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Kincaid’s Hope

 


Beth Kincaid left her hot temper and unhappy
childhood behind and created a life in the city free from untidy
emotionalism, but even a tidy life has danger, especially when it
falls apart.

 


In the midst of her personal disasters, Beth
is called back to her hometown of Preston, a small town in
southwestern Virginia, to settle her guardian’s estate. There, she
runs smack into the mess she’d left behind a decade earlier: her
alcoholic father, the long-ago sweetheart, Michael, and the poor
opinion of almost everyone in town. As she sorts through her
guardian’s possessions, Beth discovers that the woman who saved her
and raised her had secrets, and the truths revealed begin to chip
away at her self-imposed control.

 


Michael is warmly attentive and Stephen, her
ex-fiancé, follows her to Preston to win her back, but it is the
man she doesn’t know who could forever end Beth’s chance to build a
better, truer life.


Chapter One

 


She’d built her life before; she could do it
again.

Beth Kincaid had awakened before dawn, but
the memory of yesterday, of being fired, was a dark, gnarly place
in her brain. She pulled the goose down pillow over her head hoping
to slip back into sweet oblivion.

Not happening.

She kicked off the covers. She was an early
riser and always had been. Apparently, that didn’t change with the
circumstances.

First, a hot shower, pounding and steaming,
a brisk blow-dry of the hair and then a little makeup—a swish of
the hand towel to shine up the faucet completed the morning
routine.

Beth shook out her folded jeans and held
them up to her waist. She hadn’t seen them in a long time. She
sorted through the shirts hanging in the closet, bypassing the silk
shells and dressier button-downs, opting for a sky blue cotton
shirt with pearl buttons.

Next, coffee, but there was no rush. She
wouldn’t be among the DC beltway commuters this morning.

On the counter separating the kitchen from
the living room, the answering machine splashed its blinking red
light onto the wall—the same as it had last night when she came
home. She turned her back to it and concentrated on getting the
coffee maker working.

Soft strains of Mendelssohn’s Wedding March
came from nearby. Beth jumped, startled, and coffee grounds
scattered across the countertop. Stephen—she’d called him
yesterday, but he’d asked all the wrong questions. She found her
purse and dug the cell phone out of the side pocket.

“Hi.”

“Hello, beautiful. How are you? Better
today?” His tone dropped. “You scared me, you know, not answering
the phone. I was worried.”

“I didn’t feel like talking.” She sniffled
and was embarrassed that she couldn’t help it.

“Remember, I’m the guy you’re going to
marry.”

“I know. It’s just…”

“Beth, please let me help. Getting laid off
is bad news and it’s tough for you now, but Haddin Technology gives
generous severance packages. You’ve been there for almost ten
years.”

She cringed. Stephen’s mind was always on
money these days. His investments had tanked and she sympathized,
but….

“I can’t talk about it now. I’ll call you
later.”

Her finger hit the End button without
consulting her good manners.

Beth clutched the phone. She could see
him—almost as if he were right in front of her—his dark eyes,
almost black, so concerned, so sincere.

He’d stopped asking her to take a loan
against her 401K, but since yesterday it was severance, severance,
severance. If he said that word one more time, she’d scream.

When the Wedding March began playing again,
she stuffed the phone under the chair cushion. He didn’t
understand. No one could.

But that wasn’t true. Maude always
encouraged and supported her. Maude Henry, no relation and under no
obligation, had rescued Beth and her brother, Daniel. She’d done
her best to help them—two troubled children with no one to protect
them. Years later, just before Beth left town, Maude had given her
a book.

Beth stopped in front of the bookcase and
ran her fingers along the spines of the books. There it
was—Clarissa’s Folly. She slid it from its spot on the
shelf.

The dust jacket was gaudy and melodramatic,
an illustration of a young woman in a long, full-skirted dress
standing in front of a gray stone house and clutching a red cape
about her, against the wind. In the background, a man stood near
the corner of the house watching her. Tall and slim, dressed in
black, his face was shadowed below the brim of a tall hat.

The jacket branded it a gothic romance,
decades out of fashion and a misfit among her other books. Almost
an embarrassment. She’d considered discarding it many times, or, at
least ripping off the dust jacket. Why hadn’t she? Because of
Maude. She didn’t have the heart—or the lack of heart—to throw it
away.

The inscription was the important part. She
flipped open the cover to the words Maude had written on the title
page in her disciplined and perfectly formed handwriting:

 


To Beth on her eighteenth birthday,

Make your own life. Don’t let it be made for
you.

Love, your Maude

 


Beth appreciated the advice, but had always
been bemused by the choice of book.

She whispered, “Maude, I did what you said
and look where it’s gotten me.”

A photo stuck out from between the pages.
She brushed the edge gently with her fingers, then pulled it out.
Michael. Dark hair, blue eyes and a smile that set her tingling
from head to toe. Back then, of course. Not now. Not in a long
time. They’d been so young then. Only a decade ago? It seemed like
another life. And beside him, Daniel, always looking so serious,
but as mischievous as his ginger hair suggested.

She reached up and touched her own—more gold
than red, but otherwise so much like her brother’s.

One page of the book was bent. Beth smoothed
out the rumple and the text caught her attention.

 


The maidservant conducted her down the
stairs and through the tall doorway of the dining room. Madam was
already seated at the table to the right of a handsome,
well-dressed dark-haired man. Clarissa’s breath caught in her
throat. Quickly, she sought to regain her composure.

The footman drew a chair from the table,
opposite Madam, and waited. Clarissa approached and with each step
she was surer.

 


It was escapist, nonsense fiction. Nothing
to do with real life.

Beth returned the book to the shelf and
grabbed her old comfort sweater from the sofa. She slid her arms
into the loose sleeves, then pulled the front together to hold the
softness closer.

So, what next?

She’d like to see Maude.

There was no employer to notify and her
neighbor, Celeste, could get the mail. Why not drive to Preston and
visit her?

Beth pushed open the sliding door and
stepped out onto her small balcony. She breathed deeply hoping
fresh air would cool her brain.

The parking lot below was almost empty. The
spring-freshened breeze lightly masked the mingled odors of asphalt
and stale exhaust. Beyond the parking lot and a buffer of cedar
trees, most of the Route 50 traffic headed north and east, away
from Fairfax and toward the DC environs. The world—the employed
part—was en route to work. Her car sat idle a few rows back with
the morning dew still clinging to the windshield.

Only one person was in view, a man sitting
in a shiny dark SUV. He was almost invisible behind its tinted
windows. The side window was down and his large, muscled arm rested
on the sill. The morning sun glinted on gold jewelry around his
wrist and on his hand.

He was a stranger and she was glad. She
didn’t want nosy neighbors speculating why
workaholic-no-time-for-gossiping, all-business Beth was home at
this hour on a work day.

The damp, metallic cold of the wrought iron
railing reached through the nubby knit of her sleeves. Beth pressed
her fingers to her face, to her throbbing temples. Her omissions
were catching up with her. She’d never lied about her past, but she
didn’t believe she owed anyone, including Stephen, her life
story.

She’d told him her parents died when she was
young and that a local woman had raised her. That had satisfied
him. He liked being free of family ties and emotional baggage. They
both did. Romance and hearts and flowers had never been a part of
their relationship, but then again, neither had regret or remorse.
Until now.

Yesterday’s shock had provided some kind of
catharsis and opened her eyes. Their relationship—once so
sparkly—had no more substance than a cheap trinket.

But breaking up? He wasn’t going to make it
easy. All the more reason to disappear for a few days.

Beth went back inside and yanked the
suitcase from the closet and opened it on the bed. She didn’t need
to pack much. She wouldn’t be gone long—just long enough to hear
Maude’s calm common sense advice. Her toiletries fit into
specially-sized plastic bags and her clothing into packing cubes.
Nice and neat. With a satisfied grunt, Beth closed the suitcase and
carried it into the living room.

Beth pictured Maude, thin with perfect
posture and iron-colored curls tight to her scalp—and with a wide
smile when she opened the front door and saw Beth.

The blinking red message light caught her
eye again. Time to take care of it. She flexed her fingers and
punched the blinking red light.

“You have three messages. First message.”
There was a brief pause, then, Stephen’s voice said, “Beth? You
aren’t answering your cell. Are you there? Call me.”

Groan. She hit Erase.

“Second message.” This time it was a woman’s
voice. Familiar. It caught her attention with the first words.
“This message is for Beth Kincaid. This is Ida Langhorne calling
from Mr. Monroe’s office. You might remember me?” There was a
pause. “Well, I’m sorry to leave a message like this, but Miss
Maude has passed. A few days ago.…”

Beth’s mind went blank. Mrs. Langhorne’s
slow, southern lilt made ‘a few days ago’ sound like a question.
The words hit her brain, but she couldn’t think. Mrs. Langhorne
continued speaking. Beth slapped the Stop button.

…has passed. A few days ago…

Something tore in her heart. With a
trembling hand, she pressed Play again.

“…he sent a letter, too, because we had
trouble tracking you down. Your number’s unlisted. Anyway, we found
your phone number in her address book today. We had a small funeral
service yesterday—just the way she wanted. I’m real sorry, honey.
When you get to town, stop by the office and we’ll give you Miss
Maude’s papers. Bye, now.”

Only Maude had her contact information.

There was no love lost between Beth and the
people she’d left behind in Preston ten years ago. In the years
since, her trips to Preston had been brief and solely for the
purpose of visiting Maude.

The red light continued to blink, waiting,
insisting she listen to the third message. She pushed the
button.

“Third message. Beth, this is Michael. Maude
gave me your number awhile ago. You’ve probably heard by now, but I
wanted to make sure you knew. It’s about Maude. She’s gone. If
you’d like to talk, call me.” He left a phone number.

One person from Preston had called, after
all. His voice touched her in a way that the old photo hadn’t. Her
eyes hurt. She waited for the tears to start. Expected them. Wanted
them. Her eyes burned, but no tears fell.

It was the effect of shock. Maude was gone.
Employer was gone. Reality had suffered a sudden inversion.

She closed her eyes and concentrated on
breathing. This apartment in Fairfax was her present. The small
town of Preston was her past.

Look forward, Bethie, not back.

But sometimes the past returned to claim its
share of the present.

She called Mr. Monroe’s office and left a
message on his answering machine. “It’s Beth Kincaid. I’ll be in
town this afternoon.”

She unplugged the coffee maker. She’d grab a
cup on her way out of town. But she had to tell Stephen something.
She couldn’t simply disappear.

Beth practiced excuses and explanations as
she made two trips down the stairs taking her suitcase and other
items to the car. She tossed her suitcase onto the back seat and
put her laptop bag on the floorboard, then stood in the open
driver’s side door drumming her fingers on the car roof. It wasn’t
his fault that, more and more, being around him made her feel
trapped. Or, maybe it was partly his fault, but it was totally her
fault she hadn’t done anything about it.

She hit his number on the speed dial.

“Beth? I’m glad you called back. I was about
to come over. I’m not angry that you hung up on me. I know you’re
going through a lot of negative stuff right now.”

The morning damp hung over the asphalt. She
slipped into the car and closed the door. She should tell him about
the trip and why—as she should tell him the truth about being fired
and about Maude’s death. Instead, she said, “I need time away.”

“What are you talking about?”

“A few days. Alone.”

“Just like that? No discussion?”

A deep breath. “I’m sorry. I’ll call you
when I get back. We’ll talk then.” She disconnected.

She backed out of the parking space, her
foot powered by adrenalin, and almost ran over a man, probably the
man she’d seen earlier in the SUV since no one else was around.
Either she hadn’t noticed him crossing the nearly empty lot and or
he’d moved quickly because, suddenly, he was there, his gray
t-shirt filling her rearview mirror. He was unusually tall and,
thankfully, nimble. She was glad not to add manslaughter to her
sins.

