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Sing Me Home by Jerri Corgiat
Country music star Jonathan Van Castle is intent on two things--reviving his career and regaining custody of his two children. At a stop in picturesque Cordelia, Missouri, he meets Lily (Lilac O'Malley Ryan), a young widow trying desperately to hold onto her livelihood and rebuild her own life after the tragic loss of her husband. Singularly unimpressed with the famous Mr. Van Castle, Lily instead falls for his two children. They, and not their sought-after dad, steal her heart, and she lets herself be convinced to join him in a marriage of convenience as he fights his custody battle. The widow and the singer eventually discover their liaison means more to them both than they'd originally planned.
What the critics say about the Love Finds a Home series:
"a treasure...a tender, romantic story of a big-time musician and a small-town girl discovering the things that matter most." -- Susan Wiggs
"...builds rapidly toward a shattering climax." -- Booklist
"wonderful...a novel about the struggles that people face everyday." -- A Romance Review
"...warm and touching...one of those wonderful romances that truly captures the heart....strong characterizations spring vividly to life...Filled with joy and laughter, pathos and challenges...very highly recommended." -- Cynthia Penn, Midwest Book Reviews
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OFF IN THE DISTANCE, the steep hills of the Missouri Ozarks were shrouded in blue, arcing to meet a seafoam sky, dipping into timbered hollows and fresh-water lakes—all of it way too close for Jonathan Van Castle’s comfort.
From under the brim of his Stetson, Jon stared out the tinted bus window at the rolling pastureland that marked the start of the hill-and-lake country in the southern half of the Show-Me State. His fingers, long and tipped with calluses from his guitar strings, drummed on his thigh. He’d grown up in that backwoods, and every turn of the wheels brought him closer to Monaco. And his ex-wife. Ex-wives had a way of spoiling even the prettiest scenery, and his was a regular vandal.
Unearthed from mothballs eight weeks ago, the Van Castle Country Tour bus took the leading country rock singer in America and his band around the curve on the two-lane highway. The bus slowed as it entered Cordelia, the last burg of any size before the lakes. The town slumbered in bucolic glory under the haze of late July.
Inside the custom-built bus, his companions were quiet. Beside him on the opposite end of a leather sofa, bass player Zeke Townley put his long legs up and locked them at the ankles. Idly, he flipped through the pages of GQ. In a set of swivel chairs nearby, several security guys played cards with the band’s stylist Sidney. Today Sidney’s hair was green, his pants purple. Snores issued from behind a curtain at the rear of the bus where Van Castle’s drummer Three-Ring slept.
Several dozen of his crew and his business manager, Peter Price, had gone ahead to Lake Kesibwi, another fifty miles down the road. They were likely already lined up on deck chairs at the Royal Sun Resort, knocking back beers.
Jon squirmed, and Zeke nudged him with the toe of a black boot that matched the bass guitarist’s hair, beard, and eyes. “Ants in your pants?”
“No, just the pants. Damn uncomfortable.”
Zeke eyed the fringed leather pants with the air of a man whose perfectly creased white trousers would never dare ride up.
Jon grimaced. “Got up late, and these were on the floor.” They’d left Kansas City at nine, not an early wake-up call—unless you were coming off two gigs at Sandstone and umpteen others at similar burgs.
Zeke nodded and looked out the window.
The driver took Cordelia’s outlying area of tract housing and fast food joints at an even gait. As they passed a schoolyard, some kids paused in their play, wrapped grubby fingers around a chain-link fence and gaped. No wonder. Rendered in Outlaw Purple Metallic, a pair of outsized guitars plastered the sides of the bus.
“Look familiar?” Zeke asked.
“Haven’t been through here in eighteen years.” A scared teenager on a Greyhound bound for the big time. Zeke knew all that. They’d been together ever since Jon had stepped off that bus and into a bar in Nashville.
“And what changes time has wrought.” Zeke’s voice was laconic. Zeke’s middle name was laconic. “Take away the cars, plant a few hitching posts, and it’d look like it did a hundred years ago.”
The highway narrowed into a shaded street lined with gingerbreaded Victorians and airplane bungalows, all fronted with broad porches. Jon noted the padded swings, the hanging pots of fuschia and ferns, the freshly-swept walks. His mother had liked fuschia. “I always wanted a house like one of those.”
“Let’s see. A manse on twenty acres outside Nashville versus Ma Kettle’s abode in the middle of the back of beyond. Tough decision.”
Jon’s lips curved, but he didn’t comment. A home, a mansion didn’t make.
“I’ll raise you two.” Sidney threw two quarters on the table. “And I’ll see you.”
The change hit wood. The bodyguard Roy, rock-hard and squat in a seat near the driver, groaned. Sidney swept up the pot.
Following the highway sign, the driver curved onto Main, one of four streets framing a church in the middle of the town square. Looked like God and state must have battled for supremacy, and God had won. The lawn around the church was sun-crisped, but ribbons of red geraniums cabled the walkways twisting between maples and sycamores. Surrounding the church were rows of two-story brick buildings, each with lower level shops and upper level windows with white trim, shades half pulled like lids drooping over sleepy eyes. Leftover from Fourth of July, patriotic bunting drifted from concrete cornices.
The bus slowed to a judicious crawl. A get-up like this spelled money to small-town sheriffs with their eyes on the municipal coffers. Around here, money was scarce. Jon knew.
Up-in-the-Hair Beauty Salon slid by, its windows full of flounced pink curtains and steam, followed by Peg O’ My Heart Cafe. The meat loaf was on special. A few doors down was O’Neill’s Emporium. Out front an old geezer swept the sidewalk. As the bus passed, the guy propped forearms on his broom handle and watched. Merry-Go-Read Bookstore stood next to the Emporium. Except for the old guy, the square was empty. According to the driver, this month was one of the hottest Missouri had ever seen.
They neared the green-and-white striped awning of a parlor on the corner. Zeke’s eyes were amused. “Sin-Sational Ice Cream? The mind boggles.”
“About as clever as those last lyrics you came up with.” Jon snorted. “‘Maiden fine in my mind?’ Gimme a break.”
Zeke lazily kicked Jon’s thigh. “Let’s see. And what did you come up with? Oh, that’s right, I remember. Nothing.”
The corner of Jon’s mouth hitched, although inwardly he sighed. As the trip to Monaco had neared, words had dried up.
The bus braked at a stop sign.
Jon leaned toward the driver. “Stop at the park.” Zeke raised narrow eyebrows, and Jon shrugged. “I need a walk.”
“What you need is a spine. She won’t eat you.”
He wondered. “Just give me a few minutes to get the wool out of my head.”
When Jon got off the bus—alone, despite bodyguard Roy’s protests—Sidney gave his hair a pointed look. “Tuck it under or you’ll be sorry.”
Jon rolled his eyes at the stylist and wondered why he kept Sidney around, beyond the obvious entertainment value. Sidney cheated, and his garb wasn’t a country fashion statement. A moment later he felt penitent. It wasn’t Sidney.
Still, he left his trademark blonde-and-brown ribboned hair pulled back, not tucked under.
***
Minutes later, he found himself fervently wishing he’d listened to Sidney but mostly missing Roy.
He hadn’t tucked his hair under, he hadn’t stayed in the park. He’d picked Maple Woods Drive at random. Now, his boots scuffed along, not with the pace of a leisurely stroll, but with the stiff-legged gait of a man wanting to run and trying to hide it.
Sweat rolled from under his hat, but he didn’t dare take it off. He’d already caught a startled look from a young woman with apricot hair. She’d been lounging on the porch swing of a rambling bungalow about a block behind him.
He pulled the brim on his Stetson low and glanced behind. Sure enough, she’d followed. She was about a half-block back, her hair looking like it had exploded from her head like shook-up Neff’s Peach Soda. She was just this side of skinny. And he’d bet she was fast. He picked up his pace, hoping to put more distance between them before she realized she’d seen what she’d seen.
“Jooonathan Vaaan Castle!”
Too late.
She shrieked, then shrieked again.
Shit. It was like the blaring of bugles. Her screech pierced the rattle of air conditioners, stilled the birds, almost tore a crack in the earth. Screen doors banged open. Faces peered out.
She started running, still hollering. He started running, still sweating. And pretty soon a whole gaggle of women had fallen in with her.
He darted into an alley, crashed over a picket fence, hugged the side of a house, caught his breath, moved on and pretty much lost himself in the lanes and alleys between the park and the square.
Finally, a glimpse of green-and-white striped awning oriented him. Sides heaving, he burst onto Main, saw nothing, saw nobody, and bounded across the street toward the church. Running low, darting between trees, he flew up the sweep of steps at the church entrance. The doors were ornately carved, heavy oak—and locked.
Swearing under his breath, he twisted, just in time to see the redhead and her rabble-rousing crowd—well, really only a half dozen women, but even two was one more than he could handle in this condition —explode from the ice cream parlor. They must have gone in through the rear.
The apricot head started to swivel his way. With what he thought was admirably fast thinking, he dove over the railing and into a clump of shrubs. Hat askew and flat on his back, he laid perfectly still, mostly because he wasn’t sure he could move. Thirty-five was way too old for this crap.
The voices faded and he raised his head. The square was empty. No sign of anyone, not even the geezer.
Jon stood up, swiped his fingers through his hair, and plopped the Stetson back on his head. He didn’t know which way they’d gone, and he didn’t know if he could outrun them again.
As his heart slowed, his brain kicked back into gear. All he needed to do was call the bus and tell the driver to pick him up.... He pawed at his pants, then dropped his hands and groaned.
He’d left his damn cell phone back on the bus.
He needed a phone. He studied his options, which weren’t many. Both the Emporium and Merry-Go-Read had Sorry We’re Closed placards leaning in the windows. In small town fashion, the proprietors had closed for the noon hour. He shuddered at the idea of entering the beauty shop, which left the ice cream parlor and Peg’s diner, both undoubtedly stuffed for lunch.
He was about to check out another street, when the door to Peg’s arced open.
A tall, slender girl with short, lemon curls, and a not-so-short, lemon dress, stepped from the cafe. Her gaze focused dead ahead, she neared Merry-Go-Read and pulled out a key.
While her attention was on the lock, he took a step toward her. A branch snagged his boot. He lurched forward, crashed out of the shrubs, windmilled across the green and caught himself just short of a dive onto Main.
Her head snapped sideways and she froze.
No girl, a woman. In her late twenties or early thirties. As their eyes met, the line of a new lyric darted into his brain; it always happened at the damnedest times. China blue eyes… Such a surprise. He steeled himself for a shriek of recognition. Instead, she bent her head to the lock, her movements now frantic.
A distant voice sounded from Maple Woods Drive. “Back this way!”
He bounded across the street, straight at the blonde.
She glanced up, then fumbled some more at the knob. The door swung open.
The redhead burst into view, head turned away as she shouted over her shoulder. Without missing a beat, he charged into the blonde’s back, shoved her inside, and slammed the door. Chimes jangled.
The blonde skidded into the bookstore and barely kept her feet. Skirt swirling, she spun around to face him. They stared at each other. She was a looker. No trendsetter, but a looker. The dress was old-fashioned, sleeveless, but even buttoned up to the neck, it didn’t hide her willowy figure. A silhouette of long legs was spoiled only by a pair of flat, brown shoes. Her curls were caught back by a ribbon, not gunked up by mousse. Nothing lined her eyes…china blue eyes…except a fringe of dark lashes and an arc of dark brows. Emotion, not powder, colored her cheekbones. The lack of window-dressing was nice.
