course the Prof swore me to secrecy. So all these years I’ve resisted telling anyone and gloated a bit over outdoing you, but since the old boy is beyond being hurt now…



It started as a kind of hiccup, a strange gurgling, something like a cough deep inside that insisted on coming up. So she stood, taking deep breaths and the gurgling bubbled through the fingers pressed to her mouth. Was it laughter? Or a wail of outrage? The professor, the old cheat, had made her think not only that he cared for her but that her talent was special. Hers the only story from his class fine enough to rank with his! Tears. Oh, she could hardly wait to tell Garrett Gleason, the arrogant son of a… Forgive me, Lord! He had never won over her as a writer! She reached for a tissue as Carolina came to the door.

“Miss Gen? Thought you were choking… Oh, you’ve opened that gift! Everything all right?” Carolina eyed the note on the bed beside Miss Geneva. Instinctively, old hands clutched it to her.

“Fine, Carolina. Just need a little time…”

“Of course! I’m out of here!” And at the door she turned. “Call when you want your egg!”

Miss Geneva smoothed the page on her knees and read:


I wanted to brag so bad, but you know what, Genny? I cared about you. Not in a romantic way, but a fellow-intellectual way. You were the only girl with any brains in that class. And I wanted to be friends, but was afraid you would get ideas…and in case you don’t remember, I already had too many girls with ideas! Still my braggadocious self! And am coming to see you when I get over the sore knee and Garret can bring me. Be thinking about a date. In the meantime, guess which story is mine!



She folded the note and stared out at the old oak, so flaunting spring’s sailing tassels. She reached for the coffee, sipped and grimaced. Cold. And so is my outrage. I can’t tell him, can I, Lord? Destroy an old fool’s favorite illusion? When illusions are probably few.

But she had to tell someone. The irony was too delicious. Someone had to share her hilarity! Things were never half the fun alone. Carolina? Then she glanced toward the deep chair still loaded with the unwrapped gifts. Carolina’s little green journal…maybe…maybe write it in the journal and keep it under lock and key? That’s it. Yes. Write the story of the stories! Let Carolina then share the irony with her. And she would keep the journal under lock and key! For some descendant to read when she herself was long gone. She chuckled. Look at me, Lord, acting like it’s all so important. But it’s such a good story! Guess the storywriter is still alive.

As she reached for the walker, a moment of doubt gripped her. Those sometimes-hurting hands… Could they last to write the whole story? Well, in short sessions over time possibly. Her mouth set. It could be done. She lifted the journal and flipped through pages begging to be filled. Pages painful in their emptiness because of memories too painful to record, now stirred her with the old urgency to tell a story.

“Yes,” she whispered to the room. “Yes.”





Eleven

Carolina was startled every time Hannah bumped against her. Or chattered as they stood looking at the house, still surprised that the child was with them, that Miss Geneva would let her out of her sight. But Betts had looked unusually serious. Maybe a problem?

“Be quiet, Buzzy Bee!” Freddy reached for the child and stilled her against his knees for a moment. “Carolina’s trying to think.”

Gazing adoringly up at him, still sure that he had worked the magic of her mother’s permission to come with them (and perhaps he had), she went limp in his grasp. “Why?”

So limp that he had to catch her supportively between his legs. “Because. She’s got a great big ol’ house here with nothing and nobody in it! With lots of repair bills and insurance coming due.”

Carolina walled her eyes at him. She was still wondering how he had showed up at his great aunt’s house at such an opportune time. Had Miss Geneva told him Betts and Hannah were coming, and Carolina had been wanting to see her house?

Hannah twisted free to study the house. “Why doesn’t somebody live in it? It’s a pretty house, like my dollhouse with chimneys and a porch.”

“Well, one chimney,” Carolina corrected.

“My dollhouse has two.”

“One is enough for Santa,” Carolina said.

“I would spend Christmas here!” Hannah smiled reassuringly at Carolina. “But Santa might not find me.” She tugged at Freddy. “Let’s go see the fireplace!”

His glance at Carolina over the busy curls was questioning. But with a quick smile, she nodded and waved the key.

Their shoes patterned the grass, still damp with morning, as Hannah skipped ahead, reaching the porch and, at the top of the steps, dancing her impatience.

“You really wanted to look at your house?” Freddy muttered as they crossed the yard. Though he had been very quiet on the walk over, Carolina had detected no hostility, but no warmth either. “Or you think Aunt Betts has a problem to discuss?”

Carolina glanced at him, surprised again at his perception, pleased that he seemed willing to discuss a family problem. She said, “I think maybe something’s going on with that doll.”

“Doll?” Freddy’s face was puzzled but grim, his voice hardly a whisper. “Oh, that fancy thing the kid has? Well, I know something’s going on with that doll fellow and my mom.”

“Let me unlock it, Carolina! Please?” Hannah jumped up and down with excitement till Carolina handed her the key. As she worked with it, Carolina spoke softly.

“The older Gleason wants to come see Miss Geneva. I can’t tell if she’s excited or distressed.”

“I got it, I got it!” Hannah left the key in the lock and pushed the reluctant door. “Oh-h-h…” She stopped and Carolina stumbled into her. “It’s so pretty!”

And it was. Carolina rested a hand on Hannah’s shoulder and smiled at the familiar hall and stairway, in better repair than she had ever seen them. Pale yellow walls and white trim. Stairs of fine-grained old wood—pine, Freddy guessed. Like the floors. And the stair railing.

“A house somebody oughta be living in,” he said. “Somebody sliding down these banisters, keeping ’em dusted.” In the past, Carolina thought, he would have suggested that Hannah—or she!—do just that! No, he was subdued.

“Well, the right somebody.” Then as he looked at her quizzically, “My sister was making noises about moving here until I phoned her about the damage and asked that she help me pay for repairs.” Carolina chuckled remembering the sudden wariness in Collie’s voice. “She would see what they could do…but haven’t heard from her since.”

Freddy was surprised. “A sister? Didn’t know you had a sister.”

“I don’t really…lots older…”

Hannah had dashed into the large room off to their left and cried, “The fireplace has a mantel to hang lots of stockings!”

“Did she grow up here, too?” Freddy crossed the room, stopping to stroke the fine old mantel, then moved on to look out one of two long side windows.

“No. Collie was a teenager when I was born.” She joined him at the window, remembering a swing and, a bit sadly, a pleasant but rare time when Collie had pushed her so high she’d felt she was flying. “She and my brother lived with my parents, were old enough to go with them to the gigs. But take a baby? Out of the question.” She hadn’t meant to sound bitter, but Freddy scrutinized her.

“So you were with your grandmother before your folks were killed?”

“Most of the time. I was twelve when that happened and I moved in for good.” She smiled up at him. Goodness. Had he grown? Or had she just forgotten? It had been a while.

“And what did they do—your siblings?” He gazed down at her. But she shook her head catching a quivering lip in her teeth. She actually had no idea, and he turned back to the window. Then, “Hey, we’d better see what Buzzy Bee is up to.”

They found her upstairs at the window where the tree had fallen. She turned, smiling. “That old tree is all broken! But it has little baby trees coming out.”

Carolina joined her and looked down at what was left of her Gran’s beloved fir. Cedar, she thought. Yes, small sprigs of green had sprouted here and there from the creviced trunk. Maybe…no, she mustn’t get more attached to the place. Though Gran had left her comfortably secure, she couldn’t afford the upkeep of an old house, if she was ever to get away to school.

Rent it maybe? She must talk with an agent…

“You know anybody ready to buy a house?” she asked without turning.

Until his silence made her turn. He was leaning on the doorframe, a thoughtful expression on his face as if about to say something, something she felt she wanted to hear.

“I’ll buy it!” Hannah cried. “My mama and I will buy it!”

Carolina laughed. “You and your mama have a nice house with two chimneys.”

“But my mama says we may have to move. My friend Brincy at school had to move and she got a beautiful house, bigger than her old one.”

This brought Freddy off the doorframe, and Carolina stepped back to prop on the windowsill.

“Why on earth would you have to move?” she blurted, realizing even before she finished speaking, this was not the thing for someone outside the family to ask.

Hannah, wide-eyed, put both hands over her mouth as Freddy made swift strides to kneel beside her. Even as he took her in his arms with “That’s a great big secret, I bet. And Buzzy Bee, we won’t say a word!” she sobbed. Then drew back but clung to him as she looked from him to Carolina. “My mama said if I told she would take away Boyfriend!”

Carolina’s gasp was audible. “Oh, Hannah…forget I asked you! And we will never tell! And sweetheart, I would never let anyone take Boyfriend! I love him, too!”

Freddy, straightening, raised his brows at her. Quite a promise…


Miss Geneva’s living room was shadowed even at noon. She could hardly see Betts and her aunt, but Carolina had the feeling they were holding hands, which they quickly dropped. The twin chairs had been pulled close, and Betts moved now to reach for the banker’s lamp. It would not expose red eyes or tearstains. But even if it had, Carolina doubted they would notice, being too busy creating false smiles and cheerful voices of their own.

“You must’ve had a nice walk!” Miss Geneva said as Hannah tore free of Freddy and went to her, embracing her middle. “Tired you out? How about gingerbread and hot apple juice?”

Hannah, with the resilience of childhood, nodded vigorously.

“I’ll get it—want to help?” Carolina held a hand out to Hannah.

“Hey, me too!” And Freddy grabbed the hand which Carolina, with exaggerated indignation, shook free. But it felt good to have a moment of the old Freddy back.

Miss Geneva laughed almost naturally, but Betts rose. “Afraid it’s too near lunch. We better get home! And we have some straightening up to do. Our daddy’s coming home tonight!” The smile at her daughter would have done justice to a Halloween mask. Hannah clutched Carolina, who looked helplessly down at her. Then forcing her own unsuccessful smile, she said, “We’ll wrap some gingerbread for you to take! Even enough for your daddy!”

“Great!” Betts voiced some of her old vigor. “Daddy loves gingerbread!” Carolina, meeting her eyes, read into those words: And that might save us.



Days warming into summer. Freddy spent more time on his bike. And Carolina wondered what he did with all that time. He seemed to be steering clear of this household. Each time he came, Miss Geneva had yard work for him. But she was afraid that was not what kept him away.

Then as she was leaving the grocery on a particularly humid afternoon… “Hey! Caro! Need some help with those sacks?”

“‘Caro’?” She stopped the cart and stared.

His bike chortling, he swung close, grinning. The old Freddy? He put one foot to the pavement. “Carolina is just too long to say, as much as I like to say your name.”

She continued to stare. That he had acted so mature when they had Hannah with them and toured the house, and now acted…well, like Freddy. Trying to re-establish the old relationship or deliberately keep her off balance?

“But you don’t have to say it at all!” Pique at the recent rarity of his visits…

“I know! But I’m in love! And I don’t want to forget her name!” He shrugged then extended helpless hands.

Carolina’s silence was long. Of course he was teasing…but in a new cruel way. “Maybe you should,” she said, her voice not quite steady.

Propping his bike, then, still grinning, he reached for a sack and over it thrust his face into hers as he walked to the car. “Never! You will eventually realize that I am irresistible—any eggs in here?”

She dropped a sack of Fancy Feast. Freddy shook his head reprovingly and bent for it. As he straightened, “You see, we should be somewhere making out, not fooling with cat food!” He put the last bag in the car and turned smiling. This exaggerated version of the old Freddy lifted an open hand to the sky. “Too bad…it looks like rain.” And with the quizzical smile regarded his stunned listener for several heartbeats. “Caro…better luck next time.” Then he climbed on his bike, secured his helmet, and with a salute roared off.

Halfway home, as she began to come out of her shock and realize what had just happened—teasing so intense that his protestations were mockery (and had she wanted them to be true?)—the rain came, gentle at first, but changing to big, hard splatters. Through gritted teeth she hissed as she pulled under the carport, “Get soaked, Freddy. Good and soaked!” Then a twinge of guilt. But it was because of her…because he had stopped to help her. Help her? Or hurt her? As she slammed the car door, and the rain from the carport roofline splattered her ankles, she allowed herself a tight, unhappy little laugh.



“Well, he’s coming,” Miss Geneva greeted her as she lowered the first sack onto the table. Then, at her puzzled look, “Garrett…old Mr. Gleason. He says his leg is better, but the earliest Garret can get him is week after next. He’s not happy. Typical. He always wanted everything yesterday.”

Catching her breath, Carolina, breathless from more than the bags of groceries, leaned on the table. “And are you happy?”

Miss Geneva pulled out a chair and pushed her walker aside settling by a sack and straining to lift out cans. “Apprehensive would be more like it.”

Carolina turned to go for the last sack. “Well, at least he’s given you plenty of warning.” Her employer stopped with a can in midair.

“Warning?”

Carolina realized her error. “Well, you know, have the house all clean, a snack to offer.” She grinned, “And you all dolled up.”

Miss Geneva pretended to throw the can at her.





Twelve

Rapping on the glass section of the front door. Of course that would be him. Scorning the old doorbell. Probably thought it didn’t work anymore. She had told Carolina she wanted to greet him. And there he stood. Tall, gray, and not quite so slim, face not quite so arrogant in a way that reminded Miss Geneva of a pillow that’s lost some stuffing.

“Garrett Gleason,” she whispered, as now she realized she hadn’t believed he would come.

A one-sided grin over tobacco-yellowed teeth. “Hello, Gen.”

A car was pulling from the curb, and someone waved. Miss Geneva lifted a weak hand and stepped back.

“I really didn’t believe…” she said, “that you could still be alive.”

“Ah, the devil looks after his henchmen!”

“Come in, come in…to your right…” She motioned toward the living room.

Closing the front door for her, he took in the walker, then studied her face. His voice was surprisingly gentle. “You look fine, Gen. How’s it going with you?”

She made her way to her chair near the coffee table and motioned him to its mate. “Would you like coffee? Or tea?”

He settled, crossing one knee over the other and wincing. So he really did have a fall. But old mischief brightened his dark eyes. “Am I not due a sherry from the missed birthday party?”

She straightened. Asking for something not offered! But he had never been one to let manners interfere with what he wanted. And his grin brought back old times when even her heart had fluttered a bit. He lifted a finger. “Plenty left, Garret told me.”

Miss Geneva reached for the Shakespearean bell Carolina had brought from her bedside table. (To impress the guest?) But already the girl stood in the doorway smiling her winsome smile.

“Hello, Mr. Gleason. I’m Carolina.” She came into the room, extending her hand. “And I’ll bring that sherry tout suite!”

“Ah, lovely girl!” He rose, perhaps not quite as gracefully as a few decades ago but still, Geneva reluctantly noticed there was a special ease. Yes, he exhibited the source of his grandson’s social poise as he reached to grasp Carolina’s hand. Which, when he released it, she clutched as if to preserve the feel of his. “A sherry, Miss Geneva?”

Tout suite? She stared at this girl she thought she knew so well. She’d never heard a hint of French before! At her “Please,” Carolina ducked out and Garrett turned back to his chair with a slight grimace. Or is he working on me? Miss Geneva wondered, still giving him a sympathetic frown.

“The knee, Garrett…how’s the knee?”

But he leaned forward, hands clasped, elbows on knees. “Geneva, tell me what you thought of my gifts. And the book…the professor’s book. Had you seen it before?”

Right to the point. He still knew how to throw her off balance. “Well, Garrett…interesting…”

“Did you read the stories? Guess which one was mine?”

So that was it. He had come to laud it over her. The big moment after all his years of waiting. A few words from her could ruin it all. The thought brought a sardonic smile, which she held as Carolina returned, placing glasses of amber liquid on the table between them.

Then, as he lifted his, “Haven’t read them yet.” She laughed. “I’m sure I’ll recognize yours—head and shoulders above the rest! We’ll have to talk about them another time. For now I want to ask you about some of the folks in the yearbook, 1946, Garrett! Are any still alive?”

His laugh rose ceilingward, and she watched the strings of flesh stretch in the old neck. “Admirable effort, Gen. But I won’t let you off that way. Am staying with Garret tonight so you have the evening to read them. Well-l-l, could give you till noon tomorrow…”

His audacity took her breath away and she spilled a bit of sherry on the table. Dabbing at it with the linen napkin, she wasn’t sure she heard his next remark correctly. Her hand stilled. “What?”

He leaned forward again and lowered his voice. “Also need to talk about my grandson’s involvement with your niece, I believe she is?”

Garret had talked to his grandfather? The damp napkin still hung in midair. He laughed again. “Is that a flag of truce?”

Miss Geneva dropped her hand to her lap. “Truce?”

“Well, she seems a decent girl, and for old friendship’s sake, thought I’d stop things before her hopes got too high.”