Come hell or high water or from the frying
pan into the fire—choose your cliché, pick your poison, Bethie—it
all came down to the same thing. Next stop, Preston.

But running away was tougher than
expected.

Stephen called before she reached Starbucks
and again, as Beth settled back in the car with her coffee.

She parked away from the store, around the
side out of the eyes of passersby. She took a deep, cleansing
breath, then dialed. He answered before the first ring ended.

“I was about to call the police.”

Muted voices rose and fell in the
background. Office noises.

“Why? I told you I needed a few days
away.”

“Because I’m worried about you. Losing your
job was a huge shock.”

She stopped mid-reach for her coffee. “I’ll
be okay. I will. But that’s part of why I want to go away for a few
days.”

“Fine. Understood. I’ll go with you. You
shouldn’t be by yourself right now.”

“I’ll be fine.” She sniffled again and
rummaged through her purse and glove compartment searching for a
tissue.

“Talk to me, Beth. We’re engaged. That
should mean something.”

Over the phone came the click of a door
closing and the background voices ceased as he said, “Your voice
sounds funny. Are you crying? No worries. You’ll find a new
job.”

“I hope so. I have bills to pay.”

“You’ve still got your savings, and now you
have the severance monies.” His voice took on a familiar, bitter
edge. “I wouldn’t have suggested that investment to you, or anyone
else, if I hadn’t believed in it. You were right not to trust
me.”

He was tuning up to run through the story of
his investment failure all over again. She couldn’t deal with
this.

“It was never a question of trusting you.
The market was too volatile. Outside of my comfort level.” Sunlight
sparked off of the side of a black SUV as it drove slowly past. She
shielded her eyes. “You aren’t a broker. They knew you weren’t
licensed. It’s not like you took a percentage or a kickback.” There
was a brief silence. “Or had inside information or anything.”

“Good intentions won’t matter if they go
public about it. Unlucky investments blow up into big scandals now.
My employer won’t want to be associated with it even if it has
nothing to do with our marketing clients.”

“I understand.”

“And you’re tired of hearing about it.”

She should say ‘not at all,’ but it was the
truth—she was sick of it. She tried to remember what had attracted
her to him and came up empty. Beth took a deep breath and said,
“I’m sitting in my car in a parking lot. It’s not a good place for
a conversation.”

“Tell me where you are. I’ll be there in
minutes.”

“No.” She spoke as gently as she could, yet
still sound firm. “I’ll talk to you when I get back. Please
understand. Bye, Stephen.”

****

The train tracks divided Main Street,
literally running between the north and southbound traffic lanes.
Kersey’s Drug ‘n Dime looked shabby. On the corner of Hatter and
Main, Lester’s Fine Furniture was now Lester’s Discount House and
signs in the showroom windows promised ‘Deep Price Cuts.’

The disintegration had been in progress the
last time she’d driven down Main Street, but change drove more
change. Main Street’s vitality hovered somewhere between borderline
commercial survival and going flat broke. At the end of Main, the
tracks curved to the right and headed northeast around Mill
Park.

Billy Monroe’s law office was around the
corner on Woodlawn Avenue, facing the park. The sign on his door
was flipped to “Closed for Lunch.” Beth parked and walked the short
distance to the office door. Up close, it was easy to see the
interior was dark and empty.

She turned back toward the car. Across the
street was Mill Park, unchanged. The sweep of green grass beneath
the tall, massive pines and the water beyond where ducks and geese
reigned and dragonflies flitted, eased her heart. It always had
even when things had been bad.

Powell’s Creek fed the lake. It had powered
the grist mill more than a century earlier, but the mill was long
closed. The town made an effort to keep the exterior of the
three-story building in good repair, but the weathered structure
was moving from picturesque to derelict. Westward, beyond the park
and out of sight of the park and mill, houses backed up to the
lake.

Beth got back into the car and drove along
the two-lane road skirting the lake. She passed Maude’s church.
Well, not Maude’s church, but that was how Beth always thought of
it. Never Beth’s church after the first day she’d sat in the pew
beside Maude. Two pews behind them several girls had giggled and
whispered. The same smart and pretty girls Beth didn’t get along
with in school. It was destined not to end well and her lack of
fitting-in had grown exponentially with each service she
attended.

Maude Henry’s house was on the outside edge
of town on the western branch of the lake. Each morning, a
beautiful sunrise bloomed over the unbroken expanse of water. An
exquisite sunset burnished the water and set the distant mountains
afire at day’s end.

The house and the old neighborhood were the
same. Large and small homes were intermixed, but the lots were
large and private due to the mature hedges and trees.

Beth climbed from the car and paused to
shrug off her old sweater. She tossed it back into the car. With
Maude gone, she’d expected the house to look empty—bereft—and it
did, but the sky above was a deep blue and the smell of springtime
green tickled her nose.

She sensed eyes upon her and looked up.

There was a large gap in the hedge and
across the way, Mrs. Boyle stood on her porch staring in Beth’s
direction. Martha Boyle, and most of the other citizens of Preston,
refused to let her forget her teen years, her mistakes, her hot
temper. For them, it was ‘like father, like daughter.’ Let Martha
stare.

Past was past. Let it stay there.

The key fit smoothly into the lock and the
door opened. The tiny vestibule was dark, but light streamed into
the hallway ahead through the wide, framed opening into the living
room.

Beth paused and listened. Silence. Only the
dry, musty smell of old greeted her.

The living room was on the left with the
dining room behind it. The threadbare hallway rug, the almost
napless fabric of Maude’s Davenport, were unchanged. The tabletops
wore a thin layer of dust. The tables were bare of their
knick-knacks. She walked straight back to the kitchen. The fridge
was empty. It had been cleaned and wiped, and a small, orange box
of Arm n’ Hammer baking soda was inside to absorb odors.

Stepping out the back door–now that was like
entering another world. Beth breathed in the sweet scents of yellow
jasmine and fresh water. The yard had always been simple, but
well-groomed, bordered by massive red-tipped Photinia hedges and
crape myrtle trees–mature foliage hiding this slice of property
from the rest of the world.

Now, the grass was shaggy. The planks on the
weathered dock were warped and split. Overall, it didn’t inspire
confidence. At the gazebo, a few loose corners of screening flapped
in the breeze and the white paint was peeling.

But the gazebo still overlooked the lake,
the dock was more solid than it appeared and the gentle slapping of
wavelets at the rock barrier protecting the shoreline was the sound
of eternity.

The physical sensations tied the moments of
her life together in such an overwhelming way she nearly dropped to
her knees, winded by the unexpectedness of it. She fought it off.
There were good memories, true, but they weren’t worth remembering
if it meant reliving the painful ones.

A boy burst through the hedge. He skidded to
a stop when he saw Beth.

“Hi,” she said.

He stuck his fingers in his belt loops and
hitched up his jeans. “Do you live here now?”

“I used to. I just got back.”

“Do you have a kid? There’s not many around
here.”

He looked so serious Beth almost laughed.
She wanted to thank him for tearing her away from bad memories, but
he wouldn’t understand.

“No kids, sorry. Do you live nearby?”

“My grandma lives there.” He pointed toward
the Boyle’s blue-shingled house. “Am I in trouble?”

“Trouble? Why?”

“Because I’m in your yard.” He shifted from
sneaker to sneaker, postured forward on the balls of his feet,
gearing up to move.

“Run through anytime you like.”

Mrs. Boyle yelled from beyond the hedge.
“James! Where are you?”

The boy grinned at Beth and disappeared into
the next set of hedges on the far side.

That moment he grinned–he was probably about
nine or ten–reminded her of Daniel. Her heart gave a twinge. No
wonder she’d thought of him, her big brother, out here by the lake
with the past feeling close enough to touch. And Michael, too.

This time, her heart gave a nervous
thud.

No problem. If she wrapped up her business
quickly, she could avoid Michael.

Back inside, Beth opened a kitchen window
and then others in the living room and dining room. Some were
painted shut, others were warped, but a few opened wide enough to
allow in fresh air, still cool. Thank goodness it was April and not
July.

She heard footsteps on the porch and then
the doorbell broke the silence.

Mrs. Boyle held a bowl of cat food in one
hand, with a large orange cat secured between her body and the
crook of her other arm. The cat hung there, legs stuck out, eyes
staring.

Martha Boyle thrust the bowl toward her and
Beth took it in reflex. She did the same with the cat, nearly
assaulting Beth with its massive, furry body.

“It’s Maude’s. I took care of it while
things were getting sorted out. Now you’re here, so it’s sorted and
it’s yours.”

Beth’s mouth hung open. The cat twitched and
settled the sharp nails of one hind foot against her arm, tensing
in warning. “What—?”

“There’s litter in the pantry and the box is
out on the back stoop.”

“Is this—? I thought....” Beth stumbled over
the words.

“I don’t know anything about it except its
name. Teddy.” She turned and walked away, her hand on the stair
rail and her attention concentrated on the porch steps. Martha’s
only ‘goodbye’ was the view of her stooped back.

Teddy squirmed vigorously. Beth let him
fall. He hit the floor with a soft thud and dashed up the stairs as
if he knew exactly where he was going. Which he did, of course.

Beth stood at the base of the stairs,
staring at the dust motes dancing in the sunlight as it streamed
through the windows on the landing. Should she follow him up? No,
she’d fix the litter box first.

This was way beyond unexpected. The last
time she’d visited, Maude had been looking for a home for a stray
kitten. Apparently, she’d found one. Here.

Maude’s cat.

Her cat now.

Beth went upstairs. She had to find Teddy a
new home.

The large cat was curled up on Maude’s bed.
He lifted his head and eyeballed her. His tail swished as if
slicing the air.

“Fine. Stay there.”

The furnishings upstairs seemed lean. Beth
flipped a light switch on and off and opened the water tap. Power
and water. All she needed for a few days.

Personal items—only a small bottle of White
Shoulders, a silver-backed hairbrush and a ring holder—sat on a
doily on Maude’s dresser. Beth recognized the few dresses hanging
in the closet and knew there used to be more.

Her own room was at the front of the house.
It, too, looked stripped down.

****

Beth made a quick trip to the grocery store,
both for herself and for Teddy. She was putting the food away when
movement out by the gazebo caught her eye. Through the window and
beyond the tattered gazebo screening, she saw a man on the far side
of the structure, standing near the water.

She stared. Her breath quickened. She
reached up and smoothed her hair back.

She didn’t know Maude’s neighbors anymore,
except Martha Boyle, of course. She couldn’t tell a neighbor out
for a morning jog from a stranger trespassing. Yet, as the man
moved along the lakeside, Beth recognized him immediately by his
walk, his posture, and other attributes she couldn’t name, but to
which her heart and body responded instinctively.

Michael.


Chapter Two

 


All thoughts of avoiding Michael vanished as
if they’d never passed through her brain. The slamming of the storm
door behind her was no more than a faint echo of her lost resolve
as she crossed the lawn to where he stood down by the lake.

Beth didn’t know Michael, the adult, but
she’d known him well as a child and a teenager. She wanted to reach
out and touch him, surprised by the surge of strong emotion washing
over her, but his eyes were hard as he watched her approach and his
hands stayed in his pockets. His coolness killed her impulsive rush
to greet him.

His dark hair was longish around his ears
and neck, but neatly groomed. A soft blue shirt matched the color
of his eyes. His jeans were neat and his shoes were polished. His
style said casual and comfortable, but not careless and not by
chance.

“I’d recognize you anywhere,” she said.

“Beth. It’s been how long? Ten years?
Twelve?”