He realized by the widening eyes what she saw. Not Jon Van Castle, a top pick for People’s Sexiest Man Alive, but a long-haired crazy in a clown outfit stained with sweat.
Looking like she faced a mad dog, she backed up and kept going until her hips bumped the counter at the rear.
“What do you want?” Her voice was hoarse, but her chin came up.
He held a finger up and turned away to peek past the edge of faded curtains. The redhead-led crowd milled about in confusion. He locked the door.
Behind him, a dial tone buzzed. Quiet as a sigh, she’d moved behind the counter and picked up a phone.
He closed the space between them, his boots gunshots on the pocked wood floor. “Don’t.” He made the word more plea than threat. “I only want to use the phone.”
Some of the color returned to her face, but a vein pulsed in her long neck. Carefully, he placed a hand over hers on the receiver and let a smile renowned for making women swoon spread over his face. He squeezed her fingers. “Please.”
She moistened her lips. How had he missed the mouth? Rosebud, definitely rosebud. And with those sweet lips parted, she looked…well, not to be immodest, she looked kind of swoony herself. Familiar as it was, that look was something coming from her.
He looked down at the hand he held. A band wrapped her ring finger. He loosed his grip. That was territory he never wandered into.
“And the locked door?”
“A…phobia.”
She paused, keeping her eyes on his, and wordlessly handed him the receiver. He held onto his smile, still waiting for recognition, some shocked surprise, but she only folded her hands on the counter and waited. Feeling unreasonably irritated, he dropped the smile and reached to punch a number. Then stopped. All he knew were his speed-dial numbers. One for Peter Price. Two for Zeke. And three for Roy. Helluva lot of good that’d do him now. He slammed down the phone.
The woman paled again. God, she probably thought he was a robber—or worse. “I, uh, changed my mind.” He thought fast before she screamed and bedlam ensued. Last thing he needed was his face splashed all over the National Tattler—again. “I decided to shop.”
She blinked.
“Honest,” he added, thinking he might touch her hand, to reassure her, that’s all. When he moved, though, she drew back slowly as if she didn’t want to spook him. Sweet Jesus, there was something about her.
“Then, may I help you?” Her voice hardly wobbled, and her chin stayed up. He admired her for that.
He tipped his hat back, tried an I’ll-charm-you grin. “Sorry about shoving you. I stumbled.”
“Mm.” Her baby-blues said she didn’t buy it. “So, what are you shopping for?”
What was he shopping for? He glanced around, and noticed for the first time the quantities of children’s books and videos spread out on tall shelves like notes on a staff. Everything was neat as three-quarter time except for one corner that was piled with cartons. Runners as faded as the curtains ran between shelves, a kid-sized table squatted in front of the bow window. The walls were blotched with stains. The odor of mildew underlay the smell of her perfume, and the light from the window was harsh against the miserly glow of several globes—one cracked—that hung from the stamped-tin ceiling. He’d guess the place wasn’t a gold mine.
He pushed himself up. “Kids’ books. I’m looking for kids’ books.” Wouldn’t hurt to show up with presents for Melanie and Michael before he hauled them out of the only home they knew. “For my daughter.”
“How old is she?” She hadn’t moved, but her voice was stronger, maybe because this was familiar ground.
“Ten, maybe eleven.”
There was silence, and he read her mind. He warmed. It wasn’t his fault he couldn’t remember Melanie’s age. His ex-wife Belinda narrowly defined visitation rights. If he couldn’t come to them—and he usually couldn’t—he couldn’t see them. Period. She named every excuse from school schedules to fear of flying (which he thought was her own invention) whenever he suggested they visit Nashville. But this time he had her over a barrel—and she knew he was ready to crack a whip.
“Does she read a lot?”
“I think so.”
Another silence. He felt stupid. “What about these?” Recognizing a title, he motioned to a some books. Little House on the Prairie was a damn fine TV show, even in reruns, no matter what Zeke said.
“Which ones has she read?”
The question held the tone of a challenge. He shot a look over his shoulder, but except for an odd light in her eye, her face was smooth. Still, he bristled. Everybody judged him. What did she know?
“Well?”
It was a challenge. Something had moved her beyond alarm.
He straightened to his full height, which was a good six feet, but, he belatedly realized, only a couple inches taller than her. She didn’t look intimidated, only disapproving.
“I want the whole series.” He gathered them up and spilled them on the counter, liking it when she jumped. Moving over the runners, he grabbed a couple of Disney CDs, a few videos and some picture books. “And these.”
“X-Men aren’t very popular with girls, and these picture books are too young for an eleven-year-old.” Then she added, disdain no longer hidden, “Or even a ten-year-old.”
“I have a son, too. He’s younger. Five. Definitely five. I’ll take these, too.”
She sniffed. If he meant his extravagance to impress her (and he suspected he did), his ploy hadn’t worked.
A thought struck him. He’d forgotten his fan club. He paused at the window but saw nobody. He pressed up closer to see down the street. A wrinkled face, pocked with liver spots and grizzle, popped from the side and peered back. He got an impression of sharp bones and bib overalls before the face disappeared.
He fell back. “Who in the hell is that?”
“Paddy O’Neill. He owns the Emporium and takes pride in knowing everything that goes on in this town. You’re a stranger. A rather odd-looking stranger. I’m sure news of you is now winding its way down to Peg O’ My Heart. Will that be all?”
He blinked at the sudden flood of words. The appearance of the town’s rumor monger had obviously dispelled the rest of her nervousness. It had increased his. “Huh?”
“I said, is that all?”
“That’s it.” He needed to get out of here, but he returned to the counter and leaned against it. He watched her hands as they ruthlessly sorted his merchandise. They tapered long and narrow, proportioned, strong but feminine. Musician’s hands. His eyes traveled from her hands, adorned by a cheap watch and that blasted wedding band, up to her face. He tried to make amends. “So, do you have kids, too?”
She snapped up like an overtight guitar string. “No.”
Under a glare as hard as sapphires, he held up his hands. “Sorry.” He fumbled for a change of topic. “You and your husband own the shop?”
“He’s dead. That will be two-hundred-forty-three dollars and sixty cents.” She held out a hand.
About to suggest rudeness wouldn’t help sales, he changed his mind when he saw her hand was shaking. “I’m sorry. Really.” And he was, for upsetting her, but not, he realized, because her husband was gone.
He thrust a hand in his pocket but emerged with only a few melting M&Ms. “Uh—”
She snatched a container from under the counter, yanked out a towelette and thrust it at him.
Dare he ask her out? He hadn’t had a real date in years; he hadn’t wanted to risk one. Wiping his fingers, he considered. He doubted she was the type to play come-see-my-guitar or visit a man she didn’t know in the confines of his resort cabana. Or, he gave a sigh, go out with the madman who’d almost knocked her on her butt.
But those eyes… He smiled, thinking chatty might do it. “Ah, that smell reminds me of the last time I saw Michael. He was three, still in diapers.” He wadded the towel and when she didn’t take it, stuffed it in his pocket. His hand still came up empty. He felt his face flame around his smile. No cell phone. No wallet.
“I don’t have the first Wilder book.” Another pause. “You haven’t seen your children in two years?”
“Don’t judge me. What book?” Maybe he didn’t want to ask her out, after all.
“You asked for the whole series. Big Woods is out of stock, although I can order it if you’ll pay in advance. And I’m not judging you. I don’t even know you.”
“In my experience, that’s not a requirement.” If the news of his two-year absence had thrilled her, the next piece of information he had for her would drive her wild with excitement. “I have a problem.”
Picking up a pen, she nodded decided agreement, but said, “It’s not a problem. We deliver to the Sedalia and lake areas, both Ozarks and Kesibwi. I can have it there within a few days.”
“Clever.”
She laid the pen down and explained in the same voice she would use with the village dunce. “You see, in order to deliver the book, we have to know where to deliver the book.”
“Jesu—” She gave him a hard stare. “I mean, jeepers.” Jeepers? “I know that. I meant, that’s a clever way to get my address.”
Her mouth went slack, but she recovered fast. “Really. You might be good-looking. You might be extremely good-looking. To some people. But let me assure you, I have no intention of using your address for anything besides delivery.”
He shuffled his feet. So, he wouldn’t be asking her out. Better for everyone, anyway. “You really don’t have a clue, do you?’
“I don’t believe I’m the one who’s clueless. And if you don’t wish to give me your address, that’s fine.”
Once more, she picked up the pen and waited. Great, now she thought he was a paranoid, arrogant madman.
“What the hell. I’ll be at the Royal Sun Resort for the next six, seven weeks.”
“And your name?”
A drum roll filled his head. “Jonathan Van Castle.”
Her eyes briefly shot north. “Is that with a capital V and C?”
He deflated. “Yes. Deliver it to the front desk. They’ll get it to me.”
She finished writing, looked back up. “Two-hundred-forty-three dollars and sixty cents?”
“I still have a problem.”
“Which problem are we discussing?”
“I seem to have left my wallet in—” He backed toward a door he assumed led to a storeroom with a delivery door and motioned toward the pile of books. “Just pack it all up. I’ll be right back.”
He turned, headed through the back room before she could protest and found the delivery door. Just as he’d thought, it led to an alley.
“We do have a front door. The one you came in.” She’d paused in the doorway, arms crossed.
He peered up and down the alley, then looked at her over his shoulder. “My phobias.”
“Oh, yes. Your phobias.”
The thermostat in his face ratcheted up another notch. He turned and almost banged the nose Country Dreaming called regal into the jamb. Muttering a curse, he slipped out.
Dodging through the warren of alleys at full tilt, he wondered if he’d gone nuts. What difference did it make if he returned? From the tone of her voice to the slant of her eyebrows, it was obvious she thought he was a jerk. A few bucks wouldn’t change anything, and it wouldn’t matter even if it did.
He reached a copse of trees that bordered the back of the park. The bus slumbered in a clearing and hadn’t gone undetected. He spotted an orange head among a few women leaping to try to see through the tinted windows, but most milled yards away around the park entrance. Roy stood at the closed bus doors, thick arms crossed. Only his eyes moved, sweeping the park and finally lighting on Jon. His chin, the edge of an anvil, moved up a notch in acknowledgement.
Taking a deep breath, Jon sprinted. He was on them in seconds. Before the women could squeak, Roy had shoved him in the bus and muscled in after him. The driver slammed the doors.
Roy flopped into the first available seat and mopped at his head with his bandanna. Jon patted thanks on his shoulder.
Zeke turned a page of his magazine. “Having an adventure, my man?”
Jon leaned down to give the driver directions, then shoved Zeke’s feet off the couch and took their place. Zeke gave him a look of mock annoyance and straightened the crease in his trousers.
“Just a slight detour,” Jon said.
The driver shifted into gear. Zeke’s eyebrows shifted higher.“She must really be something.”
“She? I just found something I want—”
“I’ll bet.”
“—and I forgot my wallet.”
“Mmm.”
The driver eased the bus up to Merry-Go-Read. It halted with a hydraulic wheeze. The bookstore lady couldn’t help but notice.
Jon stood up, signaling Roy. The other security guards also stood, abandoning their cards, and got out. Sure she was watching, Jon bypassed his usual leap from the bus, gathered his dignity, ignored Zeke’s eyebrows and promenaded between his sentries the eight feet to her door.
Inside, everything was still in its place, including the bookstore lady. She stood behind the counter, her hands folded, and if she’d noticed his triumphant return, she didn’t betray it by even a blink. “Two-hundred-forty-three dollars and sixty cents?”