Miss Geneva suddenly saw Garrett Gleason in a red mist. Hopes too high! A decent girl? Her Elizabeth! So…so outrage really did make one see red!

He turned the delicate sherry glass in long, knobbed fingers. She watched him take a swallow. Her voice felt scratchy as an old Victrola needle. “I don’t think you need to worry. She tells me things and she hasn’t mentioned marriage…or him often!” The vain old rooster! Did he fancy his charisma was so powerful it could live on in a grandson?

“Then she’s keeping things from you.”

And Miss Geneva wadded the damp napkin in her fist as if preparing to throw…but put it on the table, knuckles white. “You think it’s the Gleason fortune she’s after.”

“Geneva…” He put the sherry aside to wave a placating hand.

“That’s ludicrous! She doesn’t need money.”

“Geneva! It’s not money, Lord, no! It’s people!”

She stared, her hands seeking each other. “People?”

He regarded her grimly, silently for too many ticks of the grandfather in the hall. “My god. Maybe he hasn’t told… Elizabeth, isn’t it? And that’s why she hasn’t told you.” He turned his focus to the long window. “The…the coward. I’ll see that he does. Damned if I’ll do that boy’s dirty work again.”

“People, Garrett? What people?”

Suddenly he looked genuinely sad. “I’ve said too much.” He struggled up. “Sorry, Gen.” She glared. “You must tell me.”

“No. He must tell you. Ask him.”

“Start something that could ruin my niece’s happiness? No. You brought it up. You can’t leave without explaining.”

But he was. Leaving.

“I wanted it to be a happy time, Gen, this visit. A kind of peacemaking after all those years at UGA.” He sighed deeply, still genuinely troubled. “The phone? Have to call my ride.”

She stiffened; suddenly everything hurt. “I will not read the stories until you tell me.”

Halfway across the room he stopped. Turned and gave her a crooked grin. “Same ol’ Gen.” He took a step back and flinched, perhaps as much from frustration as the knee. “Tell you what. You read the stories and I will make him tell you.”

“Make him?”

A bitter laugh. “Oh, he does like running my businesses, Dear Heart! He won’t want to lose one. He’ll tell the girl.”

How many times, years ago, had she heard that endearment addressed to other girls? And disgust tightened her throat. “If it takes this to make him honest, he’s not for my niece. No, Garrett! I don’t want my Elizabeth in a family that deals in threats. You can’t direct people’s lives with threats!”

“Ah, how naive you are, Gen. Still.” His smile, though troubled, was almost affectionate. “You’d never guess how many lives I’ve changed with threats.”

So Garrett Gleason was still Garrett Gleason. But he had the grace to appear momentarily embarrassed by his revelation. Defensively, “Gen, a little power helps in a cruel world… And it is a cruel world. Haven’t you learned that yet?”

Her burning outrage was fading. Pathetic, this brilliant scholar. And finally she saw him, an old man with a bum knee, in a shallow world where his imagined small victory over her on the pages of a storybook fifty—no, sixty—years ago loomed as a triumph.

“Not my world, Garrett. And maybe since mine is a kinder world, the situation isn’t as bad as in your world. Let’s just forget about the people. Forget about the threat. I will even read the stories. Yes. Yes, I will and call you tomorrow and tell you which one is yours.” She had decided on a small revenge.

Speechless, he braced himself on the back of a chair. She pulled her walker close.

“Gen,” he said quietly. “You’re a good sport.” But he regarded her with speculation. And finally, “The phone?”

She actually summoned a laugh. “It’s done. I told Carolina to call your grandson at five. That’s my rest hour. And I must start reading!” Surely he heard the hardness?

But he nodded and shrugged amiably. “Enjoy.” And his tone held just a hint of venom.

Tatters, released from Carolina’s room as the front door closed, came to the window meowing at his neglect as Miss Geneva watched Garrett’s slow progress down the walk. The old goat was enjoying leaning on Carolina! His car arrived as they reached the street, and she watched Carolina help him into the front seat. A big man for a slender girl. And his grandson made no move to help. Probably knew the old man liked feeling Carolina close?

So what could it be, this problem? Who these people? She could ask Elizabeth, or she could wait. Wait. Many problems were solved by waiting. But that Garrett would have to bribe his grandson to tell her…outrageous. She lifted her chin, her throat a pool of shadow. He wanted her to read the stories. Which she had many times, of course. Anyhow, she already knew which story she would guess was his. What sweet revenge! And Tatters mewed as if he read her mind.

But she would not tell him on the phone. Invite him for coffee. She could hardly wait to talk about the stories. She would invite Garret the younger, too, safe in the knowledge that he would be in his shop.

She waked at first birdsong, faint through the window. Perhaps it meant a nice morning. Tatters heard it, too, yawned widely with all the sensuous enthusiasm of a cat, and stretched.

“We have us a day, Old Boy,” she muttered as she sat up. “It’s going to be great fun or disaster.”

Unconcerned, he jumped off the bed and trotted toward the kitchen.

She dressed in a lounge suit with a bit of blue threaded through the gray and did what she could with her hair. She even took her lipstick from the dresser drawer, then put it back. Couldn’t have him thinking that warned, she’d gone to pains for him. Anyhow, it was ridiculously early to be getting ready. But at eighty-seven you never knew…

On her walker she made her way to the kitchen just as Carolina emerged from her room. “Miss Geneva! Up so early! And dressed! You should have called me!”

She ignored the concern. “Make extra coffee this morning, Carolina. I’m inviting the elder Gleason to have a cup with us before he heads back to Asheville.”

Carolina grew very still, tensed. Like Tatters when he suspected some unfortunate mouse had wandered into his domain. Then she even softly smacked her lips. “Well!” And still staring at her employer shook her head and blinked as if clearing her vision. “What time?”

“About eleven,” Miss Geneva snapped, turning away. “And don’t get any ideas of a budding friendship!”

“Oh, no, no! But I’ll make a fresh pot closer to eleven. And banana bread.”

Miss Geneva stilled the walker and over her shoulder said, “I’ll be on the porch.”

And Carolina blinked off her shock. “Oh, yes, it does look nice out there. But let me check.”

Miss Geneva swallowed her agitation, reminding herself that Carolina was not deliberately delaying. She was so impressed with Garrett that she must be sure the chairs were clean, no Coke bottles or cans standing around. Terrible that Garrett Gleason could do this to women…even at his age! And she stared at the dew-damp rocker—Carolina had not brought a towel—sighed and sat anyhow. She would dry off before he came.

Carolina handed her the smoking cup and stepped to the banister, gazing across the sparkling grass. Without looking back, “He wants to give you a special goodbye.”

And Miss Geneva could hold it no longer. Writing it in the journal had helped, but she had to tell someone. “He knows about the book, Carolina.”

Carolina turned, bracing against the banister, again stunned. But this time frowning. “Is he going to make trouble?”

Miss Geneva laughed. “He doesn’t know about my story.” “Then what…”

“He has a story in there!”

The thick braid fell forward over her shoulder as Carolina, speechless, bent toward Miss Geneva. This morning had more surprises than she could handle.

“So I’m not the only chosen one! And while that wounds my vanity, I’m thankful he doesn’t know! He thinks that he’s the only one, so proud of having beat me out.”

Carolina reached to take the untouched coffee which was tilting dangerously. Miss Geneva held on to it and sipped, twice, three times. Put her head back against the chair chuckling. “He came all this way, Carolina, to gloat over me. He wants me to pick out his story if I can!”

“Oh, Miss Gen…”

“I can pick out his story all right!” She burst out laughing. “Thought at first I would just tell him about my story and destroy his arrogant illusion. Then I had a better idea.” The coffee cup once more tilting, Carolina reached to straighten it. Their eyes met and held. Carolina took a long, deep breath.

“Miss Geneva! Skullduggery?” She loved that word, new to her—and the wicked smile that animated the old face. And the words that followed.

“Now why would I be up to something? With such a dear old classmate?” She clucked reproof. “Carolina, you do have a devious mind.” Then with the returning grin, “You are my kind of girl.”





Thirteen

“Caro, you are my kind of girl.” Freddy was helping her off the cycle. “Nothing like a bike ride for a break!”

Caro. “Well, your mom did seem pretty anxious to be rid of us…”

She looked at the vaguely familiar landscape, the knoll and trees an island of green in the sea of meadow. The scene of their unpleasant encounter a few months ago. No need to mention that. He did seem to have recovered, or was making a valiant effort.

Then he did mention it. “Not as pretty as our first visit, just a grove of trees, all the blooms gone. Might see deer.” He had clung to her hand and now loosed it to deal with the heavy log gate. She pocketed it, and when he turned to her, didn’t offer it. So he put his arm through hers to lead her toward the knoll. But it was uncomfortable walking, jarring, and she pulled her hand out to take his. Suddenly shy at the silence, she asked, “What is so special about this place?”

He shifted his gaze to the knoll again. “Well, it’s quiet. And believe it or not, I do like quiet…occasionally. And my dad used to bring me here.”

She cocked her head and pulled loose her hand to unbutton her sweater. “You’ve never mentioned him.”

They had reached the trees, the limbs showers of heart-shaped leaves around them. He looked up, squinting at sunlight. She out-waited his silence. Finally, catching a limb and brushing a leaf at her face, he said, “No. And it’s not him… It’s my mom I want to talk about. That’s another reason I like these trees. They don’t tell secrets.”

“Oh.” Carolina pulled off her sweater and spread it over the only level place she could spot. He gave her a hand down, then sprawled across from her, resting on an elbow.

“Your mom and dad were okay with each other?”

She shrugged, thoughtful. “When the gigs were good.”

Freddy nodded, running his fingers through a clump of grass. Under the trees it was short and patchy. “You were lucky…well.” He suddenly remembered their deaths. “Sorry…”

She leaned to touch the hand worrying through the grass. “It’s all right. This is about your mom and the doll man, right?”

He studied her a heartbeat or two before nodding. “Yeah. You know what’s going on?” Carolina moved backward till she felt the tree trunk against her spine. She stretched her denimed legs then crossed them, her feet almost touching his, and regarded him curiously. She had never seen him quite so serious. Careful. What did he want from her? Whatever, mustn’t get Miss Elizabeth in trouble. “What do you think?”

He studied the branches again. An unwise ant ran across his finger, and he crushed it. “There’s something not right. At the party I saw she’s a lot crazier about him than he is about her.”

“The guy’s a reserved person.”

He shook his head. “You heard her say anything about marrying him?”

“Freddy, I’m not around when she and Miss Geneva talk family.”

Then almost angrily, “But you bring them coffee and tea, and sometimes Mom’s there for meals…”

Carolina shook her head, her impatience bright on her face. “Miss Elizabeth never mentions serious things when I’m around.”

He flung grass shreds aside and rose, pacing away a few feet, then turned. “She wants to marry him. I heard her talking to Aunt Betts, and she wants to marry him!”

Carolina tried not to show surprise, but gazed up at him. “That would change your life,” she said quietly.

He stood looking down at her. “Damn right.”

And the seven years between them suddenly became very clear. She sighed for him, and for Miss Elizabeth, as she pushed herself up. “Freddy, in a year, isn’t it, you go to Athens for grad work. Two years, is it? Your mom will be alone. You ever lived alone, Freddy?”

He glared up at the trees, hands clenching. “I knew you would say that. It’s so hackneyed. Have you thought, Carolina? She has Betts, Aunt Gen, you! She has some book club, bridge club, church. She’s a Hopelane. Forget Henderson—in this town Hopelane dominates. Half the town’s either cousins or friends!”

“That’s not having someone to come home to.”

He moved close to her. “That’s not the point, Caro, darling. And the point is not me, and my life changing, as you think. The point is my mom’s life. I saw her suffer with one loser—yes, my dad, much as I loved him, was a loser—I don’t want to see that happen to her again!” He straightened and stepped away. “What’s important, Carolina, is who she would be coming home to.”

Well, your great aunt would say it’s also important that you realize you made a grammatical error… She moved to take his arm, and felt the tension through the smooth almost fleecy material of his shirt. And he turned, looking down at her, a face of such unhappiness she could not draw away. Maybe it wasn’t himself he was thinking about. Maybe he really was concerned for his mother. Then he was bending, his shoulders against hers, his hands cupping the back of her head. Startled, Carolina gave a small push, but…his lips…gentle yet insistent. She could even feel the indention in his upper lip, result of a bike fall in his childhood. I must stop this… This must not happen, he’s a child. Still…amazing! That seven years could flicker into insignificance.

He stepped away first, and she opened her eyes to an unfamiliar face. He pulled her braid to the front of her shoulder and stroked it as if it were precious. “Sorry, Caro. But I’ve wanted to do that ever since I saw you coming from Aunt Gen’s house that day.”

“Oh, Freddy…you mustn’t… You know I’m too old for—”

“And you have the most gorgeous sad eyes. Thought I might bring a bit of fun into them.” He put his fingers to her lips, then pressed them to his lips. She could only feel a dread now imagining Miss Elizabeth’s and Miss Geneva’s horror. She pulled free to retrieve her sweater and shake the leaves from it and to try to shake off her confused feelings.

He caught her loosely, for a moment with a shadow of the old grin, “Don’t worry about ages, Caro! I’ll catch up.” Then as she stared—was he contemplating another kiss?—he touched his forehead to hers and said, “The bike is calling.”


Miss Geneva was relieved to hear Carolina in the kitchen but disappointed that Freddy hadn’t come in. Her words that the old Garrett was due in a few minutes had sent Elizabeth scurrying before she’d gotten to the point of her visit. And Miss Geneva sensed that her niece’s visit had something to do with Garret the younger’s mysterious problem. Be with us, Lord, whatever it is. What else can happen this morning? She closed her eyes thankfully at the music of pans and mixer coming from the kitchen.

She’d not been happy herself at the idea of having to face Garrett alone, when Elizabeth made her unexpected departure. All along, she had anticipated his visit with unease. But in light of Betts’ bad news, she recognized it as a welcome diversion from her niece’s problem and guilt over her revenge on the old classmate. After all, she deserved a little fun that couldn’t cause too much pain. And she stepped smiling to the hall mirror, smoothing her remnant of hair. Well, Garrett didn’t have so much either. And she heard the oven door close…banana bread…as the hall clock struck quarter to eleven.

She stepped to the kitchen door. “Carolina, darling, would you get me the book, please.”

A struggle with the walker through the door to the sun-touched porch, where she settled in a now dry chair, the book on her lap. Stories, the recessed letters said to her fingertips. And as a sort of subtitle, Randolf Marks, PhD. She opened to the Table of Contents. Yes, there it was, her story, “Wild Angel.” Her smile twisted; she had been wild…imagining a professor loved her. And which one was Garrett’s? She thought she knew…

Well, he was on time. And the aroma of banana bread drifted to the porch as Carolina brought him coffee and moved a small table close to him. He had settled in the other rocker and half-turned toward Miss Geneva, smiling at the book as he winked up at Carolina.

“So you think you know.”

“Well, I definitely know which is the best story, and that one of course would be yours.” Carolina had some trouble opening the screen as she left them.

Garrett laughed. “Of course! Which one?” And she pointed.

He stared. At her finger and then at her. “‘Wild Angel’? You think I could have written that purple prose?”

Carolina opened the screen but lingered on the threshold pretending to drop something and bending for it. She needn’t have bothered. Neither noticed her.

Miss Geneva’s shock sounded convincing…if you didn’t know her well. “But Garrett it’s…it’s poetry! I always suspected you had a bit of poetry in that dark soul!”

“Well, you’re wrong. Dead wrong.” She had expected indignation but not this anger, and she regarded the fine china cup in his shaking hand with concern. For the cup.

“Then it’s this one!” She hurried to calm him, and reluctantly with no evidence of calming, he snorted. “Of course it is!” He sat back, for a moment resting his head on the chair and closing his eyes. He’d put a hand over the top of the cup to steady it. Then he turned, eyes glaring. “And you knew it. You knew it! Of course you did!” He sat forward still flushed, cheeks quivering. “This was to trick me. Oh, Gen… I thought we were past tricking each other!”

Carolina no longer feared being detected. She could not see Miss Geneva’s face, but she heard her chuckle.

“Oh, come on, Garrett. What fun would we have if we didn’t still fool with each other?” And he straightened, leaned back, and closed his eyes again.

“Had to have your little revenge, huh, Gen? You know you could have caused me to have a heart attack? Would that have made you happy?”

Miss Geneva’s voice climbed several decibels with shock. “You have a heart, Garrett?”

So Miss Geneva was not going to tell him “Wild Angel” was hers? Well, no more excitement then; must get the banana bread. And as she moved from the door, the growl Carolina heard slowly turned to grumbles of laughter.