“About that, I guess. Thanks for calling
me.”

He shrugged. “No problem. I was out of town
when Maude died. She was getting weak, but she’d been around
forever. Hard to imagine her gone.” He looked at the house, the
sweep of the lawn and out at the lake. “I didn’t realize you were
already here.”

“I drove up as soon as I got the messages
this morning. Mrs. Langhorne said they had a small graveside
service. I wish I’d known in time to be here.”

He frowned. His voice was harsh. “How would
that happen? Did you stay in touch with anyone except Maude? If I
hadn’t seen her recently I wouldn’t have had your number. You
didn’t leave a lot of friends behind when you left.”

Her face heated up. “Well, I guess you get
points for honesty.” She turned to go, saying, “Good to see you,
Michael.” It never failed, did it? Expectations could always be
counted on to slingshot right back in your face.

“Sorry.” He reached out and brushed her arm.
“I didn’t come to criticize.”

She gave him back silence and a stony
look.

“I’d like to start over,” he said.

Beth bit her tongue. Anger struggled to vent
as if returning here had thrown her back into old habits—back into
being that touchy, hot-tempered person she hadn’t liked very much.
She crossed her arms and stared at the ground.

“Welcome back to Preston, Beth. I wish it
was under better circumstances.”

Starting over? Is that what he wanted? She
eased her tightly clasped arms apart, but then didn’t know what to
do with her hands. She settled them on her hips.

Michael leaned forward, touched her arm,
then eased her left hand toward him and turned it over. “I see an
engagement ring.”

“Yes.” She pulled her hand back and
sidestepped the full truth by shifting the conversation to him.
“How about you? Are you married?”


Michael had been her brother’s friend and both were older than she.
She’d idolized them and they treated her like a nuisance–except for
a few sweet moments during the summer when she was fifteen and
Michael was eighteen–moments offering more promise than they ever
delivered.

He grimaced. “I was engaged a few times, but
none of them lasted long enough for a wedding to happen.”

“Sorry to hear that.”

“I’m not complaining. Even my would-be
brides were happy to call it off.”

What could she say to that? “Maybe you’re
destined to be single—an old bachelor.”

Michael smiled. “Could be. I’m making a
pretty good effort at it.”

Warmer feelings filled the space between
them and she was glad. She’d blamed him fifteen years ago when
Daniel died. Or rather, she blamed Michael for surviving when her
brother hadn’t. It hadn’t been fair to him, but grief knows no
logic. And, in the end, he’d let her down, too. All ancient
history.

“Would you like a cup of coffee?”

He shook his head. “I can’t. I have an
appointment.”

As they walked up the path together, he
stopped and looked at her. “How long will you stay? Will you
stay?”

“Stay here? My life is in Fairfax. I can’t
manage a house here while living there. Why would I want to?”

“Maybe keep it as a weekend property? It’s
on the lake.”

“I don’t see it working for me. I’ll
sell.”

Michael nodded. “You want to get back to
your fiancé and your job. Maude said you were working as a project
manager at a computer company?”

She deflated suddenly. “A technology
firm.”

“What about your father?”

Beth tensed. “What about him?”

“Joe’s living in the area.”

“I’ll be done with my business and out of
town before he knows I’m here.” She hugged her arms again.

He started to speak, then stopped. Instead,
he asked, “Do you have a real estate agent?”

“Not yet.”

“Ann Mallory knows this area better than
anyone.”

“Thanks.”

“Happy to help.” He walked around the side
of the house and disappeared.

Goodbye, Michael. Again.

Actually, he looked good. She’d forgotten
how deeply blue his eyes were. Beth walked back up the steps and
into the house and heard the doorbell ringing. She hurried down the
hallway and opened the door expecting to see Michael again.

Mr. Monroe stood on the porch. His dusty
sedan was parked in the driveway. He was every bit of eighty-five
with curly white eyebrows and sagging jowls—an expatriate from a
Normal Rockwell painting. He hugged a large folder with one arm and
a cane was hooked over his wrist. His eyelids looked heavy, but
Beth didn’t doubt his vision was as sharp as ever.

“Hello.” She stepped out to the porch. “I
guess you got my message?”

“I did. I have Ms. Henry’s papers for you.
Deed, receipts, and such. You’ll want to keep them secure. Look
through them. If you have any questions, call or stop by the
office.” He handed her a dark brown accordion folder about an inch
thick, but lumpy. “There’s an extra set of house keys and car keys
in there.”

“Thanks.”

“As I wrote in my letter, Miss Maude left a
small amount of money in the local bank. She directed me to cash
that out at her death to fulfill bequests to the library, church
and the Ladies’ Auxiliary. I’ve done that. Her share of the house
and lot, along with the contents, were bequeathed to you. The
utilities will remain on until the end of the month. If you’ll be
here beyond that, please have the accounts changed to your
name.”

“Thanks for bringing these papers over. You
sent a letter? I didn’t receive it before I left.” She hugged the
folder. “Mr. Monroe, Maude used to have a lovely set of white
wicker furniture on the porch. Do you know what happened to
it?”

“A few months past, hoodlums tossed Miss
Maude’s rattan furniture into the lake.”

“That’s terrible.”

“It’s what those rascals do. After a night
of floating in the lake, it was a mess. Some of it followed the
current and snagged on the Hilliard’s dock.” Mr. Monroe shook his
head. “It was unsightly, but still usable, so she gave it
away.”

“Did the police find out who did it?”

“Miss Maude made a report, but that was all.
She’d grown frail and didn’t want trouble.”

“Why didn’t you call me when Maude got sick?
Or did she get sick? I don’t even know how she died.”

“She just died. Of old age. She was alone.
When you reach a certain age, you’ve outlived most of your friends,
and enemies, too. She passed during the night. Martha Boyle came
over to pick her up…going to the store, I believe, and when she
didn’t answer the door, Mrs. Boyle let herself in.”

“I see.”

“I believe Mrs. Langhorne told you we didn’t
have a current phone number or address for you, else we would have
called sooner. Miss Maude had already made the funeral
arrangements, so we proceeded with the service and the interment
per her wishes.”

She tried to keep her focus squarely on Mr.
Monroe. Emotionalism would help no one.

He asked, “Will you be speaking with your
father while you’re in town?”

Her lips went numb. She bit down on
them.

“Consider doing so, Miss Kincaid.” His faded
eyes held hers for a long moment. He coughed lightly.

Beth stared back, but refused to ask the
obvious–why should Mr. Monroe care about Joe Kincaid? Her
relationship with her father was none of his business. Except in a
small town, everybody’s business was everybody else’s.

He nodded and walked to his car.

From her vantage point on the porch, she
could see several houses along the road and the hedges and
landscaping, but not a soul was in sight. She waved as Mr. Monroe
drove away.

In the kitchen, Beth unwound the elastic
string securing the brown envelope and slid the papers onto the
table. The title to which Maude had added her name five years
before was on top. Next were documents pertaining to Maude’s
guardianship. Daniel’s death certificate. Her mother’s, too.

Enough for now. Carefully, Beth slid the
documents back into the envelope.

She went upstairs and unpacked her suitcase
and put the toiletries in the bathroom. When everything was neatly
squared in the drawer or lined up on the vanity she made a sandwich
for supper.

In the late afternoon, the light wind
stilled and the air grew stuffy inside the house. Beth walked out
the back door and down the brick path. She passed the gazebo and
stood at the lake’s edge. The last light of day was soft and the
lake breeze was sweet.

A short distance southeast of Maude Henry’s
shoreline a small point jutted out into the lake so that the boat
dock on the point tended to catch whatever got caught in the
current, including Maude’s wicker furniture.

There was no comfort in memories, not for
her. Sentimentality was over-rated—of no more use in a rational,
real-life present than fairy tales, fantasy, or old romance
novels.

A star popped out in the dimming sky. More
would soon follow. Beth turned away and walked back to the house.
Her car was parked in the driveway so she turned on all of the
outside lights. No night-roving juveniles would mistake this for a
vacant house.

Teddy was curled into a tight, furry ball on
Maude’s pillow. Beth didn’t disturb him.

In her old room, she sat in the dark at the
open window with the cool touch of the breeze on her face listening
to the night sounds. She welcomed emotional exhaustion because it
left no room for anything else.

Wood creaked in the hallway. A metallic
sound came from somewhere in the house.

This was the first time she’d ever slept
alone here.

Lots of firsts had happened within the past
forty-eight hours, including Michael’s return to her life. Thinking
of him pushed the old house groans out of her mind, but brought no
peace.

Ten years since she’d moved away from
Preston. Twelve years since she’d seen Michael.

Twelve years older should mean twelve years
smarter. Should.

****

In the morning, something glittered in the
long grass near the gazebo. Beth went outside and found a
wine-cooler bottle.

She opened the door to the gazebo. Inside,
discarded cans, bottles and squashed cigarette butts littered the
floor. This close, the scent of jasmine and the cleansing lake
breeze couldn’t conceal the stink.

The debris seemed relatively fresh. As Maude
had gotten weaker, human rodents had moved in and abused her
property.

Her pulse quickened and rose to a low, dull
roar in her ears.

Calm down, Bethie. It’s disgusting, but it
can be cleaned up.

Beth dragged one of the large, metal garbage
cans from behind Maude’s garage and found an old broom. She swept
the floor free of the litter.

The gazebo needed a bit of screen tacking, a
good sanding and painting, and it would look fabulous framed by the
jasmine, the Photinia, and the blue of the sky and the lake. It
might make a difference in a tight market.

****

The afternoon was nearly done and when she
returned from the bank, the evening stretched ahead of her, quiet
and lonely. She searched for Teddy and found him underneath Maude’s
bed. Hard to miss those orange eyes burning in the dark below.

Suit yourself, Teddy.

Her trip to the bank had been successful.
They required an account in order to rent a safety deposit box.
She’d close the checking account on her way out of town. In the
meantime, the papers were secure. Beth tossed the starter checks
into a kitchen drawer.

She was about to put a frozen dinner in the
microwave when the phone rang.

“Beth? It’s Michael.”

Michael?

“Hi. What can I do for you?”

“Thought I’d drop by with some takeout.
Preston has a good Chinese restaurant. Opened about six months
ago.”

“I appreciate the offer, but...” Beth
stalled, not sure whether she wanted to make nice with him or
not.

“Have you eaten?”

“No, I was about to cook something.”

“Well, don’t. I’ll be over in about thirty
minutes.”

Beth tossed the defrosting cardboard box
back into the freezer and pulled some plates out of the
cabinet.

****

“I owe you an apology. You’re hardly back in
town and there I was, telling you what to do and criticizing. I
know you don’t have good feelings about Preston, and I can’t blame
you, but you shouldn’t judge a whole town by one man’s failings.”
Michael moved the food containers from the carryout bag to the
table.

Beth sat down opposite him. “I don’t. I have
more than one reason. As for Joe, I don’t want to talk about
him.”

“He’s your father.”

“No, he’s the man who killed my mother.” It
cost her to say it bold like that, but pretending was a waste of
time.

“That’s harsh, Beth.”

“Truth can be harsh. The way my mother died
was harsh. The accident was only one of the crimes he committed. If
not for him, Daniel wouldn’t...he wouldn’t have made bad
choices.”

“Daniel and I were teenagers. We did a lot
of stupid, dangerous things. It wasn’t the first time he drove when
he shouldn’t have.” Michael cracked open a fortune cookie. “I can
see you’re angry. This is still painful for you.”

The words he’d left unsaid were hanging in
the air between them—still painful after all these years. But some
things couldn’t be gotten over easily and he didn’t have the right
to tell her otherwise. She busied herself with scraping the last
grains of rice from the thin, white container.