Wilting, he approached. “I know.” With one final flourish, he handed over a Platinum Visa with Jonathan Van Castle emblazoned across the front.
Now she would recognize him. She would finally put two and two together. He pasted a modest look alongside a grin and waited for her hand to fly over her fluttering heart. But she only slid the card through the machine and waited for it to belch out a receipt.
His grin faded. He reached for the card, but she pulled it back and slid the receipt in front of him. “Please sign.”
Hell. He grabbed a pen, scrawled his John Henry and when he was done, she by-God picked it up and compared it to the card. Satisfied—and she’d better be—she offered him the card and receipt. He snatched them from her.
“Thank you. Have a nice day.” Polite words, no smile.
He’d have a nice day all right, no thanks to her. He grumbled his way to the door. As he reached for the handle, voices crescendoed outside.
The soft scent of honeysuckle tickled his nose. The bookstore lady had moved up behind him. “My goodness. Mari! What is she doing?”
“The redhead?”
“My little sister.” Her tone was grim.
Roy held the redhead back as she and her friends tried to force their way to the bus. Apparently they thought he was in it. Jon turned to look at the bookstore lady.
For once, she was looking back. “Who are you?”
Finally. He let his slow smile surface but didn’t reply. Instead, he chucked her gently under the chin. Curiosity turned to a glare. He opened the door, and stepped into his world. Squeals rose, hands reached but his guards held firm. As he swung into the bus, his smile lingered.
Zeke glanced up. “Get what you wanted?”
“Oh, yeah.”
“A phone number? A date?”
“Nope.” He tossed down his sack, settled onto the sofa and locked his hands behind his head.
Zeke raised an eyebrow.
“I got the last word.”
The memory of a pair of startled big blues stayed with him all the way to Monaco, making him grin. Once in Monaco, though, Belinda wiped the smile right off his face.
WHAT A CONCEITED cretin! Crumpling Mr. Van Castle’s receipt in her fist, Lilac O’Malley Ryan scrubbed at her chin. As the bus pulled away—good riddance—Mari banged through the door. The patch of hot pink fabric she called a shirt was stained with sweat.
Disregarding Lil’s disapproving look, Mari hoisted her narrow derriere onto the counter and grumped, legs swinging along with the earrings that almost brushed her shoulders.“I can’t believe you met Jonathan Van Castle. You, who wouldn’t know George Strait if he sidled up and sat on your lap.”
“George who?” Lil unwrinkled the receipt, then looked at the sister ten years her junior. “If I’m supposed to be impressed, I’m not. He might be good-looking in an outlandish sort of way, but he’s arrogant, rude and he doesn’t even know his own daughter’s age.”
Plus, his smile annoyed her. His smile and the little flip her stomach had done every time he’d used it. Still, she guessed she should be grateful. He was responsible for the biggest single sale Merry-Go-Read had made all week. Maybe all month.
Definitely all month.
She set the receipt in a prominent spot on the counter where the shop’s owner, their sister-in-law Patsy Lee, would see it first thing. Still, the amount was too little and too late to save Merry-Go-Read. A chill crept over her. When Jonathan Van Castle had been here, the shop had seemed overly warm, but now it was cold.
“I’ll be right back.” Avoiding the sandal swinging from Mari’s toe, Lil headed to the storeroom to adjust the thermostat, not that the cantankerous thing ever paid any attention. She didn’t bother to flip on the lights. In the last few years, she’d gotten to know by memory the musty room where she’d methodically received and unpacked inventory. Only shipping returns to publishers was done here now.
Mari’s voice followed her. “You’re hopeless. Absolutely hopeless.”
Lil turned the dial. Mari was right. She was hopeless. Hopeless and helpless. She rubbed her arms. And scared.
She turned to go back into the shop, stumbled over something on the floor and cried out before she could stop herself. Everything was a mess since she’d started packing.
“You okay?” Mari called with the worry Lil had learned to expect from her family.
“I’m fine.”
She picked up the book she’d tripped over. Little House in the Big Woods. She pressed her lips together. She must have set it back here sometime this past week when she was moving books around, then forgot it.
Dammit. Double dammit. Now she’d have to run the danged thing all the way to Lake Kesibwi. Thinking of the lake, tears gathered behind her eyelids. Impatiently, she blinked them away. She’d thought she was done with crying.
“Mari, I’m going to stay back here and pack a few books I need to return.”
“Are you sure you’re all right?”
Lil swallowed through a tight throat. “I’m sure.”
There was a pause and Lil could picture Mari worrying a lock of hair while she debated whether to check on her sister. Her family’s vigilence was wearing. “Well, then, I’ll pack some out here, but only if you promise me on pain of death you’ll dish up every word Jonathan Van Castle uttered. Promise—or you can find another slave.”
“I promise.”
She’d lied to Mari. She wasn’t fine, there were no books back here to pack and everything was a mess—not just since she’d learned Merry-Go-Read would close, but since the car wreck that had taken Robbie from her three years ago.
She banged her palm on a utility shelf. Damn him for not taking care of the car. Damn him for not listening. Damn him for dying and leaving her alone.
Again Mari’s voice rang out. “Lil?”
“Just dropped a book,” she called back.
As the months had ticked by after his death, she’d slowly rebuilt an existence. But, oh, Robbie. What should I do now?
“Lil! Aren’t you done yet? I’ve packed up a box and I can’t find the blasted marker for the label and you promised me you’d tell—”
“I’m coming.” Lil put her hands to her cheeks to cool them and carried the Little House book into the shop.
“So. Describe him.” Mari hopped back up on the counter and scrunched her freckled nose. Maybelline had never dusted that nose—Mari rejected heavy makeup and mousse, just like her sister. Although for Lil, it wasn’t a cause, simply a matter of disinterest.
“I thought I did.”
“Don’t make me wrench it out of you.” Mari twisted to turn on the radio. She tuned in a country station, cranking up the volume until Lil’s molars buzzed. “Ooo. I love this song! New one by Van Castle. From their Country Comeback CD.” She played air fiddle, then razored her eyes at Lil. “And I don’t want editorial comments. What I want from you is a description of every gesture, every word, every look, every…”
Lil tried to tune Mari out—she could hardly hear her anyway—put the book on a shelf and rummaged in a drawer, unwilling to admit she didn’t want to talk about Mr. Van Castle because she’d found his presence unsettling.
“Come on! Tell. I hardly got a glimpse of him over that musclebound bodyguard.”
The image of a slow, sultry smile rose in Lil’s mind. Feeling cranky, she found a marker and handed it off to her sister. “Ridiculously tight leather pants and boots, melted candy in his pocket—”
“Speak up, I can’t hear you.” Mari bent sideways to scrawl on a label.
Lil yanked down the volume. “I said, he was almost poured into his pants. He had a shirt with yards of ridiculous fringe and some kind of cowboy belt—”
“I saw all that! What about him?”
“Honey skin. Straight, honey-blonde hair almost as long as Patsy Lee’s. Eyes the color of peanut brittle or maybe dark toffee or…” Lil slapped the label Mari handed her on the box. “Who cares? They changed color like a cat’s. And he moved like a cat. Sneaky. Full lower lip, ears oversized—”
Mari frowned.
“Straight nose—”
“Regal,” Mari corrected, dreamy gaze directed at the ceiling.
“White teeth. Not too much taller than me or you and built like a soccer player. You know—compact muscles.”
“See what I mean? He gets to you, doesn’t he?”
Lil figured it would be futile to explain she’d studied him carefully so she could identify his mug shot. She hefted the box onto the counter.
Mari reached for the radio again, but Lil gave her a look and she dropped her hand. “Well, go on. What did he say? What did he buy?”
“I thought you were supposed to be at work.” A junior at Central Missouri State, Mari majored in graphic design, partied and took a job at the paper every summer to pay school loans.
Mari waved her hand. “The Cordelia Daily Sun set early today. The ad salesman—me—only brought in two ads to the Sun’s layout artist—me—so we both got done early. Silly old thing only poses as a newspaper anyway. I mean, is Horace Bruell visiting his mother Betty news? Or Joey Beadlesworth placing twelfth in the Tri-State Swim Meet?”
Lil looked at her watch, her last Christmas present from Robbie. That was another thing she’d almost forgotten. Joey would arrive on Lil’s stoop promptly at four for the piano lesson his mother forced on him. Privately Lil thought the lessons as much of a waste as his participation on the swim team.
“I stopped by Peg’s for a donut, heard Paddy O’Neill bragging he’d spotted somebody famous. Nosy old coot. He mentioned a pair of purple guitars. Those old geezers didn’t know what that meant, but I did, so I went home and kept an eye out.” That explained more than anything why Mari’s work day had ended early. She’d major in Country Groupie if she could. “Van Castle’s headlining in Sedalia in August—although the State Fair’s really beneath them. It’s their last stop in the states and after that they’ll head to Canada and Europe. This will be my last chance to see them in probably forever. They’re huge. As big as—no, bigger!—than Diamond Rio. Or at least they were before Jon split from his wife and there was a ton of ugly talk including some bull—” She glanced at Lil. “—oney about him sleeping with some teenage tart. I, for one, never believed a word of it. I think Belinda Van Castle is a liar even if she looks like she never farts.”
“Mari!”
Mari wrinkled her nose. “Besides I think she’s a porn star or stripper now. The teenage tart, I mean, not Belinda Van Castle. Although she might make a good one.”
“What are you babbling about?”
“The Van Castle divorce, of course.” Mari gave her an impatient look. “It was in all the papers a few years ago, but who cares anyway? Van Castle’s still the absolute best, you know.”
Lil didn’t know. Give her Chopin.
“Not that I can get tickets to their concert. They’re over forty-five bucks—and those are the cheap seats. I finally got the dough together yesterday and—wouldn’t you know it?—they sold out the day before. The day before!” Mari jabbed her elbows on her knees and dropped her chin on her fists.
Lil glanced out the window. Holding a bakery bag, her former brother-in-law crossed the square toward Merry-Go-Read in long, powerful strides. She sighed. Seamus checked on her daily, and sometimes she wished he wasn’t quite so solicitous. Shame followed the thought. In the weeks after Robbie’s funeral, he’d performed handyman work around her house and helped untangle her finances.
Seamus entered the store. “Afternoon, ladies.” With his ever-present black hat, black jeans and silver bolo, she thought of him as Adam Cartwright. Her dad still watched the reruns of Bonanza on TVLand.
Still lost in self-pity, Mari only grunted. Lil frowned at her, then smiled apologetically at Seamus. “You look good today. Leg not bothering you?”
The year she’d married Robbie, Seamus had left on the rodeo circuit. When he’d retired to Cordelia on the heels of Robbie’s death, he’d come back with an occasional limp. Some said the leg was the result of a battle with a steer, others said he’d just fallen when he was drunk. Lil didn’t listen to the talk. He’d sobered up in rehab and that’s what counted.
“Not today.” He set the bag down, and pushed his hat back. “Fact is, I’m ready to do some dancing. There’s a celebration at the Rooster tonight. The Tidwells’ fiftieth.”
Helen and Elmon Tidwell were the owners of the Cordelia Sleep Inn. Lil had called them this morning to wish them happy—and give her regrets.
“Came to see if you’d like to go. Brought you something.”
He nodded at the bag and watched while she opened it. A slice of apple pie served up by the cook at the Rooster Bar and Grill. On the heels of Robbie’s death, Seamus had bought out the Rooster from his parents when they’d decided to retire to a doublewide in Orlando. Odd that a former alcoholic would own a bar but not too odd when you thought about it. Helping out your folks was simply the way things were done in Cordelia.