Fourteen

“You didn’t tell him ‘Wild Angel’ was yours.”

In the kitchen now, Miss Geneva took a sip of coffee to go with her extra banana bread. She had given Garrett an affectionate goodbye, and Carolina surprised them both by bringing him a foil-wrapped parcel of banana bread. “We’d never eat it all. Help you to the car?”

But his smile faded as he saw his grandson climbing from the car.

“Just want to say hello to Miss Geneva,” the younger Garret called, and strode up the walk. “Haven’t seen you to tell you how great the party was. Have another one soon.” He laughed—but not his grandfather, nor Miss Geneva as she squeezed the near, unsteady hand and at which he surprised her with a brief hug.

“Well, Gen,” he shrugged, “who knows if we’ll see each other again…outside a casket that is.”

“Pop!” Garret pretended shock, but Miss Geneva detected a quizzical look cast in her direction. He wonders what his grandfather told me. She gave her old competitor a light slap. He rubbed the cheek, “A fitting farewell!” and slapping at his grandson’s hand, went almost agilely down the steps.

Hardly a limp, she noticed. The old bounder would outlast her, no doubt.

“You didn’t tell him ‘Wild Angel’ was yours,” Carolina repeated with a note of reproach.

“That would have been mean, not just fun. I had my revenge.”

And Carolina shook her head in admiration. Which Miss Geneva didn’t see as she worried at her coffee cup. No mention of Elizabeth or the problem. But she expected to hear from her niece, as their meeting had been aborted. Perhaps to learn what the problem was and who the mysterious people.


Garret was driving his grandfather home to Asheville. So he would be gone most of the afternoon. In those hours, could she absorb what he…and his grandfather…had disclosed? Hardly noon, her heart as heavy as an overloaded suitcase, Elizabeth poured a glass of chardonnay. She stood in her breakfast nook. No intention of going to the shop today. Maybe never again… No, no, she couldn’t live with that. There had to be a way out… Dear God there has to be a way! But it was more than the other woman, no longer going on, he’d said, ended once he realized how deep his feelings were for Elizabeth. It was that he hadn’t informed her of the situation from the first. Even worse, would he have revealed the situation at all if the old man hadn’t more or less forced him to? And was it over? How could she believe him?

She put the half-emptied glass on the table and buried her face in her hands. But I love him, Lord! I love him so terribly. Why are you doing this to me?

The front door slammed. Freddy, windblown and…and what? Unhappy even before he saw the wine glass and her stricken face.

His expression changed to concern. “What is it, Mom? What’s going on?” She shook her head, trying to smile.

“Love, Freddy…”

“Has that doll man done something?”

Her smile faded. Even now… “I wish you wouldn’t call him that.”

“Well, has he?”

“Oh, nothing, Freddy. Just feeling a little unloved, I guess.”

His short laugh startled her. “Well, for once we’re on the same page!”

And for a moment she forgot her pain. “Carolina?”

He only looked at her. This time she had no tirade. How rare. And his expression slipped to mild surprise when she shook her head and said, “I’m sorry, Freddy. It hurts. Believe me, I know it hurts. And not any less because I’m old—by your standards.”

She never drank in front of him, but this time upturned her glass and drained it. As she took it to the sink, she said, “And that doesn’t help.”

“Why, Mom? Why do you put up with this guy?”

She turned. “Why do you keep after a girl who doesn’t want you? A fine girl, but I want you to find someone more…of your sort.” Then seeing his face darken, “One from a more stable background, Freddy. Traveling musicians for parents? Brought up by an old grandmother we know nothing about…a sister who doesn’t sound too great…”

“And a brother in Afghanistan.” He turned toward the hall. “And I hope for someone better for you…someone who doesn’t drive you to drink!”

“Freddy!”

But his steps rasped on the stair. Elizabeth sighed and gazed at the ceiling. And the tears trickled across her temples. Aunt Geneva again? No. She would have no mercy. Better to talk to Betts. Yes, Betts had suffered with Greg. This was the kind of thing you talked to your sister about.

But Betts, from whom she had expected outraged sympathy, was thoughtful as Elizabeth’s story ended, leaned back in her chair and sipped the spiced tea. Elizabeth, confused, reached for her cup and hardly tasted the tea that almost burned her mouth. Then Betts said, “He started with this woman when his wife had been ill a year? She comforted him.” Just the slightest note of sarcasm. “Well, Lib, you’ve got to admit a year is a pretty long time for a man to go without his comforts.”

Elizabeth rattled her cup onto its saucer. “And there’s the daughter. He tried to persuade me she’s the reason he can’t break off entirely. He’s fond of her, and he says she’s crazy about him.” She looked at her sister with distress. “She’s fourteen, lost her father a few years ago, so he’s afraid of what a total break would do to her.”

“Do you believe that?”

“I want to.” Elizabeth drew a long breath and collapsed against the deep pillow in her chair. Betts was a pillow fanatic. Every chair that could hold one held one, and her sofas overflowed with various sizes in wildly discordant colors. Never “arranged” as Elizabeth could visualize them but tossed obviously to be enjoyed. Maybe it was an attempt to make Greg stay home.

“And he will continue upkeep to this woman?”

“No. He wants to continue paying the daughter’s expenses. She’s a cheerleader and has to make trips and have uniforms her mother can’t afford. So. He’s promised to help her with college and feels he can’t back out.”

“Are you all right with all that?”

“How can I know right now? Betts, I am stunned.” And her sister leaned forward with a sigh.

“Well, at least I’m rarely stunned anymore.”

“Oh, Betts.” They stared across the slant of afternoon sun.

“Does Freddy know any of this?”

“Dear God, not yet. I almost told Aunt Gen, but thank goodness we were interrupted before I got around to it. And that’s another thing, Betts. If I do agree to all this, Freddy may be lost to me.” A cruel thought swirling out of her confusion.

“Do I love Garret more than my own son?”

Betts reached to touch her knee. “Don’t go that way. It’s a different kind of love.”

“But that’s the way Freddy will go.”

“Let him. He’ll get over it. Your concern is whether you can trust Garret or not. Take my word for it, nothing’s worth living with suspicion.”

For a moment Elizabeth’s heartache went out to her sister.

“Has he enlightened you at all about the doll?”

Betts covered her sister’s hand with her own and looked down at them, till she met Elizabeth’s gaze, saying, “Usually you cover me, this is a switch.” She grinned, a bit shakily. “He’s never enlightened me about lots of things…but let’s talk about your problem.”

Elizabeth could not manage a smile. “I think you’ve said all that can be said. I must decide… Can I trust him?”

“Well, you know what Aunt Gen would say anyhow, ‘Pray.’”

Elizabeth sat back, her hands clasped across her lap. “And I will; I have.” She loosened her hands, turning palms up. “But will I hear God’s answer or myself answering what I want to hear?”

Her sister’s stare was steady. “Only you and God…well, maybe only God…can know that.” She paused.

“It’s a risk, Lib. Every marriage is a risk. Is it worth taking?”

When the phone rang and Carolina held it toward her, mouthing, “Miss Elizabeth,” Miss Geneva thought, “Finally, I’ll hear the problem…”

But Elizabeth said only, “Just checking on you. I realize I’ve neglected you for a while.”

“Oh? Well, I did wonder about your last visit…”

Elizabeth’s laugh did not convince her. “It was nothing, really. Just wanted to talk a minute.”

“You have me now. Would you like to come by?”

“Later, Aunt Gen. I’m on my way to the library. You want anything?”

“See if there’s a Rendell…or P. D. James. Bring me one of those, and I’ll reward you with a piece of gingerbread just out of the oven and lemon sauce.”

She didn’t wait for her niece but settled at the table and indulged herself, though Carolina declined the invitation to join her.

“Maybe I’ll learn what sent her flying out of here on that last visit,” she said. And at Carolina’s lifted eyebrows, “when I told her old Garrett was coming…” Miss Geneva focused on forking a piece of gingerbread.

She was still lingering over coffee when Elizabeth breezed in without knocking, and beyond her the afternoon glowed with the special light of spring as Carolina closed the door, thinking, “In the spring a young man’s fancy lightly turns…” Well, what she wanted was for his fancy to lightly turn away…

“You’re in luck!” Elizabeth plopped two books on the kitchen table. “The latest novels by both your favorite writers. Darrell had saved them for you.”

“Gingerbread?” Miss Geneva stroked the books as Elizabeth pulled out a chair. And noted that her niece looked too bright-eyed. Something was still bothering her. But she let her enjoy the gingerbread before saying, “And you know my curiosity… But what was the problem on your last visit?”

Elizabeth sipped coffee and smiled at Carolina. “Great gingerbread, Carolina.” Then focusing on her aunt, she said, “Last visit?”

“It upset you that old Mr. Garrett was coming, and you left in a hurry as if to escape him.”

“Oh, the old fellow was upsetting in general! Who knows which time that was! But let’s not talk about him now.” And she smiled at Carolina, who had started toward the hall.

“No, wait, Carolina! I have a problem I want to run by you: Freddy!” And she laughed. “Has he said anything to you about this girl? A waitress at the new coffee shop? He’s been stopping for coffee too often! And last night he took her out. Naturally I got no report.” Then she smiled encouragingly. “I know you’re good friends, and thought maybe he’d said something to you?”

As Carolina struggled with this news (A turn. What I wanted, right?), Miss Geneva noticed her hands went quickly into her jeans pockets, and she chuckled. “We met her—remember, Carolina? That unhappy, unpleasant girl. I can’t imagine Freddy being attracted to her!”

Elizabeth smiled again but the smile chilled Carolina. “No accounting for taste, though, is there, Carolina? But I will try not to worry. There’s usually not much length to a teenage romance.”

And as Elizabeth’s mug came down a bit heavily on the table, Miss Geneva said quietly into Carolina’s silence, “Can be true of a romance at any age, Elizabeth.” Elizabeth stared at her aunt. Oh, Father! Please not a warning—through Aunt Gen!

“Freddy doesn’t confide in me,” Carolina now managed, even lifted an eyebrow and gave an exaggeratedly distressed smile. “Maybe that girl is why!” And Miss Geneva winked at her.

Elizabeth dabbed her lips with the fringed kitchen napkin—never a paper one in her aunt’s house. And pushed back her chair. “I’d better be on my way. Freddy’s home and I need to be in case he’s having supper with me instead of a hamburger with her!”

Suddenly Miss Geneva realized, “You have the afternoon off!” She could manage only a nod; the smile was unsteady.

“No, wait. This might be a good time.” And Elizabeth stiffened as her aunt began to rise, too. “I have a problem I need to discuss with you. Come into the living room?”

“I do need to get home, Aunt Gen…”

And Miss Geneva, turning her walker toward the hall, paused to look steadily into her niece’s eyes. Emphatically, she said, “It shouldn’t take long.”

Silently they crossed the hall and went to the wing chairs beside the cold hearth. But Elizabeth sat forward, car keys and purse in hand.

“You know I think of you as a daughter, Elizabeth.”

As if you can know what it feels like to have a daughter. Elizabeth leaned back, chin up, eyes wary.

“And love you and care very much about your happiness.”

Oh, this was going to be bad. This kind of talk from Aunt Gen was always a bad sign.

Miss Geneva observed her niece’s impatience and lifted a hand. “It’s not a problem of my imagination. Garret’s grandfather indicated to me there was some reason that you would never be able to marry. I was not aware he had asked you.”

They turned as Carolina called, “You two need anything before I hit the books?”

“We’re fine.” Miss Geneva’s curt tone was rare. And she waited in silence until she heard Carolina’s door close, never taking her eyes off her niece’s suddenly ravaged face, and heard her sigh, loud and long. Why, Elizabeth wondered, did she ever think she could keep anything from this woman?

“Has he proposed to you? I thought I would be the first to know.”

Her shoulders hurt as she shrugged. “Oh, Aunt Gen, you… He hasn’t gotten on bended knee. We’ve talked about it. What we’ll do when we’re married, where we might live, about my working in the shop…”

“Has he mentioned a problem?”

And Elizabeth twisted the car keys on a finger. I need a little time, Father. Time to think of a way to put this that is fair to Garret. Time. Her voice was firm. “No.”

Of course Miss Geneva recognized the lie. She stared at the hands, the keys. And what, Lord, is the key to handling this? Not confrontation. Haven’t I seen what that can do?

“Ask him then, what his grandfather was referring to.” She even managed half a smile. “I know what an old rascal he is…loves to cause trouble, but in case this is serious, if it could embarrass the family…”

“Embarrass the family, Aunt Gen? I don’t want to, no. But if it comes to Garret or the family…” She realized the keys were cutting into her hand. And her aunt saw.

“It may be a mere embarrassment your Garret doesn’t want to talk about. Something about his wife that he hasn’t been able to tell you yet.” She was startled as Elizabeth rose and bent to kiss her.

“Thanks, Aunt Gen. I’ll ask him. Now I must go see what Freddy’s up to.”

And Freddy. What about Freddy? From the long front window Miss Geneva watched her down the walk to her car. Had Elizabeth considered what her marriage might do to Freddy? Had she talked to Garret about him?


As she turned into her drive Elizabeth wondered whether Aunt Gen’s questions were God-sent or simply the fears of an old woman. Yet how enduring is Garret’s love? He dropped the widow he was seeing quickly enough.

“But he said he never loved her.” She spoke aloud. As if that might make it true. And he said it in that voice, that voice she had fallen in love with.

Betts’ words echoed, “No love’s worth living with suspicion.” And she retorted angrily to the dim garage, with its one window showing afternoon fading beyond the early cherries, “But I do want to live with Garret…and…with almost anything!”


As he locked the shop that evening, he suggested a walk along the tree-lined street under dogwood branches with blossoms white as stars against the fading light. Or like bridal bouquets, Elizabeth thought miserably. The days had not been easy. She had felt his almost steady gaze ever since she had said they must not see each other for a while. Aside from work. Could they manage that? he asked.

Once, as they went over an authentication for a doll, he covered her hand. She quivered a smile but pulled away and walked to the door.

“See you tomorrow?” His luminescent eyes burned with an intensity she’d never seen, and did a muscle in his jaw twitch? Her imagination? Longing wrapped her like a warm blanket. And her hand stilled on the knob. But, “Till we finish with that doll,” she whispered and turned the knob.

She did not come back to finish with the doll. She did not come back or return his calls for three endless weeks. Two or three mornings a week she went to her sister. Talking over coffee, trying to look at the situation from a hopeful angle. Sometimes weeping into Betts’ paper napkins, so much more efficient than Aunt Gen’s linen…


But June came, and Hannah graduated from kindergarten to become very much a presence in the household. Actually, Elizabeth admitted Hannah’s presence was good for her. She took her niece to the library for Story Time, to the club pool for swimming lessons, to a small zoo in a neighboring town, to friends’ homes where harassed mothers welcomed a playmate. She tried to lose her debilitating sadness in the joyous freedom of the child. And of course there was more time for her aunt.

“But can’t see her too often. She doesn’t know I’ve left the shop.” A morning with Betts, when Hannah was away. “She’s such a perceptive old thing. She knows something’s wrong and won’t rest until I tell her.”

Betts cupped her mug in both hands. “And will you?”

Lowering it, Elizabeth twisted her mug back and forth—the way her mind had swung between faith and doubt all these weeks. “I don’t know. You know how horrified she’d be, but the old Garrett told her there’s a problem. And could we ever be happy in this town? She might even disown me.”

Betts covered her wrist. “She might surprise you.”

“The Paragon? Never. Then there’s Freddy. Betts, I just don’t see anything good coming of all this.” Her arm hit a sticky spot on the table, and she dipped Betts’ paper napkin into a nearby glass of water to wipe her arm. “Good heavens, do you have pancakes every morning? Not good for Hannah…”

Betts grinned, “We all have our sticky spots, Libba. Some good, some bad. As for good coming of this, I’ve had time to think about you. You’ve been so proper all your life, maybe you’ve earned a little impropriety.”

Elizabeth looked up, stilled the cup. “Betts…you…you sound as if you think—”

“You think! I know, I talked about living with suspicion…but also think about living with loneliness…running into him downtown…seeing him at parties. Maybe he’ll even marry someone else!” Leaning toward her sister, she almost whispered, “I just want you to weigh both sides, pray…”

Elizabeth noticed Betts’ arm hit the sticky spot and handed the wet napkin to her. Then pushed back her chair. She had prayed. And prayed. And the Lord was not helping. “Have to go,” she said. “Meds to pick up.” And she kissed her sister’s troubled brow.