“Why did you come here tonight?”

“You have to eat, don’t you?” He smiled and
gently took the empty container from her to add to the bag of
trash.

Beth stabbed a chunk of chicken with her
fork. “What’s the real reason?”

“You were always the little kid tagging
along. The brat. Daniel and I were pretty tough on you. Seeing you
again reminded me.” Michael sipped his iced tea. “I visited Maude
from time to time. She was proud of you.”

Not exactly what she’d expected him to say.
Was he baiting her?

“Maude understood why I couldn’t stay around
Preston.”

Michael nodded. “You were the closest thing
she had to family. She missed you, but she admired your
independence. Maude was proud you’d put yourself through
college—while working and supporting yourself—and had a good
job.”

Beth relaxed. “Maude disrupted her life for
a couple of kids she hardly knew. I owe her…everything.”

“It was quite a sensation at the time.”
Michael spoke softly.

“The town’s sensation was our real-life
nightmare.” Maude had driven out to the Kincaid place where the two
children waited for their parents to come home. Mom and Dad were
overdue. If one could smell change in the air, especially bad
change, they did that day.

Beth said, “The day Maude came out to the
old place, she told us, ‘come with me,’ and Daniel asked her, ‘Why
should we go anywhere with you?’ Maude said, ‘Because there was an
accident. Your mother’s dead and your father won’t be back for a
long time. The sheriff is coming and he’ll take you to the County.
Best come with me.’”

Michael grimaced, but kept his voice even,
“That was a hard way to hear the news.”

“Maude was always direct. You always knew
exactly where you stood with her. Plain-spoken. She could be kind,
but sappy sympathy wasn’t her thing.”

“Why was she so determined to get the two of
you into her care?”

“Maude was at the volunteer fire department
that day with the Ladies’ Auxiliary when the call came in about the
crash. She’d known our mother and her parents, and wanted to do
what she could for us. Not being blood related, Maude figured it
was best to take us home and work out the legalities later. We went
with her. To avoid the county home, I guess, and because we didn’t
have anyone else. Between them, Maude and Billy Monroe, they pulled
it off and the judge let us stay.”

“Never worked with Daniel.”

Beth pushed her plate away. “No, it didn’t.
Would you like more tea? Or soda?”

“I’ll get it,” he said.

“Daniel was a month short of thirteen.
Already wild. He spent a lot of time out at the old house,
especially after Joe was released from jail.” Beth gathered the
rest of the dinner trash and Michael held the bag open. “Boys.
Teenage boys, especially. In trouble or making trouble without even
trying.”

She continued, “I think some kids have been
hanging out in Maude’s gazebo. Likely the same ones who stole her
wicker furniture and tossed it in the lake.”

“I didn’t know. Sorry to hear Maude had
trouble.”

“I want to put my car in the garage, but her
old car won’t start.”

“You mean that little Ford?”

“The Escort? No, she sold that several years
ago when she gave up driving. I mean her dad’s old car.”

“The Buick? That thing’s built like a tank.”
Michael sat back in the chair. “One of the guys on the farm is good
with cars, trucks—anything with an engine. I can have him check it
out.”

Michael’s smile was slightly crooked, one
side higher than the other, as if he knew a secret, or so it had
always seemed to Beth. She was pleased to see a hint of the boy
he’d been, only a little disguised by maturity.

“If the Buick needs much work, I’ll sell it
for parts. It would be good to have someone I can trust figure it
out for me.”

“I’ll bring him by tomorrow, if that’s
okay.”

“Great. Thanks. And thanks for recommending
Ann Mallory. We’ve got an appointment scheduled.” Michael was
coming back tomorrow and idiot that she was, she was happy. She
tucked her fingers beneath her thighs to keep them from touching
his face, his shoulder.

“Ann’ll do a good job for you.”

“I don’t doubt it.”

He left soon after. Beth returned to the
kitchen to finish the cleanup and found a thin slip of white paper
lying in the middle of the table.

From his fortune cookie.

She picked it up and read it aloud. “Anger
begins with folly and ends with regret.”

Humph. Did he leave it on purpose? As a
message and a dig? She drummed her fingernails on the tabletop.

Her own cookie was still wrapped in
cellophane. She picked it up and tore it open.

“Something you lost will soon turn up.”

She laughed, tried to stop, then laughed
some more. An emotional pressure valve had nudged open and some of
the tension around her had eased. She shoved the slips of paper
into her pocket.

Despite her original plan to avoid Michael,
she was unexpectedly glad to see him. It was ironic. Because he
offered help, she might wrap this up all the quicker and leave. She
tried to be honest with herself—some of that old attraction still
simmered deep inside. But she could handle it and it was all the
more reason to welcome Michael’s assistance because the sooner she
returned to Fairfax the sooner she could get back to rebuilding her
real life.

****

Beth was worried about Teddy. He’d barely
nibbled at his food. She stood in the doorway of Maude’s bedroom
peering into the near dark. No cat lay on the bed.

She went into the room and flipped up the
bed skirt. Swiftly, before Teddy could evade her, she grabbed the
first body part she touched. He resisted, but Beth gripped harder
and pulled him from beneath the bed. His furry body slid along the
bare wood.

“Enough moping,” Beth said as she snatched
him up into her arms. He squirmed, but she held him securely with
an arm around his mid-section while she closed the bedroom door.
When Beth tried to drop him to the hallway floor, she discovered
he’d attached himself to her clothing with his claws.

“Teddy, hold still.” Paw by paw, claw by
claw, she disengaged him. Her blouse suffered a few pulled threads.
Teddy didn’t care. He met her eye for eye and meowed loudly showing
sharp white teeth.

“I’m not who you want to see? Too bad.
You’re stuck with me. At least, until I find you a new home.”

Teddy howled again and got in one good
scratch before Beth released him. He hit the floor lightly on all
four padded feet. He darted a few feet away, eyed her with
hostility and twitched his tail.

The scratch on her arm had already turned
bright pink. Beth rubbed the raised, stinging welt and glared at
Teddy. “You might be tough, but watch out. I can handle my feelings
for Michael and I can handle the likes of you.”

Unimpressed, Teddy padded off down the
hallway.


Chapter Three

 


Michael Fowler stood in the open doorway of
the farm office watching Joe scrape red mud from the soles of his
scuffed work boots. The blue pickup, dented and scratched, but as
dependable as ever, was parked a few yards away. Its tire treads,
too, were packed with red clay. The familiar rich smell of earth
and manure was cut by the aroma of fresh coffee. Joe had already
been out to check the cattle and now sat on the weathered porch
steps, hunched over, engrossed in cleaning his shoes. A mug of hot
coffee was steaming near at hand. It was early yet and the dew
still clung to the thick grass of the pastures, sparkling like fine
crystals in the early morning sun.

Michael had a dilemma.

He’d called Beth about Maude’s death because
it was the right thing to do. He hadn’t expected her to rush to
Preston and he hadn’t expected to run into her at Maude’s yesterday
morning, but it had worked out okay.

In fact, it was good to see her.

Twelve years, ten months—that’s how long
since they’d spoken to each other. Of course, he remembered.

He’d left for Des Moines less than a month
after Daniel’s funeral. His parents sent him to his aunt and uncle
because they wanted to keep him out of more trouble. He stayed
there for his senior year and after that, it was college. His
parents even paid for a summer in Europe after his freshman year.
By the time he returned to Preston for more than a short holiday,
Beth was gone.

He could’ve called her back then—they had
phones in Iowa—but... Well, it didn’t matter now. It was long
ago.

Beth wasn’t staying. She’d been clear about
wanting to sell and leave Preston as soon as possible. Probably for
the best.

So, what was the problem? Beth didn’t want
Maude’s property and he did.

Perfect, right? Maybe. His gut told him to
step carefully. Some people were exactly as they seemed on the
surface. Not Beth. He’d figured that out quick. She might look
different, grownup, but her temper hadn’t cooled any.

Holdups were expected in any project.
Generally, his timing was good and luck usually hung out nearby
willing to lend a helping hand. He’d been flipping houses in
Roanoke when the real estate market died. Even then, luck had been
with him because he’d only been caught with one house unsold. He
finished the renovation, found a renter, and came away financially
unscathed. But it made him cautious. He was almost relieved when
Maude Henry told him she wouldn’t sell her property to him.
Wouldn’t, she’d said, but couldn’t even if she wanted to because
Beth was part owner. Michael hadn’t known that. No one had, except
maybe Mr. Monroe, as Maude’s attorney, and Billy Monroe knew how to
keep private business private.

Maude had offered him Beth’s phone number.
He’d stuck the square of paper under a magnet on the fridge.

Seeing Beth stride across the yard to meet
him at the lake side had given him a jolt. She’d been a teenager
the last time he’d seen her. The scrawny kid had filled out. Back
then, her hair was what everyone noticed if they could get past her
temper. Or maybe it was because of her temper. Redheads were
assumed to be hot-tempered, right?

One thing was true, for sure—shared
childhood memories weren’t always sweet.

Beth had held a grudge against him after
Daniel died, but she’d been a kid with a lot on her plate. He hoped
taking supper to her had gone a long way to smoothing things over,
but if Beth knew who sat a few feet away from him now, sipping
coffee and scraping red mud from the bottom of his work boots with
a stick, she’d refuse any offer outright. In fact, the door she’d
slam in his face would probably rattle the Richter scale and he
couldn’t blame her.

Considered objectively—for instance, as if
they’d met for the first time yesterday—she was gorgeous. Too
gorgeous. Hard to trust a woman that beautiful. But sharing a meal
or two wouldn’t require trust.

He hung a thumb in his belt and savored a
long sip of coffee.

Just as well she was engaged.

Mix that hair, those dark eyes and perfect
lips with her temper and their history and you got more trouble
than he was willing to take on.

He owed her something, though. Not
officially or anything. That last, brief meeting at the cemetery
more than twelve years ago hadn’t been good for anyone.

Maybe he owed her for old times’ sake.

Joe looked up, “Boss?”

“Doing okay?”

He grunted and nodded. “Good.”

Michael could see Joe was waiting, expecting
him to say something more, but he didn’t know where to go with it.
In the years Michael had known Joe Kincaid, at least since Michael
had been an adult, Joe always seemed tightly held within himself,
but he was a good worker. Not exactly happy in his work—he always
looked wrinkled and grim, but never complained. He worked. He ate.
He slept. Not much else. Michael suspected he didn’t trust himself
enough to relax and have fun.

They’d released Joe from jail eighteen
months after the accident that killed his wife. Joe had fallen off
the wagon a few times since he’d come to work for Michael’s dad,
but not in recent years.

He settled for asking, “How’s that fencing
going?”

“Started the section down by the creek. It’s
soft there. Needs to dry out.” Joe scratched the peppery gray
unshaved stubble on his face.

Michael leaned against the door lintel and
crossed one booted foot with the other as he chewed on some
thoughts. For old time’s sake, and in memory of his friend Daniel,
Michael owed Beth what help he could give her. And Joe, too. He
pushed away from the door frame and stepped out onto the porch.

“Joe, could you fix up the old shed in the
north field? We could use secure storage out there.”

Joe nodded without looking around. “Can do,
boss.”

“Take a few days, you think?”

“Probably.”

And that, Michael hoped, would keep Joe
out of town and out of Beth’s way until he figured out what to
do—what was best for everyone.


Chapter Four

 


Ann Mallory had big blonde hair sprayed to
hold its shape. She swept into the house already talking.

“I’ve got the county records right here. Lot
size. Tax assessment for lot and structures. A few comps of recent
sales—well, relatively recent sales. I already looked around
outside. Now, I’d like to take a closer look inside the house.
After, we’ll sit down and talk about numbers and reality. Sound
good?”