“Thank you.” Although she wasn’t really hungry, she forked a small bite and wiped a crumb off her lip, conscious he followed every move. His eyes were the same green as Robbie’s but implacable. “You know I adore the Tidwells, but with the store closing and Patsy Lee needing to spend time with her children since Henry… well, after my piano lessons, I’m coming back here.” She shied from large gatherings, weary of the sympathetic looks still thrown her way. “But maybe I can stop by later.” She knew she wouldn’t.
She thought annoyance flickered across his features. But he only nudged Mari’s knee until she shifted to allow him some space to lean his long frame against the counter.
He hooked one boot over the other. “How’s Patsy Lee holding up?”
To Lil’s secret shame, her recently-widowed sister-in-law was faring better than she was. When Henry had died, he’d not only left his three children without a father but also debt piled higher than St. Andrews church steeple. A bad heart, the doctor had said. Thinking about it, Lil almost snorted. A bad heart? It was just like her brother to bow out when the going got rough. She flushed. Hadn’t she done almost the same thing herself? Henry had just been…Henry.
Seamus’s gaze sharpened and she busied herself neatening things on the counter. “Patsy Lee is doing pretty well, considering. She’s thinking about working at PicNic.” PicNic was the poultry processing plant outside of town. “And with interviewing, her job at the bank, the children—she can’t handle all that and closing the store, too. So I said I would.” Even though she wasn’t sure she could handle it either. With every box she packed, she felt she stored the last remnants of Henry’s dreams, pie-in-the-sky though they’d been. “And maybe we’ll get enough out of the closing sale to help tide Patsy Lee over until—”
She broke off. Until what? A miracle? Whatever pittance Patsy Lee salvaged from the store wouldn’t last long, and her sister-in-law still faced a staggering debt to the bank—two mortgages on her home and a loan on this place.
“Have you decided what you’re going to do?”
“I haven’t thought about it much,” she lied.
She’d scanned the want ads and knew she didn’t have many marketable skills. She wished she could trade her three part-time semesters in business school—taken more to fill the hours when she wasn’t working while Robbie went to classes at CMSU— for one solid course in computer software. Finding a job that offered benefits and enough money to pay her own mortgage, not to mention one that didn’t involve hacking chicken at PicNic, kept her awake nights. But she didn’t want to worry Seamus.
“I still have some money from the insurance to tide me over while I look for a job, thanks to your advice.” She stacked some labels into a neat square, then laid her hand on the ridged muscles of his forearm. “I’m still grateful for all your help.”
He looked at her hand, pale gold against his darker skin. When his eyes met hers, their warmth unsettled her. She dropped her hand.
His mouth crooked in a wry smile and he pushed off the counter. “I won’t bite, Lil.”
Mari suddenly came to life. “Hey, Seamus—I’ve seen some low-lifes at the Rooster. Know any scalpers? I need tickets to the Van Castle show and I’d be willing to pay… I guess I’d pay sixty buckaroos if I could get a good seat. Who needs to buy an art history book? I’ll just borrow someone’s. Whaddaya say? Know anyone?”
Flustered by Seamus’s words, Lil was relieved Mari had shifted his attention. Her eyes slid to the copy of Little House in the Big Woods on the shelf behind the counter. Why not? Somebody had to go. The memory of a crooked smile wafted through her mind. She didn’t want to, that was certain. “You wouldn’t want to help me with a delivery, would you?”
Mari frowned. “Quiet. Seamus is thinking.” Lil wasn’t the only one of the O’Malley sisters that treated Seamus like Dear Abby.
“That book—” Lil pointed. “—goes to Jonathan Van Castle.”
“If I worked some overtime next week, I could maybe even spring for—” Mari swiveled to stare at her. “What?”
Seamus’s mouth quirked.
“That book was promised to Jonathan Van Castle. Want to deliver it?”
“That book? To Jonathan Van Castle? Of course I will. Right now! Where?”
“I’ll tell you after you help pack all these books. Deal?”
Mari jumped off the counter. “When do I start?”
“Tomorrow.”
Mari’s face fell. “I have to wait that long?
TO JON, it seemed a lifetime ago, and not just earlier that day, that he’d had his fun with the bookstore lady. To Zeke’s amusement, he’d diddled with the lyrics on his new creation during the forty-mile drive to Monaco. It wasn’t just a ruse to escape his thoughts of what waited for him there—he just couldn’t shake that blue-eyed gaze.
Of course, after they’d reached Monaco and picked up his kids, he’d had to put the song aside. In an atmosphere made uneasy by his forced jocularity and their wide-eyed wariness, they’d traveled another ten miles to Lake Kesibwi, a wide swath of water that sparkled through the valleys of the Ozark hills, just south of the larger Lake of the Ozarks. Their journey ended at the Royal Sun Resort, a complex built on a private, gated finger of land jutting out into the most populated part of the lake, Shawnee Bay. None of them could wait to escape the confines of the bus.
That was eight, tense hours ago. In one of the resort’s massive two-story cabanas that hugged the hillside, Jon paused on the upper landing. Hearing nothing from the bedrooms where his children slept—he hoped—he padded down the stairs to the living room.
Over his head, beams matching the oak logs that formed the walls crisscrossed the vaulted ceiling, track lights tucked against their sides. Straight ahead was a wall of windows. By day, the vista would encompass a chunk of the lake. Now, somebody had pulled drapes across the lower half, leaving only a gap where sliding doors led to a broad deck. A native stone fireplace dominated the room, its grate a silent, black hole.
The clock squatting on the mahogany mantelpiece bonged once. Roy and the nanny he’d hired had already turned in. His drummer Three-Ring, manager Peter Price, secretary Lydia and the rest of his road crew had crashed in similar cabanas. Cabanas. Right. More like villas.
A maple leather sofa and two bulky chairs divided by a coffee table sat on a plush rug in front of the fireplace. His feet riding an ottoman, Zeke lounged in one chair under a pool of lamp light, reading.
Jon flopped on the sofa. The cushions heaved a sigh. “The next few months will be a real laugh riot if that was any indication.”
Zeke turned a page. “Things’ll get better, my man. The kids just aren’t used to you.”
Jon debated between Peanut M&Ms and a Tootsie Roll Pop, finally choosing the latter from his stash on the table. Sugar was a new habit he’d picked up since he’d quit smoking. He laid his head back, willing the tension to drain from his muscles. It didn’t work. Biting off the candy, he pitched the stick toward the table and yawned, a huge, jaw-cracking yawn.
When the stick hit the bottom of his foot, Zeke looked up. “Hell, man, go to bed.”
“Can’t sleep.” What was he going to do about his kids?
Melanie wasn’t a problem—which was a problem since she’d hardly opened her mouth all evening and just sat there staring at him like a scared rabbit—but Michael…
Jon had practically peeled him off the ceiling to get him into bed. He’d sang every ditty he knew to calm him, including the alphabet song, but the kid didn’t know his ABCs. He could, though, recite verbatim the refrain of every TV commercial ever made. Michael was completely manic and no match for Tina-the-Nanny. She’d come from a reputable agency, but the wispy blonde was young, longer on legs than sense, overawed by his celebrity and not much of a match for Michael. He gave a long sigh.
Zeke’s brows snapped together and he leveled his eyes at Jon. “Okay, out with it.”
“Out with what?”
“Whatever has you sounding like a bellows. Is it Belinda?”
When Jon had arrived in Monaco, he’d had the pleasure of reliving any number of scenes they’d enacted during their marriage. Fortunately, though, before the blow-out, they’d hustled Mel and Michael out to the bus in a Jeep Roy had rented in Cordelia.
Equally fortunately, no media had arrived on the scene. Peter Price had thrown them off the scent with rumors of a trip back to Nashville during this semi-hiatus between the last two U.S. venues on Van Castle’s Country Comeback Tour. The reporters would figure it out, they always did. But for the moment, he and the kids could live without looking over their shoulders.
“Let’s just say it wasn’t a reunion made in heaven.” Unless heaven included artillery ranging from cigarette packs that had bounced harmlessly off his chest to a heavy butter crock that had put a dent in her mother’s floor but, fortunately, not his head.
“Ah, so our Miss Belinda hasn’t changed, has she?”
“Hardly. Still looks like Gidget, talks like a longshoreman and has one messed-up head. I don’t know how long she’s been using this time.”
“But you’re sure she’s back at it?”
“Yeah.” He dipped into thought. Zeke let him. It was one of the nice things about Zeke. He never pressed.
Sometime back in grade school, when Monaco still had a cinema, he’d scrounged up a few bucks to go to a Saturday matinee featuring Sally Field. Smokey and the Bandit, maybe. That was where he’d met Belinda. She’d sat a couple rows behind him and pelted him with popcorn; he’d yanked her hair afterwards, and she’d punched him. He should have known then a relationship would never work.
It hadn’t. Three years ago, after they’d split, she’d parked the kids with her mother, Dodo, in Dodo’s neat, but sparse, frame house and whirled off around the world, headlining tabloids with a succession of boyfriends at the Cannes Festival, Aspen, and the casinos at Monte Carlo. From Nashville, where he immersed himself in rebuilding the career she’d almost wrecked, he followed her antics, wondering why none of her admiring press guessed how close she lived to the edge. They loved her. The cameras ate up that innocent face—and the reporters ate up whatever garbage she fed them.
He was concerned about his kids, sure. But scrambling to keep his band from going under, he let her convince him again she’d stayed clean, and he buried his qualms under the thought Mel and Michael were safe with Dodo who, after all, had once been his own surrogate mother.
Before he felt compelled to act, the publicity stopped. Probably because the money was gone—every last red penny of the fifty percent he’d handed her without a fight as a sop to his conscience. Debts and creditors followed. He knew because no way would Belinda return to Monaco unless she had to. The media had followed but not for long. There wasn’t much to film at Dodo’s nor would Belinda have wanted them there.
He cleared his throat. “Yeah,” he repeated, “I’m sure she’s using again. Coke probably, since she always claims she and the kids can’t get by on the insane amount of child support I send her every month.”
The money went to dealers. He knew it but couldn’t prove it. To dealers and to the toe rings, high-heeled sandals, inch-wide gold bangles, and white leather shorts that had molded her ass when he’d seen her earlier today. A late model, red Camaro, front headlight smashed, had been parked in Dodo’s driveway. When he’d asked about the car, she’d said it was a repo, gotten cheap. He didn’t believe her.
He drummed on his knees for a minute. He sent Belinda money, gave in to her demands every time and still remorse ate up his insides.
Zeke guessed his thoughts. “It isn’t your fault, my man. She always liked things fast. Fast food, fast cars, fast living. What happened at Dodo’s?”
“She screamed and swore and threw things, but she finally went with that guy from Serenity Gardens.” His hands stilled. He still wondered about the drug rehab’s choice of a counselor. The guy—Neil—was youngish, soft-bodied with a pasty complexion, weak chin, and didn’t look like any contest for Belinda. “It was already a done deal, but you know Belinda, she put on a show. Our lawyers worked out a deal. If she goes to rehab for sixty days, then stays clean another six months, I’ll foot the bill and her attorney fees.” Plus some extra, under the table. The extra was more than the bill for the rest. Belinda always charged a high price. “We filed, citing exhaustion or something on her part, and the judge granted me temporary sole custody for the duration. Thank God for Judge Dougherty. He did what he could to keep it all low profile.”