Miss Geneva had often wished her desk closer to her bed. But at least it was beside the room’s long window, a twin to the living room window, so when she looked up from her writing she could see the oak, just now alive with chickadees, titmice, sparrows. Good thing Tatters was asleep on her bed. The birds were happy. And though daffodils were gone, some azaleas still held blossoms, white, salmon. A glory of a red one, defying the June sun.

She looked down at the green journal’s pages…two filled with the account of her birthday party. Warming up, she called it. And it was rather fun. But…to write about Garrett and the professor’s book? Difficult. She smoothed the pages. In her early years she could have filled thirty in the time she’d been sitting here. But already old hands were having twinges—her spirit even more. And she placed her pen in the crevice between pages. Carolina’s close voice startled her.

“Oh, sorry, Miss Geneva, but thought you would want to know, Miss Elizabeth brought your medicines.” Carolina put the plastic sack on the bed.

Miss Geneva slammed the journal closed and struggled to get free of the desk. “Don’t let her go! I want to talk to her!”

Carolina hurried to help her up. “Go, go, child, catch her!”

Carolina was torn over which duty came first, Miss Geneva’s order or her safety. But, seeing her desperation, ran to the kitchen door…

Elizabeth moved heavily back up the steps to the kitchen, stood gripping the frame of the opened door. “Sorry Aunt Gen, but time is pressing for me.”

Your clothes need some pressing, too, Miss Geneva noticed with concern. Elizabeth, who rarely had a wrinkle. This was not an occasion for coffee in the kitchen and without explanation, Miss Geneva said, “Come in the living room, Elizabeth.”

“Iced tea? Lemonade?” Carolina called, but neither seemed to hear her. The walker thumped determinedly toward the familiar pair of wingback chairs. “You’ve neglected me, and I want to know why.” Miss Geneva’s face was a mix of reproach and unhappiness.

Elizabeth felt a helplessness creeping over her. What good was all this secrecy? It had caused nothing but pain. Still, her aunt might not have to know. But, of course, she would dig till she found out.

Elizabeth, opening her purse and searching it, fought for composure. Her aunt handed her a tissue and waited. The hall clock’s ticks seemed loud, its strikes belabored vibrations heavy on the air. Time dragged, literally, Miss Geneva thought. Suitable accompaniment.

Elizabeth blew her nose, held the tissue to her face, eyes closed. The helplessness said, Give up. Tell her. If you don’t, you know someone will. Asheville and Hopelane are too closely connected. But who in Asheville knows? It might not be known there, and she will be so crushed…a scandal in the late years of her life. And do I want to marry him? Has he been truthful to me? Oh, Father, I do want to marry him…

“Elizabeth?” Her aunt’s voice was firm but calm.

She lowered the tissue and met the clear old eyes, then said so softly Miss Geneva almost didn’t hear. But because she half expected it, understood.

“It isn’t working out, Aunt Geneva.”

“I was afraid of that. He’s too…rich, too sophisticated…”

But Elizabeth looked up. “No, it…it isn’t his fault. I just—there’s too much against us… Freddy…”

Miss Geneva drew back, hands clutched. “I wondered about that.”

And as Elizabeth’s lips formed the word, “It’s…” the doorbell stopped her. Miss Geneva frowned. “That thing gets louder with age. I’m not expecting anyone.”

“Freddy possibly.” Elizabeth straightened. Her son had been unusually attentive these difficult weeks, as if there might be some way he could help.

And for the first time she could remember, Miss Geneva was not pleased at the prospect of a visit from her grandnephew.

They waited as Carolina rattled the old door open. Then, “Why, Mr. Garret.”





Fifteen

The old clock managed five belabored strikes as Miss Geneva entered her bedroom and, after a glance at the forgotten journal still waiting on her desk (Had Carolina seen her writing in it?), made her way to the window. The old oak stood as strong a symbol of the endurance of the Hopelanes as ever. Then for a few seconds, dizziness struck. She closed her eyes and clung to the walker. This would pass, she knew, but the confusion, the doubt of the past hour still shook her. And she turned the walker so that she could use its seat. To sit and reassure herself with a familiar scene of tree and birds while she tried to make something of the scene she’d just experienced.

Oh, he had strode in, all confident smiles and elegant greetings, extending his hand to Miss Geneva; Elizabeth had risen. But she didn’t look at all steady. “Garrett, what are you doing here?”

“Why, darling! I’ve come to ask Miss Geneva for your hand in marriage! Isn’t that the proper way? And we know Miss Geneva likes things done the proper way!” It might have been sarcasm; it might not have.

He’d been as cool as ice, and even remembering, Miss Geneva felt a twinge of admiration. Perhaps there was something of quality in the man. And now she turned her eyes from the birds to stare at the time-ravaged hand he had caught with determination yet gentleness. He had actually had the…arrogance? gall? courage?…to ask to marry Elizabeth! When they’d known each other hardly four months! And already a problem.

Under his, her old hand had balled into a fist from which even now her fingers ached.

Then he had released her and stepped to Elizabeth, gripping her face in those hands and almost whispering, “If you’ll still have me.” Remembering the agony and hope on her niece’s face tore at Miss Geneva’s heart, a heart that had almost stopped as Elizabeth didn’t answer, and finally he turned back to her, pulling the coffee table close so that as he sat on it he could reach these old hands. “I expect you have some questions for me.”

Elizabeth had collapsed into her chair. “Garrett, you don’t have to do this.”

Miss Geneva remembered his eyes, so dark, any hint of playfulness gone. “Of course I do. It’s my responsibility, certainly not yours.” And while she wholeheartedly agreed, the words that had deeply shaken her came next: “Miss Geneva, this is a plea for forgiveness and trust. I have been unfaithful to one woman and have hurt another. But Elizabeth has changed my life—my character—and I need her. I will always need her. I know you are a woman of strong morals but also of compassion…” Forgiveness…trust…compassion. Words. Which we have to make flesh by living them. As he held her eyes, a memory had stirred. Long ago, in the flush of her young Christianity, an evangelist asked her, “Would you die for Jesus?” And it had shattered her to admit…no. But she had spent her life trying to make up for that.

Elizabeth had broken the spell…

“Garret, stop!” her voice a raw twist of pain, and Miss Geneva had pulled her hands free. Her precious niece suffering so. Oh, Elizabeth, what am I to think of this beautiful voice now? What do you think? But she couldn’t speak. Had she spoken at all during that interminable hour? Silent words to God, Help me!

Now, here in the safety of her room, repeated aloud. “Lord, how has this happened?” No matter if Carolina heard. “I thought you and I were looking after her. Elizabeth! Oh, Elizabeth!”

But the birds had left. Darkness wrapped the old tree.

Yes, his voice had held a strength she hadn’t noticed before. He had his grandfather’s charisma and eloquence and more—was better looking! She could understand someone loving him—but Elizabeth? Her Elizabeth? How could she love a man who had been unfaithful? And she had looked past him as Elizabeth came toward her, awkwardly bending to embrace her and suddenly sobbing onto her neck.

She had held her niece quietly for a heartbeat or two, then, “And Freddy?” Elizabeth straightened as if struck, and Miss Geneva had struggled up, tense against Garret’s helping hands.

“Freddy?” she repeated, looking hard at him.

And turned her back on his words to escape to this room.

Where the blackened window now held only reflections of familiar objects around the old lady rising from her walker. Forgiveness? She never wanted to see the Gleason name again, certainly not write about it—Compassion? Her neck was wet with tears.

Carolina watched her reach the desk, her fingers touching the smooth green cover. Was it the thing to do? Would it work?

“Miss Gen, how about dinner out?” She waited as the old face turned to her, expressionless. At least not the swift objections she’d feared. “You remember the little coffee shop? They serve soup and sandwiches. Or we could try Zaxby’s for a salad.”

She was regarded in silence, by a face still expressionless. Too outlandish an idea? Carolina waited.

Then the faintest twitch of old lips. “And you want to check out that girl again.”

Carolina gripped the foot of the bed in an upsurge of relieved laughter. Had that been in the back of her mind—was it the real motive behind what she had thought innocently might cheer the old lady?


“She may not work this late,” Miss Geneva had warned as they drove. But there she was, taking an order at a near booth, so, smiling into the girl’s startled recognition, Miss Geneva stopped beside the booth next to it.

“Nice to see you again,” she said as the girl, finishing with the order, slapped down menus before them. No response except a slightly lifted chin and averted eyes while one foot tapped impatience.

Carolina caught her breath as Miss Geneva chuckled. “You can relax. I’m not going to try to convert you.”

Deeply blue eyes widened and betrayed anger. Could Freddy be charmed by such blue? And did she hope he was or that he wasn’t? She tried to subtly scrutinize the girl as she took their orders. Nice height, a little too thin, good hair. Well, she might soon have an answer. As the girl left them, the shop’s door opened and in he came breezily, smiling his surprise with a hint of guilt?

“Hello, hello!” He slipped into the booth beside Carolina. “Finally got you cornered!”

“Why, Freddy!” Miss Geneva pressed her hands in her lap, after an instant of pleasure, suddenly remembering the afternoon’s development. But quickly smiling. “Is Elizabeth not feeding you tonight?” And Carolina marveled at her recovery.

He toyed with the small holder of artificial sweetener, his grin forced. “Oh, she’s out with her doll man.” He shifted on the bench. “Anyhow, she can’t make a hamburger anywhere near as good as Corley’s.”

Did he realize how strained his aunt’s face was? “Corley?”

The girl came toward them and placed a menu in front of Freddy, her manner all smiles. Almost obsequious, Carolina thought with a touch of disgust. Still the girl wasn’t at all bad with those smiles. Obviously infatuated with Freddy.

He caught her free hand. “Yes, this is my friend Corley. She keeps me well-fed. My aunt, Miss Eaton, Corley, and another friend, Carolina.”

“We’ve met,” Miss Geneva managed pleasantly, then dismissed the girl with her remark, “Freddy, you’ve neglected us. Carolina and I want to hear about your latest escapades.”

The young back was very straight as Corley pulled her hand free and tapped her pencil until Freddy said, “The usual, sweetheart.”

And Carolina had to smile. Was that his order or his escapades?

As they returned home, pulling under the porte cochere, Carolina wondered, was that “sweetheart” meant to upset her? Or was it just Freddy? She sighed and climbed out to get the walker. What a day.


What a day, Miss Geneva thought, gently removing Tatters from her pillow. Lord, Lord, too much going on. I must have a talk with Elizabeth about Freddy. He’s not eating right, and this is not his sort of girl. And about Garret’s other woman. But not yet. Not yet. When will I be able to talk to my niece again? Even the thought of it drained her.

“Miss Geneva?”

And here came a handful of pills. Everything hard to swallow today and tonight. She’d almost choked on the hamburger. As she downed the pills, “How about a cup of hot tea for a nightcap?” Carolina asked.

Miss Geneva nodded.

As for Freddy and this unpleasant girl, she knew her nephew well enough to believe he was not seriously interested. Just a friend. And while she had never really concerned herself with his and Carolina’s relationship, assuming it would fade, she now sighed. Had she detected a bit of unhappiness in Carolina as they drove home? Freddy had settled in the booth, showed no inclination to abort his visit. And she whispered against her pillow, “Lord, isn’t one romantic tangle enough? Or do you enjoy them?”


A few days later, on a rain-streaked morning, she lingered on the bedside, toeing into her slippers. From her desk the green journal reproached the writer in her. A distinguished family, the Hopelanes deserved a chronicler. Is this why You’ve kept me here, Lord? This? Is this what You want me to do? Like those chroniclers in the Bible? Lord! Forgive such a blasphemous idea. We’re not especially inspiring but maybe a bit interesting…?

She stared at the rain-dimmed oak. Still, it might be a help to some family genealogist… Lord, I’ll need an angel or two. And she chuckled against Tatters as he jumped on the bed and nuzzled her. “Badgering future generations! They can never be rid of us, Old Boy!”

Then as Carolina came to the door with coffee…

“On my desk, please darling. Have some ‘thank yous’ to write.”

She still didn’t want Carolina to see her writing in the journal. Raise the girl’s hopes when she was shaky about all this. Maybe if the Lord would be more specific…maybe healing these arthritic hands…

As Carolina put the smoking cup on a level paperweight, Miss Geneva studied her caregiver’s face. “Ever hear anything from Freddy about our encounter with the girlfriend?”

Carolina straightened and stared at the books lined on the desktop. “He said he’s her mentor in some kind of tutoring program.” She shook her head and gave Miss Geneva a skeptical smile. “Hard to picture Freddy as a mentor.”

As soon as Carolina closed the door, Miss Geneva pulled forward the green journal. And pressed it open. And the pain came. Not the hands, the heart. But not for long. The phone saved her. Elizabeth.

As they settled in the living room, Elizabeth explained that she hadn’t come sooner because she had promised Garret not to come without him. “He wants to be part of all this, Aunt Gen, to be as involved with plans and you as much as possible, to really feel a part of the family. But I think you and I need time to talk, and today he has business in Asheville so maybe this timing is providential.”

Well, maybe she hadn’t lost all her religion. Miss Geneva had hope, but her smile was grim. Elizabeth’s appearance was alarming. She must have lost twenty pounds, and her face showed the years, usually so artfully concealed.

“Elizabeth, dear child, let me put your mind at rest. I will not call out the National Guard to stop you and Garret. I want only your happiness and security. And who knows how much longer I’ll be around to…to look out for you.”

Elizabeth leaned forward. They sat in the old living room chairs, which needed upholstering, she noticed. And where the antique clock’s tick seemed an ominous struggle.

“Aunt Gen, Garret will look after me. Don’t you believe he loves me?”

“Darling, I saw his grandfather operate back in my college days…a real Casanova… You do know what a Casanova is, and Garret could very well have the same qualities. And this other woman…”

“That woman is out of the picture.”

“Except that he is going to continue to support the daughter! Had it occurred to you that she might be his from an earlier affair?”

Elizabeth sat back, astonished. “Of course not! This woman didn’t meet him until his wife became so ill—three years ago! The girl is fourteen, almost fifteen years old!”

“That’s his story. I do hope you’re not being influenced by the fact of his wealth. Just because a person is prosperous doesn’t mean they’re morally sound. And anyhow, I suspect his grandfather made all the money. How can one live on the income from an antique business?”

Here Elizabeth rose, gathering up purse and keys. “I came for a sensible, conciliatory talk, Aunt Gen. You’ve already made up your mind.”

“Elizabeth darling, someone must play devil’s advocate, you do know what—”

She almost screamed, “I do know what devil’s advocate means! And you take an Oscar! Do you know what Oscar means? But I’m marrying him, Aunt Gen, for better or worse, for richer or poorer, in sickness or in health till the day we die!” Elizabeth’s voice had calmed a bit but strengthened as she spoke. She blinked, staring in amazement at her aunt. Or herself? It was the first time she had ever allowed herself to speak that way to her aunt, certainly with such defiance.

Miss Geneva straightened her shoulders. “It’s just that I do not want another mistake for you.”

And Elizabeth sank, almost smiling into her chair, her shaking fingers pulling at the worn threads on its arm. “I wondered when you would bring that up.” And into her mind, Betts’ words: “Every marriage is a risk, Lib. Is it worth taking?” She focused on her aunt. “Obviously you’ve never loved like this, and even if it turns out wrong, I couldn’t live, Aunt Gen, wondering what might have been.”

But Miss Geneva leaned forward and hissed at her, something she had never in her life done toward this beloved child. “I have loved like this. Probably more so…young and innocent…oh, so innocent…and so lonely…”

Elizabeth’s hands stilled on her purse. She swallowed noisily, then, “Who…what happened?”

But Miss Geneva shook her head. “You have a tissue?” and as Elizabeth pulled one from her purse, “You can’t know now. There could be problems.” She thought of the journal. “But maybe when I’m dead and gone.”

“Problems! My God, what kind of problems, Aunt Gen?”

“And don’t take the Lord’s name in vain!”

“It’s not in vain! I’m astounded, frightened for you.”

“Well, the more you pressure me, the more it hurts. So don’t.”

Elizabeth sat rigid regarding her. Then she shook her head in bewilderment and rose. “We’ll be setting a date. Soon. Small, maybe only family.”

Miss Geneva could not see her almost happy, certainly triumphant expression as she walked toward the hall. She had never thought such thoughts before! The chapel, flowers…all white. All the planning with Frederick had been her aunt’s—well, this wedding was hers! Hers!

Miss Geneva reached for the walker and pulled herself up. “And will Freddy give you away?”

At this, Elizabeth turned, walked back and embraced her fiercely, face pressing into the powder-scented wrinkles of the old neck. Then, as her aunt grew rigid, she drew away, turned, and hurried out, the front door rattling like fading footsteps.