Ann led the tour.

“Actually, you’ve got an interesting house
here. You know how it goes? Everything old is new again? Well,
these mail order houses are back in vogue. Restoration and all
that.”

“Mail order houses?”

“This house. Bought out of a Sears Catalog.
Not surprised you don’t know. Ms. Henry’s house, with one
quiet-living maiden lady all alone–we can call it mint
condition.

“You have a great lot here. Nice-sized and
private, backing up to the lake. Heck of a view. No promises, but
developers appear interested in converting the old mill area into
something big that will boost values from the park to the town to
the lake properties–which is what you have here. So, someone might
be interested in your house for restoration, or someone might want
to buy your lot and replace the house with something more
upscale.”

“What’s the real estate market like in
Preston?”

“Slow overall, but the houses that do move,
move quickly. Thirty to sixty days.”

“What’s this?” Ann’s hand rested on the door
knob to the small room off the vestibule. “It’s locked.”

“Locked? Let me try.” It wouldn’t budge.
“Maude called it the music room, but she used it for storage. It’s
small. If I can’t find the key, I’ll get a locksmith.”

They discussed price and commission. In the
end, it was an obvious decision and she signed the contract.

Teddy came out to greet Ann. He tried to
wrap himself around her ankles and invited her to scratch his
head.

Ann Mallory’s high-energy optimism was
exciting, but the reference to a quick sale being thirty to sixty
days was a concern. Beth had hoped for a faster turnover. She waved
goodbye to Ann and headed upstairs.

Mail order houses. Beth knew about Craftsman
homes, but she’d never heard of ‘Honor Bilt.’ Ann had educated her.
Sears had marketed a wide variety of home designs by catalog from
about 1910 to 1940, offering blueprints, pre-cut lumber,
hardware—the works—sent by train. The cost savings made home
ownership possible for ordinary people.

In Maude’s room, in the top dresser drawer,
next to Maude’s worn Bible, Beth found a small box with her name on
it. The neat, cramped, slight shaky printing on the lid of the box
read, “Keys for Beth.” Maude had known Beth would look here for the
spare keys.

The most prominent items in the music room
were a coat rack on wheels with a couple of coats hanging from it
and the upright piano. Several boxes were stacked along the front
wall below the one window.

The topmost box was labeled, “For Beth.”

She stood silently, her hands resting on top
of the box. Maude had been a genteel, gentle woman. Never married,
she’d dedicated her life to her parents, to her community, and when
she should have rested from her good works, she’d given two
troubled kids a home.

For Beth.

Maude had deliberately locked this room and
put the key where Beth would find it, and find these cardboard
boxes, too, undisturbed by anyone else, even the
well-intentioned.

Beth lifted the lid from the top-most box.
Inside was a framed photographic portrait of a man and woman,
Maude’s parents. Beth remembered seeing it on an end table in the
living room. The woman’s tight curls belonged to an earlier age—the
Roaring Twenties. Mr. and Mrs. Henry. The people who built this
house. There was another photograph of Maude standing behind a
store counter next to her father. He’d owned a dry goods and seed
store.

She set the pictures atop the piano and took
the next items from the box. A marriage certificate. Death
certificates. Maude’s birth certificate. All were yellowed and
stiff with age. A few slight tears marred the edges.

Beneath the certificates was an assortment
of softer, dearer items. A pair of women’s gloves, obviously worn,
as if someone had removed them upon entering the home and never had
the opportunity to put them on again. Maude’s mother? Beth put the
gloves to her face and smelled the least trace of scent of some
long ago fragrance. There was also a delicate lace christening gown
with yellowed folds, and a man’s wool bowler hat.

She might have to re-think Maude’s lack of
sentimentality.

Beth moved the box over to the piano bench
and lifted the lid of the second box.

Layered inside were photographs and
certificates. A diploma. A business license. A black and white
photo of a young woman posing on the front porch was in a brown,
embossed cardboard folder. In another photo, the same young woman
posed with an older couple on the front lawn with the house in the
background. Maude with her parents.

The certificates and photos were fragile.
Beth put them back into the box and replaced the top. She’d look at
the third box later. For now, she’d had enough of Maude’s version
of a stroll down memory lane.

Another box sat in the corner half-hidden by
the clothes rack and on top of a pink cat carrier. The box was
filled with books. Beth shuffled through them and saw a Victoria
Holt, a Phyllis Whitney, and others. Most of the books were gothic
romances or romantic suspense, the old-fashioned kind, by one
author, Madeline Flewellyn. They wore colorful book jackets showing
distressed damsels—like the one in her bookcase. Beth recognized
the cover of Clarissa’s Folly. She picked it up and flipped
through the pages. This copy was well-read. The one Maude had given
her, had been almost untouched.

Beth skimmed the first paragraph.

 


The coach rattled her teeth and shook her
hair loose from its pins as the wheels found every rock and root in
the old, rutted road leading to the town of Woolridge. Clarissa
Parrish was certain the driver was cursing amidst the louder calls
to the horses to mind their paces. She tried, but could not divine
his words over the noise, yet the abuse in his voice left no doubt
in her mind that she should cover her ears. She waved her
handkerchief delicately in front of her face to combat the dust
that hung in the air in the coach interior. She felt flushed,
discomforted by the driver’s rude behavior and the annoyances of
travel, but also because the man sitting opposite stared at her
almost constantly.

 


Right. Sheltered heroine meets handsome
rake.

Fluffy and unrealistic. Romanticized
settings and relationships. Nothing pertinent to real life. Beth
dropped the book back into the box.

****

Michael introduced Beth to Sam Purchase. The
raised hood of the Buick hid most of Sam’s top half. Only a skinny
butt and long legs clad in blue work clothes were visible. The car
had been rolled out of the garage. Red and black cables were strung
to an old, idling truck and the exhaust fouled the air.

“Battery’s dead. Sam’s trying to charge it
before we look at replacing it.” Michael shook his head. “It’s an
old car. You can count on other parts breaking sooner or later.
This car is a classic, but ‘classics’ are expensive to
maintain.”

“Yep.” Sam’s voice scratched like
sandpaper.

The sound was unexpected. It startled Beth.
Michael looked amused.

“It’s old, but Maude took it out every so
often—a ride up the street and back again. The tires are only a few
years old.”

Again, the gravelly voice. “Try it.”

Michael sat behind the steering wheel and
turned the key, pumping the gas. The engine turned over and
caught.

“Running. Almost purring,” he said, gripping
the old leather steering wheel cover. “Frankly, I’m impressed.”

“For now,” Sam added, stepping away from the
cover of the hood. Black grease coated his fingers.

Beth gave him a quick smile and a wave. “Do
you know of anyone around here who might be interested in buying
it? For parts, maybe.”

Sam shook his head, “Oh, no ma’am. Not for
parts, not this one.”

Michael trailed his fingers along the
smooth, light aqua bumper. “I’ll ask around. Before we turn this
off, maybe we should take it for a ride. Want to come along?”

Her physical response was immediate. Her
feet moved forward taking her heart with it.

“Hold up,” Sam warned.

As if she’d been corrected, her face flushed
hot and she touched her warm cheeks.

Michael looked at Sam, disappointed. “Are
you sure?”

Sam picked up a wrench and the remains of a
hose from the dirt. “Had to rig some of it. Rodents get into it,
though this one was in good shape, so to speak. I’ll be back in a
few days to finish up.” He added with a grin, “You can take a ride
if you want—straight back into the garage.”

Michael walked around to the passenger side
and opened the door.

“After you, ma’am.”

She laughed. “Yes, sir.”

He closed the door after she climbed in,
then went around to the other side and sat behind the wheel. He
leaned toward her saying, “I always had a secret wish to drive this
car.”

Momentarily, she was stilled by his
nearness, his scent, his blue eyes. She shook herself, covering the
awkwardness with a laugh.

“Now’s your chance. Do you think Maude’s
watching?”

Michael looked up at the roof of the car,
chuckled, then turned toward Beth.

Her eyes fastened on his smile and her lips
irresistibly mimicked the curve of his.

He said, “Miss Maude, if you’re looking
down—no worries. Trust me, I’ve got this.”


Chapter Five

 


In the night, noises woke her. She lay rigid
in the bed, listening.

Maybe a voice? A creak?

Beth reached for her cell phone on the
nightstand, but touched only the smooth, flat surface of the
furniture. The phone wasn’t there. She must’ve left it charging in
the kitchen.

Nothing in the bedroom would work as a
weapon. Maybe the lamp, but to unplug it she’d have to move
furniture. Beth eased out of bed carefully and tiptoed into the
hallway.

Soft laughter and low voices. Distant.
Muffled. Maybe from the backyard?

Beth stepped lightly across the bedroom at
the rear of the house and looked out of the window. Her eyes were
night-sharpened. Moonlight illuminated the open areas of the yard
and the shore area, but the deeper shadows of the oaks concealed
the gazebo. The spotlight by the back door covered a fair-sized
area of the back yard, but not as far back as the gazebo–when the
light was lit, that is. Tonight, the spotlight wasn’t burning.

She’d forgotten to bring her phone upstairs
with her. Had she missed turning on the spotlight?

Teddy’s eyes glowed orange in the dark.
After a brief startle, Beth moved on. She was wearing cotton pajama
pants and a t-shirt, so she didn’t pause for a robe. Beth didn’t
think anyone was in the house with her, but if they were she wasn’t
going to be trapped upstairs.

She ran straight to the kitchen, grabbed the
phone and checked the light switch almost in one motion. The
switch was on, but not the light. Burned out? No, too much
coincidence. She peered through the window, into the dark. She saw
nothing, but heard low, unintelligible voices and saw the rise and
fall of a tiny bright spot, maybe a cigarette, barely and briefly
there. Totally out of place.

Unacceptable.

Beth paused with her hand on the door
knob.

Those were strangers out there. Maybe kids,
maybe not. Instead, she pressed the speed dial for the sheriff’s
office and told the operator strangers were in her back yard.

Within a few minutes cruiser headlights lit
the night as the deputy pulled into the driveway. It was enough to
send the kids, if that’s what they were, scurrying. Beth walked
outside to meet him and the deputy shone his flashlight up at the
spotlight saying, “Bold, that’s what I call it.”

The bulb was shattered. No accident
there.

Following the beam of his flashlight, they
walked out to the gazebo and found a few new butts and spilled
liquid.

“Miss Kincaid, it looks pretty
straightforward. Probably some teenagers made this a hangout. That
broken bulb concerns me, but it’s likely an expression of
resentment. Not against you directly, but what I mean is you’re
claiming territory they decided was theirs.”

“What should I do?”

“I expect this is enough to run them off.
They’ll look elsewhere. You haven’t had any run-ins with anyone,
have you?”

“No, not at all.” The damp grass chilled her
feet. It was itchy.

“We have a couple of gang-wanna-be’s in the
area, but most of the teenagers around here are harmless.” He shone
his flashlight on the damaged light. “That bulb is easy to replace,
but also easily disabled. Consider installing a spotlight near one
of the upstairs windows. You can reach it to change the bulb, but
it isn’t so accessible outside of the house.”

They walked back to the deputy’s car. “I’ll
write up the report. No worries. Call in if you have more
trouble.”

Beth watched him drive away. What the deputy
said rang true–they wanted to be private, but privacy wasn’t going
to be available at Maude’s gazebo any longer. She was here now and
the gazebo hangout was officially closed.

****

Ann Mallory’s fix-it man showed up
mid-morning to work on the gazebo. They discussed what he’d do and
how much pay he’d want, then she went back inside and called
Celeste to check on the mail and apartment. Celeste didn’t answer
the home phone, so she left a voicemail.