He, Belinda and the judge went way back. As Dodo’s long-time neighbor, the judge had taken an interest in them since they were kids. Lucky for Jon. Judge Dougherty had given him probation instead of clapping him in juvee where he’d undoubtedly belonged at the time. The judge should probably bow out where they were concerned, but, if they could agree on nothing else, he and Belinda agreed on one thing. They trusted the judge and would rather wash their linen in front of him than anyone else.
“How’s she going to prove she stays clean?
Jon scooped up some M&Ms. “Pee in a cup. She’s thrilled.”
“But she’ll do it?”
“Better than jail; cops could have thrown her in there for DUI.” They’d hushed up more than one offense in the past. “Plus custody reverts to joint after eight months. She doesn’t want the kids, though, as much as she wants the money that goes with them.”
Dodo had phoned him just over a month ago to tell him Belinda and the kids had been in a car wreck. Once she’d assured him the kids were fine, Belinda’s mother had fallen silent, probably at war with herself over love for her grandchildren and the natural desire to protect her daughter. He’d finally gotten the whole story. Belinda had zoned out at sixty miles an hour on the winding highway that led to her mother’s, drove over the middle line, narrowly avoided making mincemeat of an oncoming car and ended up in a ditch. The cops knew she was high but couldn’t prove it. Thank God, the kids were strapped into the tiny backseat. Nobody was hurt.
He’d seethed with frustration. There were so many demands on his time. But this involved his kids. Since he’d already planned to take them during the tour’s pause at Lake Kesibwi, it was a simple matter to give in to Dodo’s apologetic pleas to take them for Belinda’s eight-month “sentence,” although he’d wondered why Dodo was so uncharacteristically insistent. She usually asked nothing of him, already flustered at the amount of money he showered on her even though he’d assured her it was no more than he’d do for his own mother. If he still had her.
When he’d seen Dodo, though, he’d quit wondering.
“Dodo’s not looking too good. She’s aged a lot.” Jon tipped more candy into his mouth. Thinking of Dodo, the stuff had all the flavor of sawdust. “I’m worried about her. I gave her money to go visit her sister. She said she’d be back, but I don’t know if she will. And I don’t know what I’m going to do with the kids if she doesn’t come back—or can’t care for them.”
Weary lines had dug furrows around Dodo’s mouth, and more gray than brown washed her hair. She’d watched Belinda with the alertness of a stray cat wary of a swift kick. The last few years had taken their toll. He didn’t know how much more he could ask from her.
As a kid he had been smitten with Belinda, but he’d loved her mother without reservation. A widow, she’d always had time, a hot meal and refuge for the scroungy kid Belinda dragged into the house. Since a rebellious Belinda rebuffed her mother at every turn, Dodo turned to him, lavishing him with maternal affection, and he’d soaked it up. After his first successes, he’d assumed Dodo’s mortgage and footed her household bills, knowing he could never really pay her back. Belinda had called him Mama’s Boy. She never had liked it when he’d paid attention (or money) to anything or anyone, else.
Not only Dodo had changed, his kids had changed. His reunion with them had been strained beyond the situation. Ten-year-old Melanie, the baby-round face he remembered now thinned into prettiness, stared warily at him from beneath too-long, brown bangs, and Michael, all thin limbs and round, almond eyes glittering from under a mop of bowl-cut, dark hair, didn’t stand still long enough for a hug. Their clothes looked like they came from the Swap ‘n Shop. He hadn’t expected hearts and flowers after a two-year absence, but Mel’s apathy and Michael’s manic behavior sounded an alarm. Just what in the hell was going on?
Zeke said mildly, “Keep the kids. I’ll help out—we’d do okay.”
“I thought of that, but it just doesn’t play. I’m willing to fight for them—even Peter’s for it—he thinks me as a family man would be a great hook for Van Castle’s image after the battering it’s taken.”
But he didn’t live a life fit for a child. In just over a month, Van Castle would leave for Canada, then Europe. Peter had scheduled charity events, a TV special in London, store appearances, radio shows. It would be a zoo. Even afterwards, their schedule was packed.
“It’s bad enough I have to shunt them off to Nashville when we leave for Canada but permanently pushing them onto someone like that nanny, or worse, boarding schools, isn’t any solution. Hell, my life didn’t do Belinda any favors. Think she would have hoed the same crooked row if she’d had a nine-to-five husband? Eight months of me will be plenty enough for the kids. Longer term, I could really mess them up. Truth is, they’re better off with Belinda—a sober Belinda—than with me. As long as they have Dodo.”
Zeke zeroed in on his rhetorical question. “Actually, I do think Belinda would have gone the same route no matter who she’d hooked up with, my man, but we’ve been over that ground before and you don’t listen.”
Because it wasn’t true. Belinda had once been free-spirited and wild. Now, she was grasping and bitter. Life had changed her. He had changed her.
Jon shifted. “Doesn’t matter. Think about it. We can’t keep them.”
“Not to mention a fight for custody would mean dragging the band through the muck again.” Zeke’s voice was dry.
Jon fell silent.
During his divorce from Belinda, she’d squawked half-truths and outrageous lies for every tabloid reporter who’d listen—and most did. Knowing she lashed out from hurt and feeling each blow deserved, he’d weathered the punishment in silence, even though some of the lies got pretty bizarre and even though Peter had badgered him to tell his side of the story. Unwilling to drag Belinda down further, unable to pit his children between their parents, he’d refused. His silence almost cost him his rights to his children—and his career. Fortunately, Belinda had realized she was killing her golden goose, and she’d finally shut up. But not before a lot of damage was done.
For the last two years, he, Zeke, Three-Ring and Peter had worked to mop up his image. He’d submitted to boring publicity dates with up-and-coming country queens whose trilling remarks about his good character were planted in the idol mags, bowed to serious interviews with journalists ranging from Country Dreaming to Time, held court on late-night talk shows and shelled out a lot of money to charitable causes, most notably and ironically, one to do with child exploitation.
He popped a few more M&Ms. “You know the publicity a custody battle’d bring is the last thing we need right now. The press and public still love Belinda and she would play them for all they’re worth. We can’t take another hit like the last one—not this soon. Besides, the kids don’t need me. What they need is a different mother.”
Zeke smiled wryly. “Kind of hard to pick those off the shelf, my man—especially since you haven’t even been on more than a promotional date in three years. Perhaps you should try your hand with China Blue Eyes. God knows you have a jones on over that song.”
Not just over the song. He’d never forget how those blue eyes had blinked at him in total lack of recognition. Thinking about it now, he realized he’d felt a strange relief.
Before the muse struck him again, Jon stood up. “I don’t have time for dating. I’m going to crash.”
No, he didn’t have the time, but he sure did have some kind of inclination where that bookstore lady was concerned.
ON TUESDAY AFTERNOON, the day after she’d met Jonathan Van Castle, Lil was still peeved. He’d had the nerve to appear in a dream she’d had last night. Standing up from the carton she was packing, she stretched against the noodle of pain in her back. She looked around Merry-Go-Read with mingled sadness and satisfaction. Only a few more hours work and the store would be ready for the final sale that would close its doors.
She and Mari had worked all day, and in the last hour, Mari had finally stopped trying to tease more information from her on the whereabouts of Jonathan Van Castle.
Now her sister emerged from the back room, flipping the tab on a soda she’d retrieved from the mini-fridge. She took a gulp, burped, then set the can on the counter. “So, you gonna go?”
Pretending ignorance, Lil leaned over and scooped a pile of books into the open carton. “Go where? Ouch.” Her ring had caught on the lid. Sucking on her knuckle, Lil pulled it off, along with her watch, and walked them to the counter.
“To the lake, that’s where.” Mari slapped a label on a box. “Don’t try to change the subject. Mom’s gathering the clan for a big powwow over What To Do About Patsy Lee and you know it. And while she’s not saying so, I’m sure she plans to settle your future, too. Besides, the family always goes. Or at least a few of us still do, even if some members have chickened out the last three years.”
Lil stilled and Mari back-peddled. “Sorry, chickened out wasn’t the right phrase. I know you don’t want to go because of Robbie, but, dammit, Lil—I mean, darn it—it’s been three years. And Patsy Lee is going even though we just lost Henry. Besides, when you don’t go, it’s a bore because Hock and Stan just babble on about how much better their place is on Shawnee Bay—where they’re staying this time, thank God—and what merger made their stock split umpteen ways to Sunday.”
She grinned at Lil, as though encouraging her to join in on trashing their oldest sister and her husband, Stan, a pastime they’d sometimes shared, But Lil only said, “Don’t call Alcea Hock. She doesn’t like it.” The rebuke was automatic. At the ripe age of five, Mari had discovered Alcea was the formal name for the hollyhock flower, and she’d gleefully christened the sister eleven years her senior.
“Do you know where Alcea is, by the way?” Lil asked. “She said she’d give me a ride home—the Escort’s in the shop again. I’m tired. We can finish this in the morning.”
“I forgot. Hock called because she can’t make it. Actually she called Mom, but Mom and Pop are helping out at church camp this week, so Mom called me. Alcea said she couldn’t reach you—like she tried—and then, naturally, left Mom figuring out how to get you home. Hock’s such a jerk. She had to pick up precious Kathleen from a fifth grade something, then deliver one of her oh-so-famous cakes to her Rich-People-Pretend-To-Help-The-Poor Meeting, and—Hey, Patsy Lee told me Stan’s banging his secretary.”
“Hush. Ho—I mean, Alcea—is not a jerk and Patsy Lee didn’t say any such thing. You shouldn’t spread rumors about your brother-in-law.”
Mari looked smug. “Maybe she didn’t say it in exactly those words, but she told me Stan’s always got ‘business meetings’ with that bimbo behind closed doors, and she comes out with her eyeballs rattled. And Patsy Lee would know, wouldn’t she? Since her desk is right next to Stan’s office.” Stan was the bank president; Patsy Lee was his assistant’s assistant. “Wonder if Hock knows about his latest.”
“Whatever problems Stan and Alcea have, they’re none of our business. Alcea tries, Mari. She’s just not very self-confident, that’s all. She’s…” Lil stopped, tired of Mari’s gossip and weary of trying to defend her oldest sister when she didn’t understand herself why Alcea had married, let alone stayed with, the philandering Stan.
“Poop. You used to be more fun.” Mari abandoned the box she was packing. “Anyway, instead of walking over, I brought my trusty steed to do the queen’s bidding and rescue the damsel in distress.” Mari lived with their folks around the corner on Maple Woods Drive, while Lil lived nearer the town’s outskirts.
Mari motioned to the street where her battered VW slumped by the curb looking anything but trustworthy. “Couldn’t have you walking home. You’d melt into a mere puddle on Main Street, then we’d have to hold a wake, and I’d have to eat more of Helen Tidwell’s Tuna Casserole Surprise, which positively makes me barf.”
Lil frowned.
Mari managed to look contrite. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—oh, forget it.” She grabbed the soda and took another swig. “So, are you going?”
Lil blinked. Mari changed subjects faster than a remote changed channels.
“To the lake, dummy! You’ve got to go. This year will be worse than usual. With Henry gone, everyone’ll mope around.”
As Mari continued arguing, Lil moved to the window and pushed aside the faded curtains. Across the street, St. Andrew’s huddled as though looking for shade.
She and Robbie had played at the lake as children, frolicked on tire tubes in the water and roasted marshmallows in the barbecue ring Pop had built out back. As newlyweds, fumbling and giggling, they’d made love for the first time on the sleeping porch while stars blinked across a black velvet sky. They’d returned there for vacations each of the seven summers they were married.