“Elizabeth!” It was a whisper. Miss Geneva moved unsteadily, legs weak, vision hazy, to her room. She went to the desk, to sit quietly as calm slowly returned. Then she extended her hands, amazed at their shaking, even up to her wrists. And closed the journal. All right, Lord. I get the message, no writing today, maybe tomorrow…and maybe none at all.

As she sat over the green journal this rain-streaked morning, she thought maybe it wasn’t writing she needed now but action. A meeting with this other woman. If only Asheville wasn’t so far away… She curled shaky fingers into her palms and steadied her fists on the journal. Would a call to this woman help things? But she had no name… Call Garrett? Would he help?


In the hall Carolina wanted to move but couldn’t. Fortunately, Miss Elizabeth in her distracted departure had not glanced back. For Carolina had unashamedly listened to the whole exchange. And now the wall was the only thing that kept her standing. When she should be in there comforting Miss Geneva. Oh, God, what could she say? Lord, help me know what to say! As she closed her eyes, a faint shock gripped her. Was Miss Geneva’s habit of praying over everything catching? She’d always thought prayer had to be over life-or-death situations. You didn’t bother God with trivia. But maybe it was okay, a little prayer… With one hand, then, she steadied herself along the wall until she reached Miss Geneva’s bedroom door.



Elizabeth rested her forehead on the steering wheel a moment before reaching for the ignition. And as she murmured a prayer, suddenly looked up, staring out the windshield. She had really said those things. She had spoken for herself, for Garret. In a few sentences she had planned her whole wedding…except for Freddy. And amazingly Aunt Gen had not once mentioned praying! Dear God, have I destroyed her faith?

Betts. She needed her sister.

But for the first time ever, her sister seemed reluctant to let her in. Could Greg be here? She hadn’t noticed his car.

“Bad time?” she said.

Betts waved her to the kitchen. “Help yourself to coffee and meet me in the sunroom. Got to take a Tylenol.”

Then as they settled and Betts pressed one of the many flowery pillows to her breast, she sniffed. “Not that a Tylenol will help this kind of pain.”

“Greg?” Elizabeth ventured when she’d taken a long swig from her mug.

“Not now.” Betts’ brows lifted like wings. “You look disheveled—I love that word—so this is not just a social call.”

Elizabeth sighed. “We know each other too well. Okay. I’ve been to see Aunt Gen, told her I’m marrying Garret.”

“Oh, Lib! And did she make it to the emergency room?”

“Well, not yet. She may…but at least she knows. Her own objections convinced me. This is right for me. Time for my life. Not Aunt Gen’s.” She paused, caught her lip in her teeth for a moment. “This is terrible to say, but after all, how much longer will she be here? And it came to me…the name of the shop—The Time of Your Life. Do you think that could be a message for me? My answer? Right there staring at me all this time?”

“Then it’s on.”

“It’s on.” She laughed. “A surprise for Garret when he comes home!”

Betts pushed the pillow aside to grasp her sister’s hands. And she smiled, a trembling and tear-bright one, but a smile. “I’m glad, Lib. Really glad. Is she boycotting the ceremony?”

“Who knows? I told her it would be small and soon. Oh, and did you ever hear of a love affair she had? She wouldn’t tell me about it.”

“Aunt Gen?” Betts shook her head in disbelief. “Love affair?”

“Well, obviously it didn’t work out.”

The younger sister’s smile was crooked.

“Aunt Gen actually failed at something? Sad, but comforting.”

Elizabeth hugged a pillow. Protection. “Comforting?”

“I’m not the first Hopelane to fail at love. Greg and I are separating, Sister Mine. We’ve been discussing it for a while and have decided it’s best. Minor detail: he’s found someone else.”

Elizabeth moved toward her, but Betts held her off. “Don’t worry about me! It’s Hannah. I haven’t told her, but she’s already unhappy because in trying to prepare her I said we might have to move. I was so angry after our last confrontation, I wanted to pack up and leave the next day. But that would kill Hannah.” She pressed the pillow to her face as her shoulders began to shake. But only for a moment. She looked up actually smiling. “And it’s all because of that damn doll!”

Elizabeth stiffened, each word like a snapping stick. “Boyfriend?”

Betts’ nod was deep and definite. “The other woman is the hygienist for Dr. Robards.”

“Greg’s dentist?”

“He must have the cleanest teeth in North Carolina…”

“But Boyfriend?”

“Some child left it in his waiting room and after a year when it had not been reclaimed, she told Greg she had called every patient who had a child and an appointment on the particular day. Then she offered it to him. Thus began a beautiful friendship.”

“She bought him.”

“Oh, he came cheap!” Betts laughed. “We were in trouble before that. It was a matter of time. It’s going to be interesting to see how long it lasts.” She shivered. “For him. I’m through. This is the second time.”

There in the sun-bright room, with the wicker furniture and cheerful pillows, they regarded each other through a mutual darkness.

Finally, Betts, looking out at the bird feeder swinging with chickadees, titmice, and sparrows, said, “So Aunt Gen continues with an interesting life. One marriage beginning and one ending.” She turned anxious eyes to Elizabeth. “Pray for Aunt Gen, too. I told her we were having trouble, but…she doesn’t know the worst.”

Elizabeth flattened the pillow on her lap and clinched it as if it were a life preserver. She wanted and feared to ask, Divorce? She couldn’t…she couldn’t bear it. Maybe a change of subject…a change of tragedy. “Aunt Gen asked me if Freddy would give me away.”

“Oh, Lib…does he know?”

“Not even Garret knows yet!” She turned to view the busy bird feeder as she muttered, “And I dare say their responses will be at opposite ends of the spectrum.”

Betts leaned toward her sister. “Isn’t Freddy going to UGA for grad work at the vet school? That might give him time to get used to the idea of having Garret around. I’m assuming you will live here, in Hopelane. You won’t leave me? Oh, Libba, not now!”

Elizabeth squeezed the pillow as if to crush it. She didn’t know. She hoped Garret would live here, in her house. Still, they hadn’t decided. So much depended on Freddy.

But her sister had enough pain right now.

“You know I won’t.” Her voice was raw, hoarse. And she pushed the pillow aside to move along the sofa to embrace Betts. And hopefully forestall more questions along that line.

Betts however knew her well. “If Garret wants to move to Asheville?”

Elizabeth caught her breath, then smiled. “Why would he? Betts, you’re borrowing worry.”

Betts rose, tossing the pillow aside, and strode to the kitchen, where she lifted keys off a rack. “Time for me to pick up Hannah.”

“Betts. Garret loves it here, and the shop is doing well.”

“But you’re not sure.”

“Why on earth would he want to leave?”

“Hopelane is not the Gleason town, Libba. Asheville is.”

“Betts, be happy for me for a while! Wait, I’ll ride with you.”

“No, Lib, please.” She turned a face betraying spasms of emotion. “If you don’t mind…let me…let me pretend everything is normal. I have a child to stay sane for…and finish the coffee if you want.”

Elizabeth sat until she heard the door close. Then rose unsteadily. “Oh, Garret, come home—come home! I need you now.”

She paced and waited, wanting to see Hannah. And hoping her sister would have recovered. But Betts wouldn’t meet her anxious eyes, and when she had caught the jumping, twirling Hannah to hug and help out of her sweater, Elizabeth kissed her niece goodnight.

“Sweet dreams, darling. Come see me at the shop tomorrow and we’ll talk to the dolls!” Then as she straightened from the twining arms, “Good night, Betts. And please—” But considering Hannah, she stopped. “Good night.”

On the drive home she stopped briefly and checked her cell phone. Garret had left a message: “Things complicated. Sorry, Love. See you at the shop in the morning!”

So it was home to an empty house.

But surprisingly, Freddy was sprawled on the living room floor, back to the sofa, shafts of afternoon sun long around him as he watched golf.

“Can you tear yourself away? Let’s go get a pizza,” she said.

“I’ve eaten, but we could go to the coffee shop. They make a great chocolate pie.”

“Okay. But no flirting with that waitress. I need your full attention!”

Freddy watched Carolina closely over his Coke. She had finished putting breakfast dishes in the washer and joined him at the table.

“So she’s marrying the doll man and wants me to give her away.” She stared silently.

Freddy grinned. “You’re speechless…”

She straightened the salt and pepper shakers in the middle of the table. Then pulled them to her and shook from each into her palm. Still full. Finally looking at him.

“I’ve asked you before—will you? But, Freddy, I think you have to.”

He took a lengthy swig from the can, eyeing her. Then he grimaced. “Give her to the doll man?”

Carolina waited, and he finally looked down at the table, sliding the can back and forth as if enjoying its noise.

“Told her I’d think about it.”

“And?”

“Still thinking. Guess he would move in, which means I would move out. Hey, I might rent your house! If you don’t charge too much…till I leave for UGA.”

“Freddy…”

“Then between jobs when you’re home, and school’s out, think what fun we could have! Playing house!” Gripping the Coke can in both hands, he stretched it toward her, as if in supplication.

“Freddy!” She braced herself, hands gripping the table’s edge. “This is your mother!”

He drew back. “Exactly. Give her to the doll man? I love my mom! My dad was a problem, but ten times the man Garret Gleason is!”

“You love your mom?” The words came from the doorway, and they turned. Miss Geneva stood regarding them with a faint smile. “Have to admit I’ve wondered sometimes, and I know she has, too.” She propped her walker against the doorframe for support and Carolina started to rise, but a shaky old hand waved her back to her chair.

“Let her go, Freddy. I have. So I understand your hurt. But it’s as big a part of family as coming together is—letting go.”

He crushed the can and rising, left them, and, though Carolina cringed expectantly, did not slam the door.





Sixteen

The rasp of the doorbell at ten o’clock in the evening did not wake her. She’d lain awake since supper, going over the confrontation with Elizabeth word by troublesome word. Soon. Small. Family. But Hopelanes had a town of friends. And Freddy…

Then that hug…so intense. Maybe Elizabeth realized she was letting go, too.

The door again… Carolina was probably still studying; she would hear. Then she heard—Carolina in the shower. She pushed the cover aside, much to the annoyance of Tatters, who rarely hissed but did so now.

“Having sweet dreams?” Miss Geneva said as she toed into her slippers and reached to soothe him. Then pulled the walker to her.

The bell again… “I’m coming, I’m coming!” As she reached the hall, she could distinguish Freddy’s form through the old glass. Someone with him…and her anxiety caused her to fumble with the old key.

“Corley! My dear!”

“Can we come in, Aunt Gen? I need a little help here.”

“What on earth?”

“Her brother. He wanted tonight’s tip money.”

“Her brother?” Miss Geneva’s left hand went to her heart.

“Did this to her?”

“Can we come in? She said she knew you were a Christian lady.”

“Oh, my Heavenly Father! Of course, come in, but don’t you think the emergency room? That arm looks broken.”

Freddy, passing her, supporting the girl, said grimly, “Her brother’s truck was in the parking lot at the ER. She wanted to come to you.”

Oh, Father…I know, I know…the Good Samaritan, but at this time of night? This girl from another world…

She went weak with relief as Carolina appeared, hair still wet but decent in loungers and going right to Corley asking, “Can you see okay? That eye looks pretty bad.”

All right, Father, I hear You. “Freddy, there’s a cot in the hall closet. Put it up in Carolina’s room.” She lifted a questioning brow at her caregiver whose nod was deep and quick.

Miss Geneva gratefully moved into the background. Sheets, pillow…but first a shower. Filthy clothes. She must have been thrown around on the street. “Where did this happen, Corley?”

“She’ll talk later; he hit her jaw.” Freddy, returning, spoke more sharply than he intended. “It was outside the coffee shop, you know, where she works. Her brother was waiting with his request, which she refused.” He helped the dazed girl to Carolina’s bed. “I just happened to go by for coffee.”

“My dear child…yes, the bed. Lie down, lie down…” Miss Geneva turned her walker so she could sit while Carolina and Freddy readied the cot.

“We must call the police,” she said, at which Corley sat up, vigorously shaking her head, then grabbed her jaw and cringed in pain.

Carolina smoothed a blanket over the top sheet, folded it back, and extended hands to the huddled girl. “Come on. Did he get your money?”

Freddy spoke harshly. “Let it wait! She needs painkillers and sleep now.” And Carolina’s eyes widened. She hadn’t heard that tone before.

“She needs a doctor,” Miss Geneva said. “Freddy, hand me the phone.”

But Corley waved a protesting hand, which Miss Geneva ignored. The full name she said into the phone was familiar to Freddy (“And I suspect a broken wrist, Alan”); somewhere he’d heard it long ago.

“An old friend is coming to take a look.” Then seeing the girl’s alarm, Miss Geneva shook her head. “He’s retired and good at keeping secrets. He resisted poisoning Freddy for about twelve years.”

The gentle, gray-haired man, whom Freddy recognized as his once-upon-a-time pediatrician, found nothing life-threatening, set the wrist, cleaned the eye, and from his black bag produced pain pills, also writing a prescription, which of course could not be filled until morning.

So Corley, bandaged and bleeding, finally slept, but with occasional soft cries. Carolina, moving quietly, paused at times to gaze at the girl as she gathered up torn and dirt-smeared clothes.

Miss Geneva, once more in her room, went to the window where the silhouette of the oak towered toward the stars. What have we here, Lord? Looks like a real problem. Another world has moved into my house. Could mean legal trouble. I’m frightened. But so is this child. Somehow I knew she was trouble. You called me to her that first day…and You know I don’t like to be involved…but all my life I’ve been a professing Christian and now—finally—you’re asking me to do something. The word must be made flesh…but did You have to wait till I’m so old?

Carolina startled her from the door. “Are you all right, Miss Gen?”

She turned. The girl’s face was tight with concern but not fear. It will mean more work for her, Lord. Is it fair? And for how long?

She nodded. “Fine, Carolina.”

“Need help into bed?”

“I’m fine. Tell Freddy goodnight for me.”

Finding Freddy in the kitchen, Carolina fixed coffee, which they took onto the porch. They rocked, and for a while, simply listened to all the insect concerts of the late summer night and for any sounds from the girl. In a few minutes Freddy went to check on her. Carolina looked at her watch in the light from the hall. Five minutes. Ten minutes… What was he doing? Maybe he needed help…then he was back.

She hoped to sound soothing. “Whippoorwill. I love that. It sounds like a question: ‘how long, how long?’” And as Freddy’s silence continued, “You don’t seem too surprised at all this.”

He rested his mug on the arm of the rocker and continued to stare where a few diligent fireflies still dotted the grass.

“She told me it happened once before. She thinks her brother’s on drugs when these things happen.”

Carolina palmed her mug. “Oh, Freddy, he has to be stopped.”

He faced her with a half-smile. “How? Her mom left them; her dad’s in a wheelchair—Vietnam—and her other brother lives in Alabama. She can’t exactly yell for help.” He drained his mug.

Well, he certainly knew a lot about her! Carolina’s rockers thumped over the old wood floor. She sucked her lower lip thoughtfully and stroked the braid, a motion that captured Freddy’s gaze. Then frowned. “Shouldn’t we call the police? I’m worried about what he might do to you.”

Freddy drew back in exaggerated amazement. “And if he beat me up, would I get to sleep on the cot in your room? Maybe you would even hold my hand?”

“Oh, Freddy, you are such an idiot. That girl’s life could be in danger!”

He caught her chin between forefinger and thumb pulling her face to within kissing distance. A quick one that left her leaning toward him, and he rose. “Gotta go. Almost midnight. If the doll man is there, my mom may lock me out.”

Carolina stood as if she might hit him with her mug. “Freddy Henderson! Shame on you!”

“Hey, hey!” He lifted both arms protectively, but grinning. Then, “Check on her in a few minutes, okay?” And not waiting for a reply bounded down the steps two at a time, striding toward the porte cochere, where his bike and helmet waited.

And Carolina watched him go, so long-limbed, so graceful, like a dancer, so…so…gorgeous? Oh, what am I thinking! He’s involved with this Corley. Is it kindness only?

She had no idea how long she sat, staring from fireflies to stars. But when she rose—had the old clock struck one?—she was startled by a figure in the lighted doorway. And stung by conscience.

“Corley! You shouldn’t be up!”

“Thought I heard Freddy out here.” The girl was shivering in one of Carolina’s light gowns.

“A while ago,” Carolina said, entering the hall and pulling the girl inside so she could lock the door. “Get you something? You can have another pain pill.”