She wandered throughout the ground floor.
The kitchen was old-fashioned, but had been updated several times
since the house was built in 1926. Maude had a laundry installed in
the pantry next to the kitchen years ago. There was only one
bathroom and it was upstairs. Dining room, living room and back to
the hallway—pretty basic.

Beth opened the music room door. She
returned to the second box and took another look at the contents.
The papers smelled of age. They were dry and fragile. She gathered
the loose photos of Maude and of Mr. and Mrs. Henry from the
box.

That a message was intended for her, she had
no doubt, but what? Maude had tried for years to break down her
protective shell, but Beth had been hurt enough as a child. She’d
never allow herself to be so vulnerable again.

Teddy jumped up onto the piano bench and
meowed, then settled back on his haunches. Her cell phone rang, the
noise filling the small room. “Hello?”

“Beth, it’s Celeste. Got your message. I had
to leave the day after you did. Got called out of town
unexpectedly. Family emergency.”

“I hope everyone’s okay.”

“My brother had a mild heart attack. He’ll
be fine, but I’ll be gone a week or two. Before I left I saw
Stephen coming out of your apartment. He offered to get your mail
and check on things so I gave him your mailbox key. He said he
couldn’t find his.”

Beth almost contradicted Celeste then
realized it was pointless. “Thanks. I hope all goes well with your
brother.”

He couldn’t have lost his mailbox key
because he’d never had one. She was annoyed Celeste had given it to
him. A simple misunderstanding, but it bothered her. Maybe she
should’ve stopped the postal delivery, but for only a few days? And
it was always a hassle to get it going again. She’d planned to ask
Celeste to overnight her mail. Now what?

Stephen was showing a devious streak Beth
had never expected. It didn’t matter. In her heart and mind, they
were no longer a couple. The next time she spoke with him, she
wanted it to be in person. She owed him that much. Beth didn’t
think either of them would be all that broken-hearted once it was
done.

How long had she been living this tepid
life? No intensity. No color. No passion.

She’d been living her life in shades of
gray. Time to redecorate.

Beth stepped out the back door and walked
down to the lake, seeking the soft touch of the breeze. The dock
was in disrepair. Not derelict, but badly in need of tender loving
care. The nearby shed stored the old rowboat. The lock had rusted
through a long time ago. A sorry-looking rowboat occupied one
corner, propped at an angle against the wall.

The distant shore was heavily-treed with
homes peeking out in the cleared areas. Most of the docks had some
sort of boathouse attached, some fancy. In the middle of the lake a
small boat rocked gently. Looked like a couple of fishermen
catching dinner.

The Photinia hedge rose full and tall on
either side of the yard. Trees provided additional screening. The
gazebo had its uses, but a bench would be nice in this spot, right
up close to the lake. Maybe while she had this last opportunity to
enjoy it.

This little piece of Preston didn’t seem so
bad. In fact, she loved the lake. At least, this side of it.

“Excuse me. Have you seen James?”

Beth jumped. “Mrs. Boyle?”

“You’re looking well, Beth.”

“Thanks. I haven’t seen him today. He seems
like a nice boy.”

Mrs. Boyle’s face relaxed. Her lips curved
into the tiniest of smiles. “Do you think so? He’s not always as
considerate as he should be, but he’s a sweet child at heart.”

Since Mrs. Boyle seemed almost friendly,
Beth took it a step further. “I understand you found Maude. I’m
sorry I couldn’t be around for her—”

“Couldn’t you?”

“There were reasons.”

“Yes, I know those reasons.” Martha Boyle
sounded as though she didn’t think the reasons were sufficient to
warrant an absence. She turned to leave.

“Thank you.”

She looked back. “For what?”

“For helping Maude. You were neighbors for
many years and you don’t need my thanks, but thanks anyway.”

She nodded. “You’re welcome.” She walked
away, across the grass toward her house.

“One more thing?” Beth caught up with her.
“Do you know about teens hanging around Maude’s property? They
trashed the gazebo. I don’t want them coming back.”

Martha Boyle stood silently for a moment
before saying, “I don’t know. It’s been my experience teenagers
usually know what other teenagers are up to.”

“The only teen I know around here is the
Hilliard’s son.”

“Well, I don’t believe Tim is a
trouble-maker, but you can ask him yourself. The direct approach is
the best.” She paused and seemed to consider her next words
carefully. “You should know there’s been trouble in recent years
with vandalism. Some of it with people who don’t live on the lake.
They park on the road and walk right through our yards for lake
access. Did you notice the no parking signs?”

“I did.”

“Well, between the vandals and the
trespassers traipsing through our yards, there’s sensitivity around
here to strangers. Keep things shut up or locked up, especially at
night. And be careful about parking on the street. Some of these
folks get tow-happy.”

“Okay, thanks for the warning.”

Beth was almost glad not to know who it was.
She didn’t trust her temper in stressful situations, especially
when her defenses were down.

She enjoyed project management. There were
preferred ways to manage. The methodology was carefully studied,
clearly detailed, and everyone operated using the same sets of
rules.

Stress due to a project delay was not a
problem because it could be anticipated. Flexibility and
contingency planning could resolve glitches smoothly. Personality
issues weren’t a problem because she’d always assembled her teams
carefully, hand-picked for optimal results.

Real life wasn’t like that. In the real
world, people were unpredictable—and that was a certainty.

****

It was quiet in the house–so quiet the
inevitable house-settling noises put her on edge. Beth fidgeted
with Maude’s old TV, but it wouldn’t do more than show her a noisy
no-reception blizzard. She remembered the box of books in the music
room. In an entertainment pinch they might do. There was also the
library.

Beth reviewed the list in her head, like
needing to pack up Maude’s odds and ends. There wasn’t much.
Someone had already done a fair amount of clearing out.

The house would show better with the
furniture in place, so shouldn’t she wait before disposing of
furnishings? She was hostage to the sale of the house.

Teddy was on the stairwell landing stretched
out on his back in a patch of sun. He rotated his head around into
an almost impossible position so that he was looking at Beth upside
down.

It didn’t look like the posture of a
still-grieving kitty. That, at least, was progress.

****

In the morning, Ann Mallory called. “I’ve
got a prospective buyer. Is now a good time?”

“Sure. Come on over. I’ll run an errand.”
Beth shoved Teddy into the cat carrier. He fought her, spreading
his four limbs wide so as not to fit through the carrier door.
Finally, in the car, he yowled continuously until he beat her down.
She unlatched the wire door. Freed, he roamed the interior of the
car, sniffing. A low growling rumbled far down in his throat. He
seemed to take each turn of the car, each stop and start, as a
potential threat. It was unsettling.

They passed thirty minutes driving around in
wasted, nerve-scratching aggravation and when they returned to Lake
Avenue, Ann’s car was still parked in the driveway. Beth kept
going, turned around further down the street, then parked. Teddy
calmed down immediately. He flopped down on the passenger seat,
purred and started grooming his tail.

The man and woman who exited with Ann were
well-dressed and polished and didn’t look like a couple who would
happily set up housekeeping in Maude’s house. If instinct was worth
anything, she didn’t think there’d be an offer.

As soon as the lookers had driven around the
corner, Beth and Teddy were back in the driveway and inside the
house. He sniffed his way throughout the ground floor like a kitty
bloodhound.

There was no Internet at Maude’s house and
insufficient justification for the expense of a network card, so
Beth drove to the library to use the public computers. The Preston
Library looked more prosperous than she remembered. The librarian
had known Maude well. She mentioned Maude’s generosity and helped
Beth get set up on a desktop unit. Beth logged into her email
account and picked through the inbox. It was mostly spam, but a
couple of emails came from co-workers.

Correction: former co-workers.

She sent out a few queries to employment
agencies and left it at that.

Michael called in the early afternoon and
invited her out to dinner. She hesitated. He was the closest thing
Beth had to a friend in Preston. What could it hurt?

“Casual, I hope? I didn’t bring many clothes
with me.”

“Jeans are fine.”

Before he arrived, he called again. “Come
out the back way through the Boyle’s yard. Martha lets me use her
boat dock.”

“Boat?”

“We’ll go straight across the lake.”

“The lake?” The low sound of a motor and the
background noise of wind hummed through the phone receiver.

“You’re okay with going by boat, right?”

“Yeah, it’s fine. Where are we going?” She
wasn’t familiar with any lakefront restaurants.

“It’s a surprise, but I promise you a great
chef. Unforgettable, in fact.”

Beth exited by way of the back door. There
was no sign of Michael, but then there wouldn’t be if he was over
at Mrs. Boyle’s dock. She ducked through the slight opening in the
Photinia hedge—the same one James had used. A branch snagged her
hair. She cast a quick glance toward the Boyle’s house, feeling
like a kid again, then over at the lake and saw Michael.

He stood on the dock, wrapping a rope around
a piling. He looked up as she approached.

“Ever worked as a sailor?”

“No. When did the Fowler’s join the boating
set?” Beth walked the dock inspecting the boat. The driver’s seat
was well back with seating fore and aft. “As I recall, your father
owned a rowboat for fishing. Said he didn’t have time for
water-skiing and party boats.”

He held out his hand to assist her. She
stepped down into the boat feeling lighter than light. Because a
man offered assistance? Or because the man was Michael?
Nonsense.

As she reached the floor of the boat, she
asked, “Is your mom doing the cooking?”

He groaned. “Are you asking if I live with
my parents?” He pointed to one of the pilings. “Untie that rope
while I get this one and we’ll be on our way.”

They made it away from the dock and out onto
the lake. The acrid smell of exhaust blew away behind them. Beth
settled into the seat nearest Michael. The windshield blocked the
worst of the wind, but brisk snippets of air touched her like
little gifts and the outboard motor hummed.

“Enjoy the ride. Coming back, it’ll be dark
and we’ll go by road.”

“You should’ve told me we were eating at the
farmhouse. I could’ve driven myself and saved you the trip.”

“Would you have come?”

She changed the subject. “So, you’re a good
cook?”

“No false modesty here.”

As they neared the north end of the lake,
they passed what used to be the Kincaid property to the right.
Grasses and saplings grew wild and unkempt shielding the land from
view. She turned away and held the words inside.

Michael’s truck was parked at the public
boat ramp. “No dock. I have to haul it back with us. The Fowler
property doesn’t actually touch the lakefront.”

“Do you use the lake a lot?”

“No, too many other things to do. Guess a
boathouse and dock wouldn’t make much sense, anyway. Maybe that’s
why I never did anything about it.”

They drove down the narrow paved road. Beth
looked straight ahead and tried to relax her grip on the door
handle. The past was too near here. She breathed more easily when
they turned left onto the Fowler’s private road and left all sight
of the land she’d lived on as a child.

Michael parked in front of the house. “Go on
in. I’ll be along. I’m going to unhitch the boat trailer while the
light’s good.”

“I can help.”

“Nothing for you to do. Go ahead in.”
Michael ushered her in through the front door and into the living
room then he went back outside.

The room was little changed since she’d last
been in this house. How long ago? Maybe thirteen years? More?

Beth paused by the sofa. The same sofa. She
fingered the colorful, handmade Afghan folded across the back. Same
Afghan. Was this some sort of time warp?

True to his word, Michael returned quickly.
Beth gave him a long look. He paid no attention to her stare, but
moved straight into the kitchen. The pots and pans clattered as he
went to work.

Michael could cook. The kitchen was every
inch a farm kitchen—big, airy and bright. The appliances looked
updated, at least.

“I remember you complaining about parents,
muddy fields and farm work. Did you change your mind?” Beth moved a
stool near to the counter. “If you need any help, let me know.
You’ve already set the table.”