She didn’t want to go back there, not to discuss Patsy Lee’s future, not to discuss her own, not even for old time’s sake. Especially not for that. “I’m sorry, Mari, but—”
“Come on. When we aren’t powwowing, Mom’ll piddle with her flowers while Pop reads. Hock and Stan will brag. And all Patsy Lee will talk about is the new baby.”
Lil’s hand dropped. “What do you mean,” she said slowly. “What new baby?”
Mari looked like she’d rather be anyplace else. “Mom didn’t tell you? Dammit—I mean, darn it—she said she was going to tell you!”
“What new baby, Mari?” Lil whispered.
“Patsy Lee is pregnant.”
Lil’s sat down hard. Gnawing on the inside of her cheek, she stared at her hands.
“Oh, Lil. I thought you knew! She’s four months along and said it must have happened right before…right before Henry died.” Mari rushed over and knelt next to her. “Please don’t look like that. Say something.”
Lil didn’t reply. She noted her ring finger narrowed just before the knuckle, right where her wedding band normally rested. Now she understood how Patsy Lee stayed so strong.
Mari stood up, hands on hips. “Don’t you do this!”
Lil looked up. “Do what?”
Mari stamped her foot, her expression equal parts sadness, entreaty—and anger. “I can’t stand to see you like this anymore!”
Lil smiled weakly and dropped her gaze to the old dress she’d thrown on this morning. Like the one she’d worn yesterday, she’d found it in a box her mother had put out for a church rummage sale. “I didn’t think I looked that bad.”
“Although your clothes could certainly use some work, you know I’m not talking about that!” Mari paced, dragging her hand through her hair until it stood up in kinked horns. “You go through your days like some kind of damn robot. Up at dawn, tend your garden, work at this nothing job, home to teach piano to airheads like Joey Beadlesworth who thinks Mozart is the name of a car, for God’s sake. You’re not living, you’re only existing. You’re half the person you used to be. You used to joke, used to laugh, and now you hardly ever smile. I mean, dammit, Lil, it’s like you died, too. Ever since Robbie…” She ignored Lil’s cringe and plunged on. “Ever since Robbie died, ever since you lost your baby, you’ve been—”
Lil blanched. “Mari —” It was rare for anyone to talk to her about Robbie, and a tacit agreement had grown to never mention the unborn child she’d lost the same day he died.
“No! I won’t stop. You listen. Everybody’s pussy-footed around you, like they’re afraid you’ll break. It’s been three years, Lil. Three! And you’ve been gone. Oh, you nod your head and talk, but you’re not really there. You’re closed off somewhere inside, and we can’t find you. I can’t find you. And Lil, I need you! We all need you. Especially now that Henry’s gone.”
Mari paused at the counter, then whirled around. “But if you’re too selfish you can’t understand what you’re doing to us, then go ahead and think about yourself. But really think. Patsy Lee told me you’re both planning to work at PicNic. I can understand why she would. She’s got no education, and three kids, almost four now. But you? Why? You’re only thirty! You could do anything. You could go back to school and finish your degree or switch majors to music or move somewhere and start all over. Maybe you’d even meet someone and fall in love and— You could still have kids. Oh, I know you can’t have your own, but you could always adopt instead of forever pretending Patsy Lee’s or Hock’s are yours.”
Lil’s eyes burned. “That’s not fair—”
“So what? Life isn’t fair for anybody, so what makes you special? You can mope around, or you can do something about it. Think of the possibilities, Lil! I can tell you I’m not wasting my life. As soon as I graduate, I’m outta here.” Mari’s rested her elbows on the counter, bottom poked into the air. Her eyes turned dreamy. “I’ll rent an apartment—maybe even in Chicago—anywhere besides this burg. I’ll be a sought-after graphics artist and I’ll go to art shows and concerts and I’ll travel. Eventually I’ll marry some marvelous, sophisticated guy with a pile of money and—Oh, Lil, don’t you see? There’s a whole, big, beautiful world out there!” Mari swept her arms across the counter. Invoices scattered along with Lil’s watch and ring.
Horrified, Lil watched the ring ping against the register, rattle across the wooden floor and disappear into the shadows under a bookshelf.
“God, Lil—I’m sorry.” Mari scuttled around the counter and dropped to all fours beside the shelf. “I would never hurt you in a million years.” She swept a palm under the shelf. “You know I love you. You know I’d never —”
“Stop! I’ll do it.”
Chewing her thumb, Mari sat back. Lil knelt and frantically patted the floor until her fingers wrapped around the ring. Breathing a sigh of relief, she slid it back on her finger, then looked at Mari. Mari’s nose had pinked and her eyes swam.
“Oh, Mari. Come here.” Mari fell into her arms, and Lil hugged her close. Behind Mari’s back, Lil stared at her ring. “I’m not trying to shut you out. It’s just… I loved him so much.” With every ounce of her being, every fiber in her soul, just as he had her. “And I still miss him. Every day.” She tried to straighten the wobble in her voice. “I miss his touch, his glance, his strength and especially his optimism.”
Mari’s arms tightened. “I remember he called you Calamity Lil.”
Lil’s laugh caught in her throat. “You remember that coverlet for our bed?”
“The one made from Grandma O’Malley’s rosebud sheets?”
“Yes. He said it wasn’t like me, to make a bed of roses when I was always on the lookout for thorns.” Under that coverlet, she’d curl into his body. His arm would draw her close until his breath teased her ear, and she’d let his warmth wash away her anxieties. “That last day—”
“Lil, you don’t have to—”
“I need to,” Lil said, realizing she did. She’d stored it up for too long. “I told him the car wasn’t safe, not until the brakes were fixed. But he… He just picked me up and swung me around and told me not to worry.” She’d pushed at the dark shock of hair that tumbled across his forehead and had let him silence her with a kiss. “Every day I’ve asked myself what if I’d insisted?” But she hadn’t. She’d rarely insisted on anything.
“It wasn’t your fault.” Mari was vehement.
“I know that, but it took a long time to feel it.” For weeks after the funeral, she’d barricaded herself in the their little house. She’d wrapped herself in his letterman sweater and curled on the sofa they’d bought at the Tidwells’ garage sale. It seemed so strange that his things had survived him.
Mari moved restlessly. “Why didn’t you tell us you felt guilty? Maybe I—or Mom, or one of us—could have helped you work through it.”
“I—It’s hard to explain. It’s like I wanted to examine every memory.” From sharing a sandbox to sharing a home. “I needed quiet. It’s like I couldn’t remember without quiet.”
“And we put a stop to that, didn’t we?” Mari said dryly. “Nothing gets in the way of the O’Malley clan—especially Mom—when we put our minds to it.”
Lil smiled. Her family was not known for restraint; Interference Forever should be their motto. She’d managed to hold them at bay for some weeks, preferring Seamus’s quiet support and the help he gave her only when she asked him. But eventually, they’d stormed her citadel. She had to get up. She had to go out. They had it all figured out. She’d work for her brother Henry. She’d return to teaching piano.
“That’s all right. It was time to move on.” Even though she hadn’t wanted to. And even though she’d only moved a few paces. Her gaze wandered around Merry-Go-Read. Time to move on again. Sighing, she drew back and studied Mari’s tear-stained face. “Okay, I’ll go. If Patsy Lee can do it, so can I.”
ON FRIDAY MORNING, Jon sat elbows-to-knees on the leather sofa in the cabana looking out through the wall of windows. With the drapes flung wide, a torrent of sunshine flooded the room. In a corner near the windows, Zeke noodled on a set of electronic keyboards, completely absorbed. Zeke was working on a bridge for China Blue Eyes. They’d hammered out the melody yesterday.
Jon twisted to look over his shoulder. Behind him, curled onto a padded settee nestled next to the staircase, Melanie showed equal concentration, her eyes fixed on a book. He sighed. Melanie had rarely moved from that bench in the past four days. At least she now managed more than two-word sentences, and sometimes he even got the sense she’d like to confide in him, although nobody could call her a chatterbox.
He took a sip of his coffee, and the brew dropped into a sour stomach. Until he’d arrived at the Royal Sun, he’d rarely seen ten in the morning. After just a few days of early risings, the novelty had worn thin. As far as he was concerned, mornings were for sleeping, and breakfast was a noon gig.
At the mind-numbing hour of six, whoops and thumps had jarred him awake—again. Groaning, he’d staggered out to the landing. Through bleary eyes, he’d watched Michael karate-kick his way down the stairs, on each step booting a pajama-clad leg into the air, then landing hard on his heel with a yell that’d turn Jackie Chan green. Seeing Jon, he’d grinned hugely. “Sorry, Charlie.”
Full of murmured excuses, Tina-the-Nanny had scurried past Jon and pulled a bellowing Michael off to the kitchen. He’d fumbled his way back to bed, but had abandoned sleep when the yowls from the kitchen told him Tina-the-Nanny hadn’t defeated Michael-the-Ninja.
He dropped the cup on the coffee table, its surface marred with the rings of the five that had gone before it.
Michael had ricocheted around the cabana like a pinball until Tina had blessedly taken him off to the pool. He hoped Michael didn’t drown her. He loved that kid but using handful to describe him was the understatement of the year.
He ignored his stomach’s grinching, once more focusing his attention on the scored papers littering the table. China Blue Eyes. Such a surprise. I looked up and you were by my…side? Gag. What else rhymed with eyes that hadn’t been overused and overdone? Wise… Lies…
Agonize…
Leaning back, he choked back a yawn and once more stared out the windows. They opened onto a shady deck offering views from the wooded hilltop to the lake shimmering beyond. A cherry-and-yellow striped parasail soared by, tugged by a speedboat slicing the surface below. The sky was a beckoning blue.
Most of his people, from crew to musicians, were catching needed rest and a cocktail by the private pool that lay a short trek down the hill. Some had opted to play golf while others had rented water sports equipment.
The lodging, the food, the drink, the amenities would all fall on his tab, but he didn’t mind. Everyone needed the break before they launched back into rehearsals for the Missouri State Fair. They worked hard. If they didn’t, they wouldn’t be part of the Van Castle conglomerate.
Peter Price had checked in this morning, wren-brown hair parted and slicked-back along a razor-sharp line, his usual suit replaced with an Izod shirt and sharply-creased dockers. Peter was a Hah-vahd graduate and the most uptight twenty-five-year-old Jon had ever met. But a helluva manager.
Jon had an agent in Nashville, producers there and on both coasts, a road manager, a stage manager and a staff that ranged from his fan club coordinator to a stable he employed in his own music publishing company. Peter Price ran the show with Jon’s secretary, Lydia—under Jon’s strict direction. Mismanagement had screwed too many musicians and he’d be damned if that would happen to him.
His ubiquitous cell phone clipped to his belt, Peter had waved away an offer of coffee, stood in the doorway and assured Jon the overseas fall concert series continued to gel, reported the CD they’d recorded in May needed overdubbing but the label told him it would be ready for Jon’s approval in August and, oh, the studio’s graphic artist had just sent samples of the cover art, so could Jon take a look?
All information Jon already knew, but Peter wasn’t happy unless he’d triple-checked every detail. After Jon chose the artwork and Peter realized there was no further business in the offing, he’d looked so hang dog that Jon had suggested he check into renting a few houseboats for the next day. Pale eyes brightening at the prospect of haggling over fees, Peter had scurried away on his mission after reminding him People magazine would be there at eleven tomorrow for a photo shoot of him and the kids.
People magazine… Guilt pricked him. He hadn’t planned to use the kids to polish his image, but Peter’d yapped on and on about the great publicity, and Jon had surrendered to shut him up. Now, if only he could gag Peter on the subject of marriage.