Corley shook her head then winced. “Well, maybe so.” And as they moved toward the kitchen, “How can I make sure my dad’s all right? Don’t think Glynn would hurt him, but he has come close sometimes, and if he tried to get money out of Dad…”

“Tomorrow. There are such things as restraining orders.”

Corley shook her head again and gave a small whimper. “No cops. Glynn may be into something…something that could land him in jail for years. And he’s really not a bad person.” She gripped the back of a chair.

“Sit down,” Carolina ordered. “We need to get you away from him.”

Corley looked up as Carolina set the pill and water before her, the tear-starred lashes black pinpoints around angry blue eyes, one barely open, but anger-bright.

“You have no idea what I need—you with your nice, comfortable life. In a house where,” she glanced at Tatters and drew away from his twining her ankles, “nothing worse happens than someone stepping on the cat’s tail!”

Carolina stared, speechless as the girl took pill and water before continuing. “That’s why I need to talk to Freddy. He knows what to do about these things.” She stopped abruptly.

“Just what things does Freddy know about?” Miss Geneva stood in the doorway, her face taut. Even the lips dared not tremble, nor the cheeks quiver, tight with angry alarm. Carolina caught her breath—she’d completely forgotten Miss Geneva.

Corley didn’t look at her. “Freddy doesn’t want you or his mom to know.” She waved a disparaging hand toward Carolina. “Or her.”

To Carolina Miss Geneva appeared to grow an inch taller. “I think it is more to your benefit, Corley, to observe my wishes, not Freddy’s.”

Here was the schoolteacher, through and through. Carolina would have smiled if she hadn’t been so concerned. So concerned that, as the girl continued to stare silently at her bandaged wrist, she dared say, “She’s under medication and terrible stress, Miss Gen. Give her a while.”

The taut stare swung to her. “But Freddy could be in danger—this person might attack him. If you care about him…”

Carolina met the stare with gentleness, not defiance. And old eyes read all her caring in eyes more green than she had noticed lately.

“Tomorrow then.” And she turned on her walker and left.

“You care about him?” Corley looked up at her.

Carolina managed a smile and, she hoped, a flippant tone. “Who wouldn’t care about Freddy!”

The roar of the bike stabbed across the quiet morning as Carolina sponged breakfast crumbs off the counter. Corley was still sleeping—but probably not for long—Miss Geneva had been fed and, after such a night, had most likely gone back to bed.

Carolina couldn’t deny a twinge of pleasure as she heard the bike choke to silence and Freddy’s gritty boots rounding the car to cross the porte cochere. She went to the door.

“Well, well, to what do I owe this eager reception?” He extended hands, palms up.

He sounded like the old Freddy, so she slapped at them lightly and felt a flush. “A warning. You’re probably in for the third degree.”

“Corley?”

“Miss Geneva.” She lifted the coffee carafe, at which he shook his head. “She’s going to want to know what things you’re into that Corley would not tell us about.” His brows went up. Such nice, neat brows… “And why you don’t want us to know. That’s all Corley said, but your aunt heard it.”

“And of course thinks I’m up to no good.”

“Do I hear a strange voice out there?” Miss Geneva, quavery. And Freddy, winking, stepped past Carolina.

“I’ll survive,” he mouthed.

But Corley called. “Freddy!”

“See you in a minute, babe.”

Carolina’s fists tightened. Babe! And she turned back to her vigorous sponging. She’d swept and was replacing Tatters’ newspaper when she heard words hardly distinguishable…

“I’m sorry, Freddy. It just slipped out.”

“It’s okay. How’s the eye?”…and realized the voices now came from her room. Surely it was all right for her to go into her own room.

But Corley’s expression said not. She was sitting crossed legged in the middle of the cot, and Freddy leaned forward from Carolina’s desk chair, elbows on knees. He rose.

“Okay, okay. Here’s your guardian to run me off.”

“You’re fine.” Carolina.

“I’m fine!” But Corley winced with each word.

“Well, I’m not.” He stopped by her, touching her shoulder. Carolina observed her hopeless effort not to shrink from him. “Have a meeting with my ‘Mother.’ The doll man has renamed her…‘your Mother’ this, ‘your Mother’ that.” He wagged his head. “Whatever she is, seems she wants definite answers about my attending some wedding.” Just catching himself as he started to give Corley a pat, he strode past Carolina, who looked at the girl’s unhappy face then followed.

As they reached the kitchen, “Are you going to tell me?”

“Tell you? What Aunt Gen asked? Oh, about the things I don’t want you to know? Eventually. Right now you might wanna check on her.” The uncharacteristic seriousness in his eyes troubled her, yet as she turned to go, he caught her arm and drew her to him, placing a lingering kiss on her surprised and parted lips. “And hold that thought.” This was no teasing. “Sorry about that episode at the grocery store.” He released her, sliding a hand down the braid before turning for the door. For a few moments she stood, as if to move might break something.

Already Miss Geneva appeared to be asleep. Carolina gazed down. Well, none of us got much sleep last night…or does she just not want to talk to me? Still, the breathing was steady and no eyelid flutter. Okay, Miss Gen. A nap, real or pretend, can’t hurt.

At the click of the closing door, Miss Geneva took a deep breath. What have You gotten me into, Lord? That troubled girl in my house…for how long? And what is Freddy up to? I don’t want him involved in her dangerous world. That boy. How I love him. And does Carolina? He’s a child, Father! Hardly nineteen. And she has a birthday in a month or so—twenty-six. Keep her strong in discouraging him. Yet…she would be better for him than this Corley character. Oh, that poor girl, Father. I know we have to help her. The weary old eyes stared reproachfully at the ceiling. I know, I know, You tell us what to do. You don’t say we have to like it.

The house seemed to shake with the guttering throb of Freddy’s starting bike. So he was going to have a talk with Elizabeth again. She was still working on him. She patted the quilt around her. No Tatters. That’s the way with cats, she thought. Never around when you want them. Always when you don’t.

A weak call for Carolina from her room. Oh, Lord, give Carolina strength. And give me strength. She turned on her side to look out at the oak, its leaves flashed with sunlight, and realized she was hungry.

Carolina, distracted, betrayed no surprise at finding her spreading cream cheese on raisin bread.

“She says she’s going home today.”

Miss Geneva put down the knife and stared. “She can’t do that.”

“She’s worried about her dad.”

“She’s injured! How does she think she’d get there?”

“She wants me to drive her.”

Miss Geneva picked up the knife and viciously severed another wedge of cheese. “Well, I forbid you to take the car, so that’s that.”

But for once in Miss Geneva Hopelane Eaton’s life, that was not that.

Freddy returned with a sack of canned soups and clattered them onto the counter at the sound of raised voices. Heated words blocked sounds of his arrival, and when he’d caught the gist of the confrontation, he said, “Hey!” as he approached Carolina’s room. Three flushed faces turned to him in the doorway. “I’ll take you, Corley.”

But his aunt stiffened. “You will not.”

He ignored her, beginning to stuff Corley’s few things into a bag she’d started filling. “I’ll return your stuff,” she said to Carolina.

“I forbid you to take my car, and it would kill her to take her on that cycle!”

“Freddy,” Carolina was pleading. “Please, this is too dangerous.”

“Carolina, you have the keys?”

“Carolina, I forbid you…”

“She’ll be all right, Aunt Gen. I’ll see that she’s all right.”

“You can’t know that. Her brother is dangerous.”

“Carolina, trust me. She’ll be all right. The keys?”

This would be the end of her job. She tried to match his defiance with her own, but who could hold out against those eyes? So…to the drawer where the keys waited. “Call us,” she said as her hand brushed his. But Miss Geneva pushed her walker between them, and reaching past her nephew caught Corley’s arm, careful of the wounded wrist. Seeing that Freddy held the keys, she sighed.

“Corley, when you’ve seen your dad, you must come back, for the next few days at least!” Then as no one protested, she went on more quietly. “That’s the only way I will let you go.” She was trembling and swung unsteadily toward Freddy. “You bring her back or I’ll call and report my car stolen.”

Freddy’s eyes flashed disbelief at his aunt, but he grasped Corley’s good arm. And Carolina feared for the girl’s wounds as she struggled to keep up with him in a push to the door. For the first time in all her pain, Corley appeared struggling not to cry out.

Miss Geneva thumped the walker to the door and leaning out called, “Corley, I told you God loves you! And He’s told me to look after you! You mustn’t block His plan!” She surprised herself. What was happening to her? Asking for trouble, but feeling almost exhilarated! The child must come back!

The car came noisily to life. So only Carolina heard her whisper, “Or you might keep me out of heaven.”

They were alone then in the silence of a kitchen heavy with the late sunlight of a summer afternoon.

The walker did not move. And Carolina felt that she might be suffocating. “Miss Gen, I’m so sorry I was—”

But a shaky hand asked for silence. “Fix some iced tea, please, Carolina. I’ll take mine in my room.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Then to relax the tension, dreading the reprimand her employer would make, “And then I’d better get the sheets in the washer.” But she saw no anger on that dear face, only exhaustion.

When she brought the tea, Miss Geneva was in her chair but rose to go to her bed. “It’s Freddy I’m terribly worried about.” She could no more than whisper. “Do you realize that maniac might kill him?”

Carolina took courage and…yes, now seemed to be the time…hugged her. Then held her tightly till some of her shaking stilled and old bones moved to be freed. Then wordless, helped her to her bed.

“Lord, please protect Freddy,” she surprised herself by whispering, and Miss Geneva lifted startled eyes. She patted the nearest hand then reached for the tea.

Tatters, no respecter of crises, jumped up between them, and Carolina gathered him up to leave. But Miss Geneva said, “Stay a minute. Those sheets can wait.”

Carolina spilled the cat from her arms and sank to the bedside, where she sat holding a knobbed hand, tea forgotten, till the oak no longer flashed with sun, and she realized Miss Geneva had fallen asleep against her shoulder.



Freddy didn’t call. And Carolina carefully loosed her hand and went to the porch. She saw him stop the car at the curb…and saw what she’d half expected. No Corley. She watched his lovely lope up the walk.

He put a finger to his lips. “Don’t want her to know I’m here.”

Carolina gripped the arms of the rocker. “Corley? Freddy, is she all right?”

He settled on the top step, gazing at the street. “We went to her house and her brother’s truck was gone. So we checked on her dad…cried when he saw her.” He looked down into the sprawl of keys and held them toward her. “Then she and I had a big fight.”

“What!”

“Yeah, I had planned all along to take her to this place for abused teenagers. I’ve been volunteering there when I can. So I know the place and the people.” He squinted up at her and seemed not to know what to do with his hands without his helmet, so plowed them through his hair. “It’s a good place. But I knew the Hopelane family probably wouldn’t approve without a Federal inspection. Anyhow, I knew she would be safe. You can guess, she didn’t mean to leave her dad, even at Aunt Gen’s threat. Then he told her if she didn’t go with me, he was going to call the cops on her brother.”

“Oh, Freddy.”

“So that’s where she is. And she promised me she would stay at least three days. They’ll let me know if she leaves.” He frowned at a passing car. “Where she’d go, who knows. But her dad assured me he would do something. She might come back here for a while.” He scuffed at a lower step with the toe of his boot, then faced Carolina for the first time. “Can you handle that?”

I don’t want her around you. “I don’t know.”

“Well, maybe we won’t have to find out. Anyhow, I wanna talk to you about some other things, but probably it will have to wait till after the big wedding.”

“Oh, Freddy.”

He grinned. “You said that already.”

“You’re cruel to keep me in suspense!”

He reached to stroke the tattoo on her instep and she froze. It was the first time he’d touched it. Then he rose. “It won’t be so long. Mom tells me the wedding is in two weeks.”

Two weeks? Miss Elizabeth and her wedding? No way! But Carolina left the rocker to lean on the post by the steps. They stood at eye level. Should she ask? She couldn’t help herself.

“And are you…giving her away?”





Seventeen

Miss Geneva loved the old chapel. She had asked to be brought early so she could sit in complete quiet among familiar things, remembering all they represented and had meant in her life: the rose stained glass window Grandfather had given; the pew she now sat in, and a half-dozen around it, handmade by great-great-grandfather Ellington Hopelane. Their crude lines were softened by a rich patina due to

years of dedicated care she had encouraged…all right, demanded…from teenaged nephews and nieces. They had needed to have a hand in things, to feel themselves an active part of their heritage.

She had sat here in this pew almost every Sunday of her life till these last years. Had seen Elizabeth’s first wedding, a glorious affair with white gown, endless train and flowers like clouds of heaven. And Frederick so tall and handsome. Somehow she couldn’t help feeling a wedding was more permanent if it started with all the trappings…and that one had lasted but at what a price. Who could know? Only Elizabeth…

She coughed into her handkerchief. No negative thoughts. Must give this day every positive thought possible.

Now Carolina touched her shoulder. “I’m putting your walker in the narthex. I’ll bring it when the ceremony’s over.”

Carolina dodged young women in jeans and T-shirts bringing in baskets of white lilies and sprawling ferns. So much for quiet, Miss Geneva sighed. The groomsmen were arriving with laughter and, she suspected, crude jokes. Which silenced when they saw her. Theirs were familiar faces, but she couldn’t recall a single name.

One approached her brashly. “Miss Eaton…hello! I’m Brandy, Freddy’s buddy. Good to see you out and about.” Leaning toward her, offering his hand. She took it briefly. A gentleman always waited for the lady to offer hers, and she detected a note of condescension. It wouldn’t hurt, from what Freddy had said about this friend, for him to know she kept tabs on them.

“Oh, yes. Friend of the romantic moonlight bike ride.”

He stepped backward and she thought he might fall. Which verified for her what she had really known all along: Freddy had told the truth. She decided to have mercy. After all, only a boy. Embarrassed that she might know about his broken romance… Never mind, my dear. You will survive as most of us…

“I understand you boys have learned some exciting stunts on your bikes.”

And he gripped the pew, swallowing, lips jerking in a smile. “Oh, yes, ma’am. We have! Well, good to see you.”

She nodded him away. Boys. She’d never had a problem with them in the classroom. But Draughn. What had she done to him that even his sister’s wedding didn’t bring him back? Then Carolina was slipping past her into the pew, whispering, “Remember to save Freddy a seat on the aisle.”

Miss Geneva straightened. The soloist had begun…some song she had never heard. What was wrong with “Oh, Promise Me”? Or “I Love You Truly”? Old, she sniffed, like some of us. She tried to understand the words but finally gave up. It must be about time…she clenched her hands together over a stomach tightening with nerves. Oh, Father, please let everything go all right…not only now but in the years ahead. It’s Elizabeth, Father…

And there was Garrett Gleason, crammed into a tuxedo with a vintage sheen like his, she chuckled. But completely unaware of it. His grandson’s best man. And the woman across the aisle smiling and nodding to her must be the sister.

Suddenly there was Hannah almost dancing down the aisle in a sparkling white dress with bows everywhere, white stockings, and sequin-bright ballerinas. She had wanted blue ones but her Aunt Elizabeth finally persuaded her to accept silver. Giggling, she tossed a handful of flower petals—were they rose petals?—toward Miss Geneva, who pretended to catch them. Then caught her breath. A piano had burst into the melody of “Somewhere over the Rainbow.” What on earth were they thinking? She turned to stare up the aisle. There must be some mistake. But Carolina touched her arm and smiled reassuringly.

As Miss Geneva stared at her, Carolina nodded. So this was what it had come to! Well…

But Betts, stunning in a sheath as iridescent as the inside of a sea-washed conch shell, that hair smoothed down in a respectable style, blew her a kiss. Miss Geneva gasped. Was there no dignity in modern weddings? Then she grew concerned. The child looked thin. Greg? And of course he wasn’t here. But Betts held a smile old eyes knew too well, perfected forty or so years ago to cover up any misery or mischief of childhood.

Then the Wedding March. Well, thank the Lord! At least some tradition! And here they came. Freddy so solemn and straight in a tuxedo—for an instant she didn’t know him. Elizabeth in a dress as shimmering as Betts’ and a white jacket with flashing jewels. Glass, Miss Geneva sniffed, a bit gaudy to her taste, then Elizabeth winked at her. Now, really… Elizabeth! Dignity! And she heard Carolina draw a sharp breath.

“Oh, Miss Geneva…he’s so handsome! And looks so…so mature!” Yes, Miss Geneva thought, it was probably the first time Carolina had seen Freddy out of jeans and T-shirt or leather jacket. And the girl’s hands twisted as if she were washing them. Was she washing away ideas of his being too young? Weddings could be contagious…

In no time it seemed the minister was asking, “Who gives this woman?” And Freddy surprised the gathering by releasing his mother to return to the pew where Miss Geneva sat. Wedding guests murmured and peered over shoulders as he put an arm around her, almost lifting her into the aisle. Then pressed close the arm next to him and they began slow progress to soft organ music. Could it be “I Love You Truly”? So soft Miss Geneva couldn’t recognize it but it did sound familiar.