“It’s all under control.” Michael bounced
the rotini in the colander, then set it aside while he added
seasoning to the white sauce. “Dad had a minor stroke several years
ago. He recovered, but they took it as a sign it was time to
retire.”

“I’m surprised they left.”

“It was harder for them to leave their
friends and church family than this place, but Mom said they
weren’t too old to get settled in a new church and they could
always use more friends. They bought a condo in Roanoke and travel
from time to time. Took a cruise to the Bahamas last year. They’re
doing well.”

She enjoyed watching him move about the
kitchen. He wore his cotton shirt and jeans well. His black hair
was short, yet just long enough to appear artfully ruffled. She
touched her own hair, smoothing curls back behind an ear.

“What about the farm and you? I thought you
wanted to get out into the world, escape the pastures and
cows?”

The smell of chicken cooking, the sauce, and
rolls in the oven, seemed to mingle with generations of meals—not
stale, though. No, it was more the layered scents of years of happy
meals around the family table.

Beth had envied him that so long ago, both
the home-loving mom and the responsible, reliable dad. Michael had
had it all. Memories fired up a warm rush, sending heat coursing
through her chest and limbs. She rubbed her arms.

“You cold?”

“No, I’m good.” She repositioned the salt
and pepper shakers.

“Let me know. It’s an old house. Gets drafty
sometimes.” He continued, “I wanted out when I was teenager, you’re
right about that. Sometimes I leave, but I always come back. Home,
you know? Single family farms aren’t always self-supporting. Too
many variables. But I do alright here. Well enough for me to keep a
few hands around. That frees me up to engage in other ventures from
time to time that help fund the farm.”

“Ventures?”

“When the real estate market was hot, I
flipped some houses. Hard work, but I picked up some nice
cash.”

“I’ve seen shows about flipping on TV.
Always fascinating. Speaking of old houses, did you know that
Maude’s house was ordered from a catalog?”

Michael brought the pasta and the braised
chicken over to the table. “What?”

“Yes, Sears sold them during the first half
of the 1900s.”

Michael nodded. “Of course, yes. Like the
Craftsman homes on the west coast. Victorian houses were popular,
still are, but they’ve gotten harder to find.”

“I was at the library today to use their
Internet and I was amazed at the information on the Web about these
houses. There’s a whole world of mail order house enthusiasts
online. I’ve seen houses every day of my life that I never realized
came from a Sears catalog.”

“Library Internet? Maude’s house isn’t
wired, but there are other ways to get online. At the least, you
could get dial-up service or a network card.”

“Unnecessary expense. I won’t be here that
long.”

He walked to the counter and returned with a
bottle of white wine. She put her hand over her wineglass.

“No?” he asked.

“No, but please enjoy it yourself.”

He sat down at the table. “Do you…are
you…?”

“No, I don’t have a drinking problem. I just
don’t drink alcohol. It’s a personal choice.”

“Not surprising, I guess, after your
childhood.”

“Water or tea will suit me fine.”

There were a few minutes of awkward silence.
It threw people off a bit when she opted out of alcohol. She tossed
out a little distraction to help the moment pass.

“It’s number 227.”

He looked confused. Beth laughed.

“The house. Maude’s house. Catalog number
227. The Castleton.”

Michael shook his head. “You’re something
else. You were a crazy kid, but you’ve grown up okay, Daniel’s
little sis.”

“Not too bad yourself.”

“I’m surprised, though,” he said.

“About what?”

“That you’d be interested in the
architecture of Maude’s house.”

“I wasn’t. Ann Mallory told me about
it.”

“What about your work? How long are you able
to stay here?”

Beth chewed the pasta slowly to buy time to
think. Finally, she said, “A few more days. I have some
flexibility.” Not quite a lie.

“Project management, right?”

“Yes.”

“No offense, but I never would’ve pegged you
for project management.”

“Why? What’s wrong with it?”

“Nothing’s wrong with it. You were always so
energetic, so expressive–dramatic, that’s the word. I always
figured you’d go into theatre, or law—you know, like a Perry Mason
or something.”

“You might be surprised. Project management
has its own brand of excitement.”

“Sure.”

“No, I mean it.”

“Of course.” He shrugged. “So, when’s the
date?”

Beth frowned. “Date?”

Michael pointed at her hand. “The
wedding.”

“Oh. We haven’t set the date yet.”

“No?”

“Sometime in the fall, maybe.” Stephen
deserved to be told their engagement was over before anyone else.
Michael was making polite conversation. He didn’t need or want to
know her personal business.

“I’ll help you clean the kitchen.”

“I accept your offer.”

Michael was a neat cook and the dishes were
cleared away in no time. She folded the dish towel neatly and hung
it over the rack on the under-sink cabinet door.

“I had a lovely time. Thanks for inviting me
and for cooking and everything.”

“You sound like you’re ready to leave. No
need to rush off.”

“I should go back now.” Beth didn’t know
what to say to him now that the meal was over. Their dinner
conversation had covered all of the safe topics. The only thing
left in common was Daniel and their childhood and she didn’t want
to discuss either.

The ride back along the winding road that
followed the curve of the lake was a lot slower than the
boat–especially after dark and being careful of deer straying onto
the road. Every so often there was a glimpse of moonlit water or
house lights, but mostly, it was just trees. And more trees. Beth
sat quietly in the passenger seat, content to share a friendly
silence as she watched reflections from the moon and the dashboard
play across his profile or along his fingers gripping the steering
wheel.

“You okay?” he asked.

“Fine. Sorry for staring. I was watching the
night. I’d forgotten how quiet it is out here.”

Before they reached Maude’s street, she
said, “Do me a favor? When we get to the corner, stop. I’ll walk
the rest of the way. I turned the spotlight on in the back yard
before I left. I want to see if it’s still on without giving us
away.”

“The problem with the kids hanging out in
the gazebo?”

“Yes.”

“Keep the outside lights on after dark. That
should be enough to keep them away.”

“They came back two nights ago and busted
the light over the back door. I hope it was a goodbye gift. If so,
then that’s that. Also, I’m paying to have the gazebo fixed. I
don’t want the repairs messed up.”

In the eerie glow cast by the dashboard,
Beth saw his jaw muscle tightened.

“We’ll take a look,” he said.

Before he turned the corner, Michael cut the
headlights. The full moon lit the way as he drove forward very
slowly. He pulled over to the side of the road still a couple of
houses up from Maude’s.

He said, “I’ll walk down.”

“What? Not without me.”

“Let’s go, then.” Michael leaned forward and
reached under the car seat. He held up a long-barreled, metal
flashlight. “In case we need it.”

The night-drenched landscape felt
otherworldly, but not unbeautiful. The air was chilly and it was
too early in spring for the noisier insects to be humming, but
there was a sense of life stirring—welcome life. Yet also a sense
that, in this dark world, the rules of daytime did not apply.

The back door light was burning. Michael
held out a hand and gently touched her arm, warning her to stay
still. They stood and listened and watched the dark. No
trespassers. Only the two of them disturbed the night.

“Maybe they’ve moved on.” Beth sighed.

He laughed, but so low and soft she wasn’t
sure she’d him heard correctly.

She asked, “What?”

“You sound disappointed.”

“That was relief you heard, not
disappointment.”

“You were always ready for a fight when you
were a kid.”

“When I was a kid? What about when you were
a kid? You weren’t shy about getting into trouble.”

As a light wind tossed the trees and the
dark boughs fluttered, Michael touched her arm, then left her. He
crossed the open area of the back yard, past the lit area, and
disappeared into the deeper shadows beyond the gazebo.

Beth followed and stood beside him. The
lapping of water against the rock wall was rhythmic and the
moonlight echoed in ripples across the changing surface.

Michael spoke. “I understand why they liked
this place.”

He stared at the lake and she stared at him.
In the low, reflected light, he looked like a stranger. She felt
apart from the world, separate from history and obligations—two
strangers sharing a moment.

Michael reached out and touched her face.
When he pulled her into his arms, she didn’t resist. It was a
different kiss from the one he stole when she was fifteen. Their
lips were the same, but now with experience in them. Happiness
surged through her, sweeping away doubt and fueling passion. Her
arms went around his neck and when her knees weakened, he held her
more tightly. As his lips slid away from hers and found her throat,
sanity returned.

Stephen. Her fiancé. She heard the words as
if whispered in her ear. This kiss, too, was stolen.

But not from her. From Stephen?

She rejected that thought with an angry
moan—which Michael misunderstood. He tightened his arms, but she
turned her face away and pushed at his chest and arms until she had
his attention.

He drew back, frowning.

“Thanks for dinner…for everything.” She
slipped from his arms and tried to walk away casually to hide her
trembling. She stopped on the porch and looked back at Michael. He
still stood by the lake, staring in her direction.

If he’d taken one step toward her or had
even extended his arms, she would’ve been right back there where
she’d wanted to be so long ago—and still wanted to be, apparently.
But this interlude didn’t fit with the life she’d built in Fairfax
and to which she would return.

She needed to wrap this moment up and tuck
it back into a box—a strong box with a secure lid—before it became
dangerous. But she feared it was too late.

Michael didn’t move. In the shadows, she
couldn’t read his expression—could only see the fists on his hips
that betrayed dissatisfaction. She ran fingers through her hair,
then touched her arms, her thighs. She didn’t know what to do with
her hands. Suddenly overwhelmed by an embarrassing need to giggle,
she curled her fingers together into one big fist and pressed it to
her lips. When she was back in control, she unwound her fingers and
pulled the house key from her pocket.

Quickly, she turned away to unlock the
kitchen door and slip inside. She closed the door and leaned back
against it.

Teddy met her, meowing and wrapping his body
in and around her ankles. His appetite was back.

She bent and picked him up, her fingers
disappearing into his thick fur. She touched her chin to the top of
his head, her heart still pounding. She cradled him in one arm as
she pulled a can of cat food from the cabinet and the sight of the
can set him to squirming and meowing. Beth dropped him to the floor
and spooned the food into the bowl.

“Then and now, Michael is one big
contradiction, Teddy. And more trouble than he’s worth. Maybe. At
least you’re clear about what you want. And easy to please.”

****

In the morning, through the kitchen window,
Beth saw the shed door hanging open at an awkward angle. No doubt
about it, the gazebo boys had visited again.

She found a surprise on the back
porch—Michael’s flashlight. It sat on the porch near the wall. Beth
picked it up and hefted it, amazed by the solid feel. It was heavy
and a foot and a half long. The brand read, “Maglite.” He’d left it
behind for her. Definitely a guy kind of gift. She put it in the
kitchen next to the door, then strode across the grass to the
shed.

The weathered building was camouflaged by
the shade of the oaks. The rowboat now lay behind the shed, half
over the rocks. Beth dragged it back closer to the shed. If those
boys had planned to go sailing in this decrepit boat, then they’d
better be good swimmers.

There was no point in struggling to put it
back in the shed. The door was so wobbly that forcing it would
likely rip it from its hinges. She’d ask Ann’s fix-it man to haul
the boat away before someone got into real trouble with it.

Did they come before or after she and
Michael had kissed by the lake? She touched her lips. They tingled
in remembrance.

“Hello there! Got some news.”

Ann Mallory crossed the back yard in quick
strides. Beth took her fingers from her lips and waved them at
Ann.

“Hi. I saw the couple you were here with
yesterday. Any interest?”

“Maybe, maybe not. I think they have that
potential development project in mind.”

Her sneakers were at odds with her skirt and
suit jacket, but sensible. As she got closer, her voice dropped to
a softer level. “I talked to Mr. Markland, the man running the
project. Someone contacted him about your property.”

“What do you mean? Contacted him?”