His business manager was certain a wedding with one of those ambitious, model-perfect dates would cement his popularity. He’d joked with Zeke about it. Privately, though, Jon didn’t think giving the kids a new mom was a bad idea, although the who was a definite question mark.
Good thing he’d convinced himself that after she’d gotten some rest, Dodo would once more return. Some men weren’t meant to be married.
He yawned again, reached for a fistful of candy, then changed his mind and shoved the bowl out of reach. Sidney would yammer if he had to let out those sequined tights that passed for pants before the next concert. As it was, he got a daily lecture to lose the pounds he’d put on since he’d given up his smokes. Good God, he’d only gone up one size; it wasn’t like his butt had spread like butter on a griddle.
“I think the harmony needs a minor key.” Zeke spoke up, frowning at the keyboard. “It’d add more pathos. Driving guitar, then bleed into… I dunno. Fiddles?” Zeke flipped some switches and strings whined. He stroked his beard. “What do you think, my man?”
Jon rubbed his eyes and wished for eight hours of dead-to-the-world. He tossed his scribbling aside and stood. “I can’t think any longer. And if I can’t come up with anything better than this, we won’t need to worry at all. Let’s shelve it. I’m ready to catch a few z’s by the pool.”
He rounded the couch to Melanie, hesitated when she didn’t seem to notice him, then finally reached out to stroke her hair. It slid like silk through his fingers. “Whaddaya say, Mel? The pool sound cool?”
He’d treaded softly with the kids. Michael had warmed after a few rides on his shoulders, but Mel was something else. Without looking up, she mumbled something.
“What’re you reading today, baby?” He knelt beside her. Tipping up the thick tome, he frowned. “One of my Tom Clancy books? I don’t think those are PG-rated.”
“I already finished the books you bought for me.” Her voice was higher than usual.
His frown deepened, not at her resistence, but at her reaction. She’d hunched her shoulders defensively, but at the same time, the look she cast him was reluctantly determined. “Every one of them?”
“I still have the Laura Ingalls books to read, but, you see, I want to read them in order and I don’t have the first one.” To his surprise, fear darkened her eyes, but she resolutely continued. “Reading the others first might spoil it, so I—”
At that moment, Michael ran in, Tina behind him and scrambling to keep up. Wet from the pool, Michael slid across the tile and almost took a header into an end table.
“Watch it, Michael!” Still puzzling over Melanie’s reaction, his voice was sharper than he’d intended.
Michael’s round eyes filled with tears.
Immediately contrite, Jon rose. “Hey, bud, I’m—”
Before he could get the apology out, a small hand grabbed his arm with surprising strength. “Leave him alone!” Mel’s voice was fierce.
Zeke’s eyebrows went up.
Confused, Jon looked back at her. “I just want to apologize, Mel.”
Her face went red. “Oh.” She released her grip.
She sat there unmoving while Jon wiped Michael’s eyes, then handed him off to Tina. Tina led Michael to the kitchen. When he returned to the settee, Mel wouldn’t look at him.
“I wouldn’t hurt him, you know that, don’t you?” he asked.
“I guess so,” she mumbled.
Jon was at a loss over what to say next. He fingered the edge of the Tom Clancy book. “If you don’t want to read those other books now, we can get you something else.”
Some of the tension left her body. “It’s not that I don’t like what you bought. I know you spent a lot and I’m not trying to be an in-grade—”
“You mean, ingrate?”
Melanie’s chin sunk into her chest. “Sometimes… Sometimes Mommy says that when I ask for something new.”
Jon’s gaze fell on her thin pink T-shirt with its frayed hem. From what he’d seen, Mel had very little that was new. He frowned. He’d tell Tina to take her shopping.
Mel reacted to the frown and her words rushed out. “But I’m not an in-ingrate. It’s just that the books go in order. Not that I don’t like them or anything”
“Hush, baby.” He brushed her bangs back. “Are you scared I’m mad?”
She studied him and her eyes grew less wary. “I guess not.” Then she added, “But you don’t have to buy me anything else. I know there’s not always the money to get everything I want. I understand, I really do, even though Mommy says I’m selfish.”
His hand paused. “And what else does your mom say?”
“That-that I’m stupid.” She hesitated before continuing. “I get bad grades and then she has to go talk to the teacher.”
Zeke was now openly watching them.
“You get bad grades?” Jon’s confusion increased. He’d tried his best to wipe his memory clean of the last years of his marriage, but he knew during her first few years in school, Mel had surpassed her classmates and the school had placed her in—what were they called?—enhanced classes? Honor classes? Shame struck him; he hadn’t asked to see even one of her report cards in the last two years.
“Not all the time.” She turned earnest eyes on him. “I’m really good at spelling and math and reading. But sometimes I need supplies for projects and sometimes we can’t afford it and it’s embarrassing to ask the teacher to get them for me, and… well, sometimes I don’t turn them in. Please don’t be mad at me.”
He’d thought the changes he saw in his kids were part of a normal adjustment. After all, they hardly knew him. But he’d fooled himself. Memories of his own old man nudged him, and the hair rose on the nape of his neck.
“Melanie, is your mom, uh, mean to you?”
“Sometimes. She yells a lot.” Her voice was so small he strained to hear. “But mostly she’s not there, she has lots of dates and stuff. But I don’t mind being alone. I’m a big girl. I can take care of Michael.”
Jon’s jaw clenched. Mel was ten. Too young to be left alone with her brother on that isolated patch in the Ozark hills. “But where’s Gramma when your Mom’s not home?”
Her gaze flew up, then back at her lap. “Don’t be mad at Gramma. She’s usually there, but sometimes she says ‘everything is just too much.’” Melanie had a talent for mimicry, and she’d nailed Dodo’s tired voice. “Then she walks up the road to the neighbor’s and asks him to drive her into church. Sometimes she goes to Bingo Nights.”
“Tell me more about life at Gramma’s.”
The encouragement was like unleashing a flood. Her recitation made gooseflesh bump on his arms and turned his thoughts black. From what Melanie said, Belinda usually stopped short of physical abuse—mostly because Dodo was there or the kids were adept at hiding from her. But at any petty infraction—spilled milk, for God’s sake?—it seemed his ex-wife doled out punishments that ranged from withholding dinner to taking away their nightlights, and scaring them with tales of monsters. According to Mel, Belinda was out all hours, Dodo went to bed early, and the kids were largely left with the TV for company—when Belinda hadn’t taken away those privileges, too. When Dodo wasn’t around, they didn’t escape the occasional vicious backhand. One had apparently sent Michael crashing into a wall. His mind fogged with rage. He glanced at Zeke’s grim face.
“One time…” Mel stopped.
Jon’s teeth had locked so tight he could hardly speak. He took a calming breath. “One time what, baby?”
“One night when Gramma went to Bingo, Mommy locked us outside.”
Zeke muffled a curse, and Jon shot him a look, afraid he’d spook Mel even more.
She looked up at him, her dark bangs tangling in wet lashes. “I’m not a baby. I know there aren’t monsters, not real ones, but Michael doesn’t.” She hesitated. “There aren’t monsters, are there, Daddy? I didn’t see any, but maybe that’s because Gramma came home and we weren’t out there all night. It was cold, though.”
Bright red anger blurred his vision. He pulled Mel close and she started to cry in earnest, her body curled against him. “No, there aren’t monsters, but…” Sweet Jesus, he didn’t know how to deal with this. “Some people can act like monsters, even mommies and daddies.”
Like it had happened yesterday, he felt the crack of a belt across his back. His mother clung to his old man’s arm, mewing, until he cuffed her across the mouth and she slammed to the floor. Only five years old, he’d had no power against his old man’s towering rages.
This was surreal. It couldn’t be happening, not to his kids. He clasped Mel tighter. “Sometimes, people get mad and do things they know are wrong. But, baby, I won’t let you be scared again. Ever.”
To hell with his agreement, to hell with joint custody, to flaming hell with Belinda! He might have driven the sweetness right out of her, but he wouldn’t, couldn’t, take responsibility for this. She could beat on him all she wanted and he’d take it, but he’d be damned if he’d stand around drowning in self-recrimination while she dished it out to his kids. And damn Dodo! Why hadn’t she told him? His tumbling thoughts stopped short. Because either she didn’t know or Belinda had threatened her. Or, more likely, she thought he’d chalk it all up to the whining of an old lady, throw more money at them and let things take care of themselves. It wasn’t Dodo’s fault. She’d done the best she could, and she had called him this last time. And, by God, it would be the last time.
He didn’t care what it took, how many lawyers, how much dough, how much time—there was no way in this bloody lifetime his ex-wife would ever get her hands on the kids again. He’d call his attorneys, Judge Dougherty and whoever the hell else could help him—and screw the tabloids.
No. His thoughts grew coldly clear. Not screw them, use them. He’d show Belinda, he’d take a page from her book and fight dirty this time. He’d drag her through the muck, just like she had him, until she was bankrupted by legal fees, her character shredded, her life destroyed…
Mel made a little mew of protest. “Daddy…”
He relaxed his grip. “Sorry, baby.”
She shifted, then burrowed back against him, sighing as he stroked her hair. His dark thoughts skittered back under their rocks. He couldn’t shove all the blame on Belinda. It wasn’t her fault he’d ignored her when they were married and it wasn’t her fault he’d ignored the kids since they’d split. Destroying her wouldn’t serve any purpose. The fallout would only hurt the kids… and the band. There had to be a better way.
A tattoo of drumbeats sounded against the glass doors. Zeke straightened like somebody had smacked him. Mel started.
Out on the deck, a tall drink of a woman bounced from one foot to the other like she’d better find a bathroom—soon. She looked like a ditch-digger. Mud clung to her knees, her puce blouse had come untucked from her jean shorts, dirt was smeared across her face, and her apricot hair radiated around her face in shock waves. Oh, God. The redhead.
She cupped a hand and leaned against the window to peer inside. Spotting him, her face lit up. She lofted something, her generous mouth forming words he couldn’t hear. When he just stared, her smile turned to a scowl. She clobbered the door again.
Fans. His lifeblood, his nemesis, and this one was a crazy. Zeke recovered first and grabbed the drapery pull, shutting out the sight. The banging continued.
He edged Mel behind him on the sofa. “Roy!” he bellowed.
Swiping a forearm across his mouth, Roy barreled in from the kitchen. Planting himself flat-footed in front of the door, he slid it open a few inches and growled at the intruder.
“But I have a delivery for Mr. Van Castle!” The woman’s voice, clear as cold water, penetrated the drapes.
Roy’s voice rumbled.
“Look, Shorty, I have been through absolutely enough. First it was the dunderheads at the front desk—thank God, I know the concierge—then I had to wade through a stream where I completely ruined my shoes. I have so many chigger bites, I’ll be up every night for the next week scratching like a dog. I won’t—absolutely will not—have you stand there telling me Mr. Van Castle is busy.”
Both hands now gripped the draperies and yanked them apart, allowing determined blue eyes to peer at Jon over Roy’s head. His gaze moved to the thing she waved at him. A book… Memory kicked in. She was the bookstore lady’s sister. He sighed. “It’s okay, Roy—let her in.”
Roy stepped aside and the woman stumbled across the threshold. She righted herself and patted the top of Roy’s bald head. “Thank you, little man.”
Roy scowled. Dismissing him, she swiped at her dirt, then strode toward Jon. “Hello, Mr. Van Castle. I’m Mari O’Malley and I have a delivery for you.”