When she stood beside Elizabeth, the minister, smiling, asked again, “Who gives this woman?” And Miss Geneva turning to face her niece whispered, “I do.”

A loving idea of Freddy’s, Carolina conceded, though Miss Geneva had to be persuaded to do a thing so untraditional. Still, she had been touched by his request, and it did seem to ease her sadness—and Elizabeth’s deep hurt—at his refusal to do it himself.

Then a strong voice. “And so do I.” Freddy.

Elizabeth’s amazement turned her face even more radiant. Her eyes widened and she breathed, “I love you, Son.” Garret with a wide grin gave Freddy a little salute while Freddy steadied a startled Miss Geneva.

Whispers of approval and amusement rose from the guests, then slowly faded as Freddy and his aunt returned to their pew. He couldn’t help a feeling of—what? surprise? humility?—that an act of his could cause Carolina’s face to glow almost as much as his mom’s. Then, even before Carolina could shake the surrealistic feeling, Elizabeth and Garret Gleason were rushing up the aisle to the glory of wedding music, and Freddy, leaning across the smiling old lady with tears on her cheeks, whispered to Carolina, “This is the kind of wedding we’re gonna have. Short and sweet.”

As Betts and a skipping Hannah trailed the wedding party, Betts, with brimming eyes, stepped aside to hug Freddy and then Miss Geneva. So untraditional, Miss Geneva clucked, but rather sweet.

Then as Freddy rose to leave, she shook her head at his offered hand. She wanted to stay, just a few minutes, in the empty chapel. He and Carolina could wait on that fairly comfortable bench Papa had had placed years ago, under the poplars near where Freddy had parked.

As they followed the last guests up the aisle, Carolina couldn’t suppress her curiosity. Or her admiration. “Was that a spur-of-the-moment decision?” she had to ask. “Or did you plan all along on making your aunt faint?”

Suddenly a large man blustered between them…

“Oh, Mr. Gleason, she wants to be alone,” Freddy called to his back. At which Garrett waved a hand and kept bustling.

Then as the old man tried to make himself comfortable on the pew in front of Miss Geneva and turned to face her (“We do forget we’re not as supple as we once were, Garrett.”), Freddy caught Carolina’s hand. “Let’s find that bench.”

“Well, they outfoxed us,” Garrett said with a grin.

“Outfoxed us?” Miss Geneva’s eyebrows climbed. Was there no getting away from this man with his negativity?

“You didn’t want them to marry any more than I did, Gen!”

“No, but I didn’t try to stop them.”

“Well, don’t you worry, I’ll keep an eye on him when they move to Asheville, see that he steers clear of that woman. Just wanted to ease your mind.” And he started to rise.

But Miss Geneva leaned forward, gripping his arm on the pew between them. “What do you mean, ‘move’! They’re not moving. Where did you get that idea?”

He rose so that he could full-face her. “Elizabeth hasn’t told you?” His regret appeared genuine.

“Elizabeth hasn’t talked about anything but this wedding. You have to be mistaken, Garrett. She would never leave Hopelane. And Freddy.”

And Betts and Hannah… And me…

He straightened as she struggled to rise. “Genny, our businesses are in Asheville, and he’ll be safe from the casserole carriers now with a wife.”

“But The Time of Your Life?”

“Oh, that’s been a fun thing. He’s an expert businessman and that little shop is not enough challenge for him.”

She hardly stopped herself saying, ‘And is Elizabeth going to be enough wife for him?’ She’d forgotten her walker, and dizziness swayed her. He reached to steady her. “Where’s your walker, Genny?”

Carolina forgot to bring it…so smitten with Freddy. She sat again. “Just find Freddy.”

His arm gone, she rested her forehead on the old wood, its waxy aroma waking all kinds of memories—of family…of traditions…of Hopelane. He has to be wrong, Father. You wouldn’t let Elizabeth leave me…us. But she had an unsettling reminder of saying something to Freddy about letting go. Father, isn’t dying enough letting go?

And in the grove, where already a scattering of golden leaves brightened the grass, Freddy stood, pulling Carolina up. “Here comes old Garrett Gleason, Caro. Like a storm cloud on the horizon. Have to settle our life plans later.” The old teasing face…almost. “After all, I have two years to persuade you…”


The elaborate reception at The Time of Your Life poured music, laughter, and chatter into the old street. Also people. Clusters of men on the porch, embers of cigarettes arcing from their hands. (And that old house a tinderbox!) Girls sat on the steps, plates of food in their laps, giggling… There! A senseless shriek of laughter. Miss Geneva knew she couldn’t take it. A car pulled in to park beside them as she said as much. “But you two stay… Here’s Betts. She can take me home.”

Carolina was not that enthusiastic herself, but Betts gave her a look that said please. “Just keep an eye on Hannah, will you?”

“Will do!” Freddy waved. And Carolina masked deep disappointment. She had hoped to continue that intense discussion under the poplars.


Miss Geneva had no idea how long she’d lain on her bed when she heard Carolina and Freddy calling goodbye to Betts and Hannah. She started to rise, but Betts’ news was literally too heavy for her. She lay back and tried to relax. She’d known there was trouble, but not divorce. No Hopelane had ever had a divorce.

Carolina approached, a covered plate in her hands. “Brought you some goodies!”

And Freddy placed a cup of punch on the bedside table. “Not high octane but not bad.” How could she eat anything? “My dears, it’s been a strenuous day. I don’t believe I can…” Then, at their troubled faces, “Put it in the kitchen. I’ll enjoy it later.” And as Freddy turned away, it occurred to her that he would be going home to a very empty house. Honeymoon night. Probably a bitter one for him.

“Freddy, would you spend the night?”

At which he put an affectionate hand on her shoulder. “If I can sleep on a cot in Carolina’s room.” Then at their tut-tuts, “Actually I’m at Brandy’s. His mother was worried about me.”

Miss Geneva struggled to rise onto her elbows and put a hand on the back of his head, drawing him down for a brush of a kiss. She said, “Tell Brandy goodnight for me,” and closed her eyes. Shouldn’t have needled that boy this afternoon, Father. Evidently he has a good mother, a good family.

She didn’t see Freddy’s surprise, or pleasure. When had Aunt Gen ever kissed him? Oh, maybe when he was six years old. So she started, her eyes flew wide as he leaned down and gave her a real kiss on the old forehead.

“And I hope he finds a new girlfriend.”

Her nephew winked. “He has.” Saluted, and left.

Carolina lingered. She did not get a kiss—not that she expected it, of course. “You all right, Miss Gen?”

“Just tired, Carolina.” And settling down, Miss Geneva sighed. Thank You, Lord, that the wedding went well. Now if You’ll just see that the marriage does. She turned on her side so she could see the oak standing by, like an old friend waiting to hear about the ceremony.

“But there’s trouble, too, old friend…”

Betts had told her aunt as they came into the house this afternoon, Hannah at the reception with Carolina and Freddy. She pretended concern mainly for Hannah, as she told about Greg’s leaving, but Miss Geneva suspected she still loved the bastar—Oh, forgive me, Father, but You know he is! And if Elizabeth were to move away… Well, she didn’t dare let herself consider consequences. Obviously Betts had not heard that rumor. Please, Father, let it be a rumor. It just couldn’t be true. How could Freddy get along alone in that big house? Why is all this happening, Father? Why here in my last days?

And Draughn. She knew Elizabeth had sent him an invitation with a loving, pleading letter tucked in. But as usual, no response.

Her tired eyes widened. A cardinal perched in the old limbs near the window. He seemed to be looking at her. She’d long held a fancy that the gorgeous birds were God’s reminders of his presence. Then a streak of late sunlight touched the feathers to blazing red; she smiled into the radiance and soon fell asleep.


Carolina took coffee from the microwave and went to the porch, to her favorite rocker. Good heavens, am I getting set in my ways already? And Freddy talking of going to some third world country when he gets his doctorate! While my plans are to settle down, to teach, and write. There’s your age difference, and she palmed her mug in frustration. Ask him to share a quiet life—give up his youthful exotic dream? I can’t! Would he?

This experience with Corley had caused the problem. The organization caring for her had an overseas program that intrigued him. At the chapel, under the poplars, he’d said it would be a great opportunity for her writing. Think National Geographic, Out of Africa. She had laughed, but later in the kitchen as they stood, nibbling from their own plate of snacks…

(Why did they always seem to stand in the kitchen? she wondered now. Ready to run? Less familiar?)

“Think of it, Caro. Helping indigent people take better care of their animals, their very lives in most cases.” And he grinned. “But if you can’t wait, we could go ahead and get married.”

She had stepped back from the counter, cringed at the scrape of a kitchen chair, too amazed to take him seriously. “And who would look after your aunt?”

Now, in the rocker with her coffee, she tried to think happier thoughts. He was young, impetuous—he could change his mind a dozen times before the two years expired. Also his heart. If Miss Geneva knew this misery, she would talk to God. This, however, was not spiritual. Purely practical. Still she could hear her Gran saying, “Carolina, you need to know God better. He’s very good at practical solutions.”

She drained her cup. She felt no call to help others…well, except for the elderly who might come under her care. And which was better—to help a group of people learn how to look after animals? Or help one person whose life you could brighten, possibly lengthen? Her head had begun to ache and she scrubbed her brow; then as Tatters loped up the steps from his afternoon’s marauding, she welcomed him into her lap.

Of course she couldn’t leave Miss Gen.

Their delicious week in New Orleans had been shadowed by knowledge that telling of the move must come. Who first? Betts or Aunt Gen? Freddy?—who probably would welcome the news…no. She had glimpsed a tender side during all the festivities. He was still her boy.

She lowered the hairbrush and went to the window. So wonderful to look down from the Monteleone into an old street where the drunk (probably) leaning under the neon sign on the bar below gave her a salute. Of admiration? What did he see? Not Elizabeth of the Hopelanes with all the social obligations that name implied weighing on her like medals on a uniform…but just a woman. Uncluttered but good-looking, admirable for herself alone.

Garret had rescued her from that breast-load of metals. Hadn’t he? “You have your own life to live, Elizabeth. With me. In Asheville. You’ll love it—bridge clubs, book clubs, garden clubs—and the church. Oh, yes, the church. But join only what you want.” A laugh. “Still—circulation is good for business.”

Circulation good for business…echoes of Hopelane? She knew that one of the surest ways to kill a marriage was for one partner to try to change the other. As her precious aunt—never married—had told her, the way to a good marriage was simply to be the best person you could. And pray for your spouse but don’t let him know it!

She had started now…growing. She must. She would, with God’s help, be her own woman. Garret must understand that. He’d heard enough complaints about all her obligations in Hopelane.

She walked back to the window for another confirming salute. But the man had gone.

On the flight home she decided it had to be Freddy she told first about the move, though he probably already suspected it. Then Betts. Maybe those two would strengthen her to face Aunt Gen. She could still hardly believe it herself. Life outside of Hopelane? Frightening. Exciting.

“And Asheville isn’t that far from Hopelane,” Garret kept saying in the voice that could make almost anything sound right. But the words that came to her at these times were, “Only a world away, darling. A world away.”


Freddy had shrugged off the news. As he told Carolina while he helped with the evening dishes, brushing a cloud of soapsuds off her arm, what did their move matter? He would be living in Athens.

But Carolina was stunned. Miss Elizabeth move? What about Miss Geneva?

Freddy barreled on. “Anyhow, mama’s boy moves out.” He stilled a pan on its way to the washer. “Will that make you feel I’m mature?” Only half-teasing? Carolina took the pan. “I have to scrub that.” And she held it, regarding him. “I never felt you were a mama’s boy. I know you are—were—just looking out for your mom. But Freddy, Miss Geneva…”

He turned to gather glasses off the table. “Yeah. Trying to take my dad’s place and now someone else is doing that.”

To hide her surprise at the depth of his bitterness, still, she splashed the pan into the suds and began to scrub. What it must have cost him…what it would continue to cost him that his mother had married. That he had given her away.

He pulled out the top rack of the washer and carefully lined up the glasses.

“Interesting, isn’t it, how different people handle tough situations. You lost your parents when you were just a kid, but it left no visible scars. I lost my dad and almost ten years later it’s still freaking me out.”

She half-turned from the sink and looked at him silently for three or four heartbeats with a new sympathy.

“I always knew my parents’ work was more important to them than I was, Freddy. The crowd, the applause. They really just loved performing. Gran was a blessing to me.” And she turned back to the pan. “And it was all a lesson. People have to be themselves. And some just aren’t generous enough to share their lives with children. Mine weren’t. Well, with me anyhow. But Miss Elizabeth wants to share hers with you…on her terms.” Getting too serious, she thought and grinned. “So you’ll just have to go with it!”

His arm on her shoulders startled her, and he drew her to him. “All I want is to share your life.”

She drew away and handed him the pan for the washer. Then with a half-smile, “Even more than teaching the destitute how to take care of their animals?” He struggled to find a place for the pan.

“Thought you just washed this…”

“It needs the hot water from the washer.”

He shoved it in with some clatter of cutlery, straightened, gazed at her a moment, then glanced around the kitchen, “All cleaned up.” And he rubbed his hands together. “That’s it then.” He reached for his jacket, grabbed his helmet, and tipped it in salute.

“Caro.” Almost a whisper as he went out the door.


Rain. How appropriate. She was leaving the shop a little early, having promised Betts she would come by for a cup of tea and tell her about New Orleans. Betts, issuing her invitation, had sounded unhappy. Perhaps because her sister had not come sooner. Maybe she even suspected the move.

Elizabeth sat for a moment, watching the rain before starting the car. “Father, direct me. Give me wisdom and give Betts understanding.” And she waved to Garret, who had come to the shop door to blow a kiss.

Betts called, “Come in!” when Elizabeth rang the bell. She was in the sunroom again, pillows piled around her, and Elizabeth saw that she held a glass, not a cup, no preparations for tea evident.

Elizabeth stooped to kiss her brow. “Sorry I’ve been so slow getting to you. Things had piled up at the shop and I wanted to relax when I came, have plenty of time.”

Betts waved the glass at her. “No worry. As you see, I’m having something a little stronger than tea. How about you?”

“Tea will be fine. And I’ll fix it. I know where everything is.” She glanced over her shoulder. “Except Hannah…”

“An evening with her dad. He’s cooked up some cock-and-bull story to tell her…why he won’t be home for a few days…but she knows something is going on.”

“And Mayann?”

“At the beach with friends. Typical teenager—her concerns cancel out ours.”

As she got down a teabag, Elizabeth realized Betts had followed her. “I wanted to tell you how beautiful you looked in the wedding. Even was a bit jealous. Garret said you looked so good, if it hadn’t been me, it would have been you!”

“Thanks, but I’m not interested in a man with a shady past.”

Elizabeth’s hand froze. She didn’t look at her sister. Then felt Betts’ hands on her arms. “Sorry, Libba. God, I’m sorry.”

And Elizabeth turned to embrace her as she began to shake with sobs. “You know I wouldn’t hurt you…”

“It’s all right, Betts. Sadly, I have to hurt you.”

Betts pulled free, reached into a bowl, and handed her a Sweet’n Low packet. “You mean about moving?”

“How…you know?”

“Lib, you of all people should know you can’t have secrets in a little town…especially if you’re a Hopelane. Or a Gleason, evidently.” She smiled through her tears and raked her hair back with shaking fingers. “While you were gone, some business in Asheville called, wanted to talk to Garret about the house he’s renovating. Thought maybe I knew how to reach him.”

“But we gave all the workmen our cell phone numbers…”

Betts struggled with a laugh that sounded half sobs. “Some folks don’t like cell phones.”

And Elizabeth sagged against the counter, guilty with relief, but she said, “It…it shouldn’t have been that way.”

In the sunroom with teacup in hand, she thought what a help it would be if Aunt Gen had heard too.

But what Miss Geneva had heard was Carolina and Freddy’s discussion as they cleaned the kitchen. And as Tatters snuggled close on the quilt, she whispered, “Is Freddy’s plan yours for his life, Father? And if she leaves me? Well, in two years I’ll probably be out of the way…”


Dr. Billings’ nurse sounded cross. Miss Geneva had missed two appointments. So Carolina, after an apology, made another. A check on the drop foot was overdue. But one of Miss Geneva’s favorite sayings had become, “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it,” forgiving its grammar in light of its wisdom.