“Someone suggesting they could broker a
deal.”

Beth frowned. “I don’t understand.”

“Were you working with someone before you
contacted me?”

“No. Remember, I came into this late. Didn’t
even know about it when I arrived. Did he mention a name?”

Ann stared at her in close scrutiny. She
seemed satisfied by what she saw in Beth’s face.

“No, he wasn’t sharing names. He might’ve
been saying it to improve his bargaining position.”

“I suppose that’s possible. What’s the
development about anyway? What’s being planned?”

“The details are being held pretty close,
but the main area is supposed to be around the old mill. The
interest around this side of the lake is secondary. Not really part
of the development as I understand it, but expected to develop
later.”

“Into what? Homes or condos? Hotel? What
kind of developer would be interested in Preston?” She shook her
head in disbelief. It was hard to imagine who would consider
Preston a potential growth location. She and Ann had begun drifting
back around the side of the house, heading toward the front
yard.

“I don’t know, but I think it has something
to do with tourism. Could inject energy and funds into the whole
area. It sounds that big.” Ann held up her hand in caution, “But
remember, it’s not settled yet. Preston is only one of the
locations being considered.” She stopped beside her car. “Let me
know if anyone comes to you talking business. People can be devious
when they smell money.”

Ann’s manner had warmed up again. Beth was
disturbed. This seemed a lot of to-do over the sale of one old
house.

“Thanks, Ann. I’ll keep you posted. Please
do the same for me.”

“How much longer will you be in town? You
don’t have to stay here ‘til it’s sold. I’m the only licensed real
estate agent left in town so it’s just me bringing people by.”

“I suppose that’s true. I’m still hoping for
a quick sale, though. It would be good if I could wrap this up with
one trip.”

Ann left. Beth stood in the driveway with
warring emotions. She could go home now. She should go. What about
Teddy?

Face it, Bethie, you own a cat now. Go home.
Find a job. Take your cat with you.

If she went home, she could meet with
Stephen in-person and officially call off the engagement.

Or she could stay here a few more days.
Teddy was comfortable in the house. She needed to finish going
through Maude’s things anyway and she owed Michael a dinner.

She and Michael needed to talk.

Beth grabbed the car keys and her purse.
She’d have lunch out, then drop by the library to check her email.
Teddy followed her to the door, but she shut it carefully making
sure not to catch a paw.

While driving, it came again–that wedding
tune. It was jarring. Definitely, she needed to change the
ringtone.

Beth took a deep breath. He’d been patient.
Fair was fair.

She pulled the car over to the side of the
road to concentrate on the call.

“Stephen?”

“It’s been a week.”

The complaining edge to his voice grated on
her, but his words hit straight into her guilty heart.

“I’m fine. I’m good.”

“I’m not. I’m worried about you. Where are
you?”

“Taking care of family obligations. I’ll be
home in a few days.”

“Family? I didn’t think you had family.”

“It isn’t a typical family situation, but
it’s almost done.”

He asked, “What’s almost done? What are you
doing?”

A semi blew by and shook her car. “I’ll
explain when I see you.”

“Why not now?”

“I’d rather talk in person.”

“I’ll come to you, then. I’m dropping
everything here. Clearing my work calendar for the next few days.
I’m on my way.”

“No, don’t. I’ll be back soon and we can
talk.” She hadn’t told him where she was. That, if nothing else,
would keep him away.

“Don’t leave me in the dark. Tell me what’s
going on. Where are you?”

“I’ll explain it all, I promise, but I have
to go now.” She added, “Leave my mail in the apartment, okay? I’d
appreciate it.”

“I love you, Beth.”

She hesitated, then said abruptly, “You,
too. See you soon.” She disconnected.

She’d made a mess of it. And not only with
the conversation.

Beth resumed driving, struggling, caught
between confused emotion and rational thought. She pulled into the
diner’s parking lot, but before going inside, she called
Michael.

“Want to talk?”

“Sure. What do you have in mind?”

“Face to face. Can we meet up
somewhere?”

“I’m in town right now.”

“Then how about the park, beside the mill?”
Beth heard a muffled laugh. She asked, “Am I amusing you?”

“Don’t suggest pistols at twenty paces.”

“I do sound tense, don’t I? No weapons, only
words, I promise. What time works?”

“In an hour?”

“I’ll be there.”

She didn’t go into the restaurant. Stephen.
Michael. Too much drama. Who could eat? Instead, she went directly
to the library, did the email check, then walked down the block and
crossed the street to the park.

Up close the mill’s decay was obvious. There
was a small parking area near a bronze historical marker in the
shadow of the building. To the left, the park curved around the
lake’s edge with green lawn and tall pines. To the right was dense,
uncleared forest with a nature trail continuing past the historical
marker into the woods.

When the mill had been in operation, the
water was diverted down a sluice to the huge wheel. From Beth’s
viewpoint on this side of the three story building, the ground
dropped away beneath the sluice and wheel, left high and dry for
decades. A distance to the north, the mouth of Powell’s Creek
emptied into the lake and kept it filled and fresh. The trail
roughly paralleled the creek and the railroad tracks ran nearby,
disappearing into the woods.

Beth waited near the metal railing. The
barrier was intended to keep the foolhardy from falling into the
drop-off below the mill wheel, but it was also handy for clinging
to.

The afternoon shadow cast by the mill hung
heavily over where she stood, waiting for Michael.


Chapter Six

 


He joined her at the rail. His smile was
warm and the laugh lines in the corners of his eyes creased in
amusement. Her apprehension seemed foolish. This was a meeting of
friends. She relaxed.

“Remember, Michael?”

“Remember what?”

She leaned back against the rail and nodded
toward the path. “I used to tag along behind you two. Y’all were
always trying to lose me.”

Michael smiled and looked down at the
waterwheel. “I guess so.” He gave her a sideways look. “We were
trying to keep you from falling through the trestle over Powell’s
Creek.”

She laughed. “Like you were concerned for my
safety, right?”

“Just didn’t want to have to explain it to
our parents. They might have interfered with our wandering around
the countryside.”

She put her hand against his arm and shoved.
“Jerk.”

His eyes examined her face. His lips moved
into a smile, sort of, but it hinted of sadness. She grasped the
rail to stop herself from touching his hair.

Michael said, “It was a long time ago, like
another world.”

“It was another world, definitely. Between
this end of the trail and the other—the difference between order
and chaos with the railroad trestle marking the dividing line.”

“Beth,” he shook his head. “Chaos? That’s in
the past. Leave it there.”

The silence stretched between them. Before
she could stop herself she spoke the words.

“You surprised me last night.”

He raised his eyebrows and shifted his feet.
It took him a step further away, but he recovered and put his hand
back on the railing.

“It seemed like a good idea at the time.” He
shrugged. “Were you offended? You kissed me back.”

Beth smiled and looked at the ground. “I’m
not complaining. If it was no more than an impulsive moment, say
so. No hard feelings.”

He took her hand. “There’s a ring on your
finger. Why are we even talking about this?”

“Stephen and I aren’t right for each other.”
She stretched her hand out before her. The sunlight slipping
through the leaves overhead picked up the fire in the diamond. She
slid the ring from her finger and put it into her jeans pocket.

Michael was shocked. “I don’t understand. Is
it really that simple for you?”

“Simple?” She stepped back. “No.”

He reached out and touched her shoulder
gently. “Cold feet, maybe? I have experience with that. No need to
be embarrassed. It happens. I know.”

“Not cold feet. I just don’t want to hurt
anyone.” Afraid of piling mistakes upon mistakes, but she kept that
thought inside.

Michael drew into himself. Beth hesitated.
She didn’t know what she’d expected, but it wasn’t this.

“Sorry. This isn’t the conversation I
thought we’d have.”

“What did you expect, Beth? What’s this
about anyway?”

“I keep thinking about it. You know, how it
happened before. I wanted to understand....” She crossed her arms,
fidgeting—an awkward kid again.

“How what happened before? I don’t get
it.”

“Before. Like last night.”

“When you say ‘before’ are you talking about
fifteen years ago?” He looked amazed and his voice was heavy with
irony. “It was a teenage kiss. You were a kid. What, maybe fifteen?
I was almost eighteen. Daniel should’ve shot me.”

“Not funny.” Her eyes stung.

“No, it’s not funny. You’re hung up on a
brief kiss fifteen years ago.”

“Not fair, Michael. There was more. Have you
forgotten our walks? That ride on your motorcycle? Remember how we
used to talk? We’d sit by the lake….” She shook her head. “I
realize they were little things and a long time ago, but then you
left.” She paused. “I never understood. And last night—”

He interrupted, saying, “Beth, you have to
move on. Put the past behind you. Your father. Daniel. Everything.”
He shook his head. “You want to have some big discussion about an
impulsive kiss and a walk now or fifteen years ago—doesn’t that
tell you something?”

“Michael—”

He put his hands on her arms and pulled her
close for a quick hug before stepping away.

“Michael—”

“Let it go, Beth. Let’s be friends. That’s
what we were and what we should be. Let’s not complicate it. It’s
my fault, okay? I’m sorry for sending mixed signals.”

Mixed signals? Is that what he called it?
And she was a girl on the rebound. Or would be as soon as she had
it out with Stephen. Michael walked to his car. He didn’t look
back.

Beth stared down at the rocks near her feet.
Her heart, laid bare, had been rejected with a few, easy
sentences.

Humiliation. Insanity. What had possessed
her?

She should’ve known spending time with
Michael would only cause confusion. Better to have avoided him as
she’d originally intended.

Maybe he was right, they were better as
friends.

The words sounded good—too bad she wasn’t
feeling truth in them.

****

The road into River View Cemetery followed a
fold between gently rolling hills. Morning mist clung to the tops
of the hills and resisted being burned off by the sun. The scene
looked softly green, slowly revealed as the clouds lifted.

Beth hadn’t been here in several years. It
was ironic that Maude’s death and this trip to Preston coincided
with the darkest day in her life.

Maude’s plot was on a terraced hillside
overlooking the river. Her parents had the largest monuments,
obelisks pointing toward heaven with HENRY boldly carved in the
granite. Maude’s grave was the newest with the red earth still
freshly turned.

Crushed grass and churned up mud showed
where the graveside service had been held. Pastor Barnes had
probably preached a short service. Someone had given a eulogy.
Maybe read a few verses. Beth had left the church behind when she’d
left Preston. Really, before she left. And when Beth created her
new life—one of rationality and control—she’d left it out
altogether.

Beyond the three Henry monuments were two
stones, each marking the final resting places of Belinda and Daniel
Kincaid.

Nineteen years had passed since Beth had
seen her mom’s smile or touched the long curly hair so like her
own. Her mother had often worn it caught up in tortoise shell clip.
On that last day she’d looked happy and had waved to her children
as if assuring them everything would be okay. Logic told Beth even
then, as a child, if it didn’t end badly on that day, it would
sooner or later.

Dad had a few too many that morning. When
drunk, he was affectionate or irritable with no rhyme or reason and
there was no way for a kid to know what action would draw which
reaction. Instinctively, she had learned to avoid him when she
smelled liquor. To this day, she couldn’t think of him without
remembering the odor and it always triggered her anger.

There was no reasonable way to deal with the
anger like that—anger over a tragedy that couldn’t be fixed or
resolved—except to set it aside.

Beth didn’t want to think about Joe. Or
about Michael either.

The meeting with Michael had short-circuited
somewhere, somehow. It was a sign that her stay in Preston should
come to an end. It was time to pay her respects to Maude and wrap
up her affairs. When she left Preston this time, she would never
return. No reason to.

Beth pulled a few untrimmed blades of grass
from around the two headstones.
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