And Carolina admitted forgetting the appointments, having depended on Miss Elizabeth for so long. And Freddy wasn’t there to help. In Athens a month now, he had not mentioned his overseas plan again and still referred, though lightly, to their marriage. Carolina, in fact, had instigated the farewell kiss as he was climbing into Miss Elizabeth’s car to leave. But he had climbed out, clutching her, and been slow to let her go. Almost serious, looking longingly at her lips, he said, “I’ll be back for more of that soon.”

As she hung up on the annoyed nurse, Carolina began to realize that much more depended on her. Miss Elizabeth would be moving possibly in a month, she the keeper of the appointment book and medicine list.

On the October day of the appointment, Miss Gen was unusually quiet. She always rhapsodized over the miracle of the change of seasons—the boring green horizon suddenly ablaze with color and rainbows of marigolds, pansies, and chrysanthemums in panoramic ovals along the way. But her only words had been to remind Carolina to bring a jacket, adding that doctors seemed to think if patients weren’t frozen they might spoil!

A full waiting room greeted them, and Miss Geneva took a chair near where she and Freddy had sat almost a year ago. For a while she amused herself by noting how few of the wheelchairs, walkers, and crutches stared at the blue shoes and tattoo this time. After all, this time there was no ice on the ground. No green coat and suitcase. Yet some smiled, some merely stared, but the room seemed to brighten.

“Do you remember the day you came in here and Freddy and I…”

“Oh, yes!”

“And your feet must have been freezing…blue ballerinas.” Miss Geneva looked down. “Not as good as the ones you have on now.”

Carolina smiled, looking straight ahead. “But they were my lucky shoes, remember? And I desperately needed luck…a job.” Then she looked at Miss Geneva with a tenderness she didn’t usually allow to show, knowing it would cause Miss Geneva as much embarrassment as it would her. “And they’ve brought me plenty…”

“Miss Geneva Eaton.” The voice was strong and commanding. And the nurse with the clipboard gave Carolina a slight frown.

“I’ll wait out here,” Carolina whispered as she helped with the walker. And Miss Geneva thumped along behind the nurse, but not smiling and nodding as much as usual along the way.

They were home in an hour. Curious about Corley, Carolina had suggested a stop at the coffee shop. But Miss Geneva was anxious to get home. Where she said she would lie down awhile. These doctor’s visits exhausted her. So ignoring Tatters’ complaints at her neglect, Carolina helped an obviously weary old lady settle under her favorite throw, which was patterned with cats, kittens, and more cats.

Next added a bit of fresh food to Tatters’ still half-full dish. Then to the computer. Freddy often sent a good morning email, but today she wanted to look at the Romantic Poets course Miss Geneva and she had just started. Already she loved it. She would send Freddy a poem occasionally. They had never talked about poetry! Oh, please, Freddy, you have to love poetry? She giggled. Even if it’s “The Face on the Barroom Floor”!

After reading a sonnet aloud to Tatters, who usually jumped on her bed to keep her company, she turned and saw that he wasn’t there. Better check—he might be bothering Miss Gen.

He was curled close to her, but she seemed comfortable, one hand under a cheek, fingers of the other hand resting on him. Carolina went to the bed to pull the cat-patterned throw over the exposed shoulder. Waiting for Tatters to jump down as usual and head for the kitchen, Carolina chuckled. “You want some cover, too?”

The chuckle faded. “Miss Geneva?”

The cat put a paw to the old cheek. No movement.

“Oh, Tatters.” She sank to the bed beside him and touched the old, familiar shoulder—“Miss Geneva? Miss Geneva?” Her voice felt like a string being pulled slowly up her throat, each word a bit of glass caught in it. “Miss Geneva, please…” But she knew there would be no answer.





Epilogue

The old chapel she had loved so long overflowed with friends. People of Miss Geneva’s years usually had outlasted most friends, Carolina reflected. Then began to wonder if she could outlast the eulogies. The town dignitaries grew eloquent and long-winded, but the shorter speeches, especially Ida Sue’s, were worth waiting for, and Freddy’s arm was a comfort around her. Miss Geneva never would have approved of that, Carolina knew, but perhaps in her heavenly state she would forgive them.

Afterward, people crowded the house, where Ida Sue’s granddaughter and young friends had assembled the condolence casseroles, cakes, and pies on every available surface. In addition to iced tea on this warm October day, a silver service offered coffee.

Did you think, Aunt Gen, what a perfect wedding present that service would be? Elizabeth mused. Then aghast, Oh, God—and Aunt Gen—forgive me! I’m as bad as they…

Some guests stared unabashedly and appraisingly at the worn grandeur surrounding them. A few elegant old ladies nudged each other with breath-wheezing memories of certain rooms.

She joined Betts and they moved among the guests, elegantly composed. How proud of them Miss Geneva must be, wherever she is, Carolina thought, while the sniffling Hannah snuggled between her and Freddy in the porch swing. And Ida Sue, teary but smiling, noticing their empty hands, brought them tea. And Tatters wandered from ankles to ankles in search of a lap no longer there.

Carolina, when guests finally began to saunter toward porch and steps, escaped to her room. The goodbye to Freddy had been painful. He had the long trip back to Athens, Georgia, and closing her eyes as he held her, she had prayed for his safety, thus missing the glares of two ladies leaving. Beside the car he had held her so long that her emotion frightened her. How can I leave this life? What will I do without Freddy…

And walking back to the house through sun and insect-buzzing air, as she had shaded her eyes to see the last of the car, questions crowded in. What will become of me, my education, finding another job?

She had a little while. Yesterday Miss Elizabeth had asked her to stay a few weeks to help clean out things, especially all those school papers, magazines and items from the desk drawers. Oh, and the old photo albums…

“Not the albums!” Betts had objected.

“Betts, we don’t know any of those old people.”

“But the shots of me up the tree…and Draughn! We’ll have nothing left of him.” Miss Elizabeth’s cheeks had appeared sunken. She looked old suddenly.

“And what do we have now?”

“He’s our brother, Lib.”

“Phone disconnected. All letters, even my wedding invitation, ignored.”

“But it didn’t come back! At least he’s alive!”

“I almost wish it had,” Elizabeth shocked them both.

“There’re some more old cards still.” Carolina had tried to avert an upheaval…both sisters exhausted; it was hard. And after all, she loved looking at Miss Geneva’s cards. “How ’bout if I look through them? It will probably be the old address, but still…maybe one more time, and if you tell him his aunt died it might make a difference.”

The sisters stared at her, then at each other ’til one slow grin mirrored the other.

“This is a brilliant child,” Betts stated, nodding.

Then as they faced her puzzlement, “His inheritance,” Elizabeth said. “He probably thinks he was left out of the will years ago. But I know he’s still in it. Maybe that will get an answer!”

Then, almost exuberantly, Betts began straightening for those who might come by after the funeral tomorrow. Funny, Carolina thought as she accepted the dust cloth Miss Elizabeth handed her, how a little hope could give sad, tired people a bunch of energy. So needed—the eve of the funeral.

Betts was first to call it a day. She’d left Mayann too long with Hannah. She’d have a case of the pouts to contend with.

And Elizabeth sent Carolina to bed. She had some personal touches she wanted to attend to in private.

So Carolina was asleep when the phone rang.

“Who on earth would be so inconsiderate as to call tonight?” Elizabeth wondered aloud. “And this late.” Then a thought stilled her hand…but it’s not this late in Colorado…so she was shivering even before she heard the familiar voice.

And she drove to Betts’ where, as her startled sister opened the door, she demanded, “Mix me a strong one…”

Betts’ hand went to her throat. “Oh, Lib, has something happened to Garret?” Then as Elizabeth shook her head, “Well, Mayann is here and we don’t drink—”

“Betts, this is more important than your rules with Mayann—just be sure she’s out of earshot.”

“God,” Elizabeth whispered pacing the lamplit den as she waited, “and Aunt Gen, help me, please! Help me tell Betts in the least painful way.”

And here was her sister already. Well, curiosity sped things up. “You better sit down.” Elizabeth took the glass and a long swallow. Betts put her hand to her mouth. “Maybe I’d better fix me one…”

But Elizabeth waved her back to the sofa. “Don’t! I’ll start screaming if I can’t get this off my chest!” She drained the glass. “Draughn called.”

Betts stared, blinked. “Draughn?” as if she’d never heard the name before. “But how could he know?”

It took Elizabeth a second or two to understand her sister’s confusion.

“He didn’t! He was calling about the wedding. Saying it was very hard for him…to hear a familiar voice, but he felt he had to. A wedding, big deal. My second, I told him. And that Frederick had died. But that he’d left a fine nephew for him. Then he said, ‘Don’t, Elizabeth. Don’t tell me what I’ve missed.’”

She looked away, at the wall of books, the hunt scene over the fireplace as Betts’ hands clasped under her chin, in a prayer attitude. “Is he all right?” The question strained with dread.

Elizabeth perched then, on the edge of a deep-pillowed chair, rolling the glass between her palms. Ice played a tiny bell tune. Westminster chimes, she thought crazily. Please, Father! I’m not doing this well…

“He says he’s all right. But I told him I had to let him know one more thing he was missing.” Elizabeth looked away from her sister’s anxiety. “Aunt Geneva’s funeral. That shook him, Betts. And I was glad! His voice got quavery and he said he had to go. But I said, ‘You can’t. You’ve got an inheritance we need to know what to do with!’ Then he was quiet. I’d have thought he’d hung up but I could hear his breathing—could even hear the hurt in it.” Oh, Lord, I should not have said that!

“‘She kept me in her will?’ It was just a whisper. He couldn’t believe it. Yes, I told him, he had to come. No…no way. Any legalities would have to be handled by mail. Or fax. He couldn’t leave the man he lived with. That gave me a shudder. And he must have heard it in my, ‘Why, Draughn?’ He said in…in I think the saddest voice I’ve ever heard, ‘Because he’s our father, Libba,’ and gave me a minute to digest that, then added, ‘Senile.’”

She sat back then, welcoming the pillows. “Our father, Betts. The man who didn’t want us—who Gramma always believed killed our mother with abuse. The man who, when Draughn was preteen, decided he wanted him! And Gram fought for him. I found the letters written to Gram by that vile man during their battle and the court session. Our father, Betts. Cruel. He may have killed our mother with words, who knows?” And she set her glass on the table with a thud that jostled ice cubes. “It puts a different light on things. Aunt Geneva’s money will probably go to help such a man…” But she couldn’t go on.

And now Betts came to kneel beside her.

“We don’t need it, Libba, and maybe it will help Draughn.” Then she rested her head on Elizabeth’s thighs. And Elizabeth felt the tears through her slacks.

“But after all Gram did—a mother to Draughn—how could he leave…” Then as if to herself. “He was a teenager, rebellious… I wasn’t much older but I could see it broke Gram’s heart. How can someone just walk off and leave a whole family?”

Betts lifted her head, then laughed hoarsely. “Maybe I should ask Greg!”

Elizabeth leaned forward and cupped her sister’s face in her hands. “He said, on the phone, Betts. Draughn told me that he couldn’t come back to Hopelane, Aunt Geneva’s town of total respectability…because…” There was such great sadness in her sister’s face that Betts sat up, pulled away. This will break her heart, Elizabeth knew. She always loved him (big brother) more than I did (little brother), but I can’t live with this alone…our brother…

“He’s gay.”

Betts crawled into the chair beside her then, head against Elizabeth’s chin, snuggling the way she used to when she was two and her big sister was seven.

“I told him we love him and need him and that you were facing a rough time.” She rested her chin on the ruffled hair and whispered, “He hung up.”

So it wasn’t up to me to protect her, Father. But for us to comfort each other on more than tomorrow’s sad services. And there’s Garret’s car in the drive. Home from a day of checking on the house in Asheville. I’ll have comfort tonight, thank you, Father. But Betts will have no one. And Elizabeth could not at that moment endure the thoughts of moving.

Empty tea glasses beaded with moisture and cups, coffee-rimmed, sat here and there. The after-funeral guests were leaving, pressing Miss Elizabeth’s and Betts’ hands, whispering words of condolence.

Carolina slipped to her room, and through the closet into Miss Geneva’s, closing the hall door. She pulled out the desk chair and sat looking at the room. Surely Miss Gen was here. Weird. She could feel her! What had brought her here? It seemed almost as if Miss Geneva had called. Then she noticed the green journal in its usual place.

The journal lay closed. Not necessary, because of course its pages were empty. But this showed off—to any guest wandering this way—the glowing leather cover. A cover that should inspire writing. A cover to hold a family history as if in a fine gloved hand. But Miss Gen had not been inspired.

As Carolina pushed the journal back in place, she stroked the gilt-edged pages. So perfect for Miss Geneva’s gilt-edged life.

Then her eyes widened. Something dark…ink? She drew the journal to her and flipped it open. Miss Geneva had written in her journal! And laughing out loud, Carolina turned to the first page. It was about the birthday party and she had written: “Probably my last.” Then—Carolina caught her breath—the stories, the professor, and Garrett. Every detail! Pages slipped from under her fingers to a marker…

My dear Carolina…

“Oh, Miss Geneva…”

A tapping on the door startled her; she snapped the book closed and pressed it to the desk as if it might fly away. Then reluctantly called, “Come in.”

After a brief struggle with the old doorknob, Hannah, looking a bit happier but still with one damp cheek pressed into Boyfriend’s brass-buttoned coat, entered.

“There’s birds.” She pointed as she came to Carolina’s side. “They look like their tails got dipped in paint!” And Carolina turned the chair to face the window. Waxwings. Miss Geneva’s favorites…

Come look at the birds! There’s a book on my chest of drawers…

“Mama says I have to say goodbye now, but I wanted you to see the birds; they’re telling Aunt Genny goodbye.”

“Yes…” Carolina managed just as Hannah left her arm. And are they telling me goodbye? she wondered.

“Goodnight, Carolina, don’t cry.” Hannah whispered, waved, and closed the door. Carolina reached for the journal. Were the words really there…?


My dear Carolina,

I have no idea when you will discover this, but I told Elizabeth to be sure it was before the reading of the will. I wanted it to be our special time. It’s all in my will, but a will sounds so cold.

As you see I’ve started the Hopelane stories… need to put in the time with Corley…but know I probably won’t have time. I’m hoping you’ll take over and record for me. And keep recording. Just keep things secret a few years, till the old professor and I and others have been forgotten! Perhaps even marry Freddy and become a legitimate Hopelane?



“Oh, Miss Geneva!” Tears made rainbows of the words.


I’m leaving a fund to keep you for a while comfortably here in this house as you make decisions about your life. Betts and Hannah will be close by in Elizabeth’s house. Or if you prefer, stay in your own house, though I don’t think Tatters would like that. Or you might wish to use the fund to finish college on campus. Maybe at UGA while Freddy’s there? But wherever you decide to go, watch and listen for our Father. He comes very quietly. Pay attention. Once a while back you asked why I never talked to you about God’s love for you the way I talked to Corley. Well, I could see her need right off the bat. Yours I wasn’t sure about. You’d had your Gran. But now God has told me to write you this because He has taken me from you. He is with you and loves you.



A flurry of wings among leaves lifted her eyes. The birds were leaving. As she had thought she would be leaving…


I’m giving you my family, Carolina. They’ll be a little harder to hug than stuffed animals sometimes, but they will hug back. If you’ll have them, they’ll be here when you want them or need them and when you don’t. Family. It’s our Lord’s greatest earthly blessing. They’re His Presence for those times that will come, times we can’t handle alone or just need somebody to talk to. Anyhow, He gave me this family and it’s my bequest to you, Carolina. Family. Live child. In joy.



She sat transfixed, hands motionless on the book in her lap. She stared down at the pages. A great many empty ones left. My assignment from the teacher: fill them. A family to learn to live with. And listen for God. Maybe I’ll wind up talking with Him as you did, Miss Geneva.

Hardly seeing them, she waved as Hannah and Betts passed the window on the way to their car. Then she looked down, almost afraid the words had been wishful thinking. But they were still there, a bit shakily written, as Miss Geneva had loved to say, “with the quill from an angel’s wing.”

An angel. She stroked the pages, remembering that day in the kitchen when she met the rather scary old lady. And how that old lady had fussed about the thin blue shoes on a January day, the first person to make her feel cared for in a desolate time.

A family! Marry Freddy? Go to school? Possibly even follow him to some desolate country! This was God’s love through Miss Geneva.

She put the book aside as a bewildered Tatters jumped into her lap. Carolina clutched him to her as something like a great wind swirled around her heart. Scary, exciting…being part of a family! A new life. And some tears darkened Tatters’ fur.

Oh, Miss Geneva, Miss Geneva! Who is the caregiver, after all?
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