Bemused, he stood up.
“Oh, good!” Mel clapped her hands. “Daddy—look what she brought.”
Mari stooped and laid the book in Mel’s hands. “So this is who ordered it. I didn’t think some old geezer like your pop would want to read it, and I’d hoped it would end up with a pretty little girl like you.” She pulled a scrap of paper and a pen from her pocket, and offered them to Mel. “Well, madam, I’m glad we have that matter straightened out. Now, would you please sign here?”
Mel giggled again, a fluttery, joyful noise, and her dark eyes sparkled. “I’m so glad you came. I’ve been wanting to read these books for ages and, you see, Daddy’s books are kind of boring, so—” The end of Melanie’s tongue poked out as she wrote her name on the receipt, a receipt he’d bet Mari O’Malley had hoped he’d sign.
He watched them and an idea bloomed. If she checked out and wanted to, why not? Tina-the-Nanny hadn’t proved any great shakes at handling the kids and he hadn’t seen Mel this alive since she’d got here. He smiled.
“So, I got here just in time. Good thing.” Mari fingered the edge of Tom Clancy. “I saved you from having to read even one more page about—what?—submarines? Barf.”
Mel grinned up at her, and handed back the receipt. Mari rifled her hair, then turned blue eyes to Jon. China blue eyes. “It is a good thing, isn’t it?”
He realized his gut no longer ached. “Sorry—I seem to have forgotten my manners. Something to drink, Miss O’Malley?”
Across the room, Zeke eyed him and stroked his beard.
ON THE OPPOSITE end of the ribbon of water that wound through the hills forming Lake Kesibwi, Lil rummaged through the attic of her family’s cabin amidst the detritus left by four generations of her family. Nearby, her mother Zinnia prodded with a broom at some blankets just out of reach on top of a wardrobe. It was hot under the rafters, the air stale and misted by dust motes. The only light came from one overhead bulb and what could filter through a gauze of spiderwebs on the windows at either end.
Lil dipped into a cedar chest. “I wonder what’s taking Mari so long?”
“Don’t you worry, honeybunch.” A quilt collapsed over Zinnia’s curly salt-and-papper hair. Her glasses had skewed sideways, and she plucked them off and stuck them in the breast pocket of her overall shorts. Her torso had plumped with age, but she still liked to show off the legs she’d bestowed on her taller daughters.“You know how our Mari is.”
Lil wasn’t worried about Mari. She was wondering if Mr. Van Castle had withstood the assault Mari had likely launched, despite strict instructions to just drop off the book.
Lil straightened with an armful of sheets. Her gaze fell on the flowered linens that had covered her bridal bed. Resolutely, she averted her gaze. “How many beds do we need?”
“Seven. These’ll have to be aired out. We’ll need four twins—Mari can bunk with Patsy Lee’s three on the sleeping porch. And we’ll do up three doubles. One for Pop and me, one for you, and one for Patsy Lee and Hen—” Her mother’s easy humor crumpled. “Oh, Lil, sometimes I can’t hardly breathe, I hurt so much.”
Lil stepped toward her, but her mother sniffed and waved her away with a plump hand. “We’re not going to mope. I won’t have it. It’ll be fun having all of you here once we get this business settled, and Henry’d want it that way. Now, let’s get this done. Alcea and Stan’ll be here any minute. They’re bringing Patsy Lee and my grandbabies. Although I guess I shouldn’t call them that anymore.”
Zinnia’s “grandbabies” spanned Alcea’s ten-year-old Kathleen to Patsy Lee’s three, Daisy, Hank and Rose, spaced two years apart. Rose, at five, was the youngest.
Lil hesitated. “From what Mari tells me, it won’t be too long before you have a real grandbaby to hold.”
Zinnia’s looked guilty. “Ah, Lil. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you before. I just couldn’t find the right time, what with all the worry we’ve had since Henry passed, God love him. I know how you must feel, honeybunch.”
Lil picked up a blanket and shook it, sending up another cloud of dust. “The idea took a little getting used to.” She didn’t tell her mother she’d cried into her pillow the night Mari had told her. “But I’m happy for Patsy Lee, I really am. I just wish she didn’t have so many money worries.”
“We’ll figure it out—that’s what we’re all here for.”
Tires crunched on the drive. Moving to the window, Lil rubbed a hole in the grime. Beneath her in a clearing circled by woods, Pop puttered with the vining pink geraniums that spilled from pots on either side of the kitchen door. He held a battered watering can in his hand, and a fishing hat was perched on his head. He straightened and waved. From under a canopy of trees, a minivan jostled along the red clay drive between sweeps of black-eyed susans and day lilies Zinnia had planted eons ago.
Zinnia joined her. “There’s our Alcea now.”
Lil was surprised. Stan despised minivans. When Alcea had nagged for one to transport their daughter Kathleen, her friends and all Alcea’s committee supplies, he’d brought home a Lexus instead, then found excuses to drive it more than her.
Alcea, Patsy Lee and the four children piled from the car. Stan wasn’t with them. Alcea and Kathleen disappeared through the door. Patsy Lee and her brood swamped Pop with bear hugs. “What happened to their Lexus?”
“Well…” Zinnia’s mouth twitched. “Alcea sank it in the fish pond a couple weeks back. She says she lost control, which I don’t doubt a bit, one night when Stan was, uh, working late.” Lil stared at her mother, who stared back. Zinnia added, “Alcea’s teachers always said she was a creative problem-solver.”
Lil laughed. “I wish I could have seen Stan when she told him that car was full of pond muck.”
“Lord-love-a-duck, it must’ve been a sight. I don’t think Stan’ll be ‘working late’ for a while.” Zinnia shook her head, eyes turning somber. “Not for a while. Poor Alcea.”
“Yoo-hoo!” Alcea’s voice rang out, and she appeared above the last riser, her usual proud expression in place on a face blessed by heaven, her gold hair twisted into a smooth knot. Two years older than Lil, she’d always been considered the most beautiful of the three O’Malley sisters with her molten brown eyes and patrician features. Kathleen, tall, slim and blonde, a twin of her mother at age ten, crowded behind her.
“Kathleen! You’re pushing me, sweetheart.”
“Sorry, Mother,” Kathleen said, and took a step back.
“Well, come on.” Alcea beckoned her forward with a manicured nail. “Can’t you see your grandmother and aunt need our help?”
Irritation had become a part of Alcea’s nature since her marriage. Lil exchanged a look with Zinnia, then helped her pile linens into Alcea and Kathleen’s arms. Picking up her own bundle, she followed her mother and sister to the stairs.
“Patsy Lee is getting the children settled. That Daisy! If Kathleen talked to me like that, she’d be grounded for weeks. I brought you some salmon salad; it’s in the refrigerator. I practically had to sneak it by Stan, he loves it so much. He says—” Alcea shouldered a fine sheen of sweat off her cheek. “Oh, who cares what he says? Lord, it’s hot up here, Mother. I don’t know why you and Pop don’t install central air.”
“Oh, we’re not up here much, honeybunch. The unit downstairs suits us fine.”
Behind them, Lil shook her head. After years of being Mrs. Stanley Addams III, Alcea had forgotten not everyone had her buckets of money.
They reached the kitchen. The one room had once comprised the entire original native stone cabin. Over the years, different O’Malleys had added rooms up and down and sideways until the structure now resembled a stack of books with log bookends on either side, all resting on a shelf that gave way to the wooded slope that led to the cove.
On the lakeside off the kitchen, the O’Malley men had built an odd-angled deck with a room below, screened in and lined with bunk beds. Lil’s great-grandfather had added bedrooms and an attic on top of the original cabin. Her grandpop had contributed the plumbing and wiring. One bookend housed a low room heated by a wood-burning stove where they gathered to read, talk and play Scrabble on rainy Memorial Day weekends. The other bookend contributed another two bedrooms and bath. Pop had built that end with Henry’s help when Lil was in middle school.
The entire ramshackle result was furnished with castoffs, garage sale finds and needle-work from every O’Malley woman, including a half-hearted wall-hanging Mari had stitched for Girl Scouts. Only sheer determination to get more patches than anyone else had seen her through. Patchwork pillows, curtains in primary colors, floral slipcovers and table doilies were scattered throughout. Nothing matched, everything went together.
Just as in her parents’ home on Maple Woods Drive, the heart of the place was the kitchen. When the deck was added, so were broad windows on the lake side, open to the dogwoods and redbuds flowering in the spring and now washing the room with light filtered by the trees that grew up through the deck.
The women crossed the hardwood floor, dumped their loads on a linoleum table pocked by long use and started sorting sheets and blankets. The window air conditioner rattled reliably, keeping the room tolerable. Trays of oatmeal-raisin cookies Zinnia had baked that morning rested on the counter. The scent of cinnamon lingered.
“Stan said he can get you a deal on central air, Mother. Brisco’s owes him a favor.”
“Yes, Father said—” Kathleen piped up, snatching a cookie while her mother wasn’t looking. Zinnia winked at her.
“Please, Kathleen, don’t repeat me.” Alcea frowned, but there wasn’t any force behind her words. She plucked at a blanket. “Um, in case you’re all wondering… Stan couldn’t come. He wanted to, he really did, but he’s just so busy at the bank.”
Lil’s hands stilled. Despite everything, she’d held out hope that Stan would agree to help Patsy Lee, but she should have known better.
Zinnia’s face mirrored Lil’s thoughts, but she said nothing. She piled sheets near the doorway that led to the bedrooms, plucked a straw hat off a hook and plopped it on her head. Its faded pink ribbon fell between her eyes. “Well. We’re all here then. I’ll go get Pop and we can get started. We won’t wait for Mari; no telling where that addle-brained child is, and I don’t think she’d be a lot of help anyway. I’d wanted her to be here, though, and I’ll tell her just that when I see her. Kathleen, honeybunch, you go on down to the sleeping porch with your cousins while we adults talk. Take some of those cookies and you and Daisy keep Hank and Rose busy with a game of Chinese Checkers.”
Minutes later, they were all seated around the table except for Zinnia. After pointing them at their places, she busied herself at the sink pouring a pitcher of sun tea.
Pop had relaxed his tall bulk into a chair at the head. He sported a rumpled, short-sleeved, plaid shirt that in no way matched his equally rumpled, green shorts, and he still wore his favorite hat, a few lures poked through its sides. In the past few months, new lines had etched around his mouth, but the fan of laughter at the corners of his eyes still dominated. His broad, callused hands, equally proficient at casting a line or changing a diaper, played with an unlit pipe as he waited for Zinnia. Stomach burbling with nerves, Lil still smiled. He might be at the head of the table, but he knew who ran the show. He looked around, caught her eye and winked.
Zinnia’s seat was reserved to his left, then Alcea, who’d served up a plate of cookies and placed a napkin just so in front of each person. The cookies were going untouched. Lil sat across from Zinnia’s chair. Patsy Lee was lowering herself into the seat on her right. Lil knew the seating arrangement wasn’t chance. She and Patsy Lee were in the hot seats. Zinnia always liked to face the current targets of her maternal concern.
She clasped her hands, trying to hold back anxiety, and wondered how many of these confabs they’d had over the years. She also wondered exactly what Zinnia might propose at this one. Both she and Patsy Lee could use some ideas that ranged beyond PicNic, but curiosity warred with a sudden perverse streak that didn’t want to do what anyone told her to do whether it was good for her or not.
Patsy Lee sighed as her weight shifted off her feet. She leaned sideways to slip off her sandals and her length of brown hair almost brushed the floor, a gentle sweep, just like her voice. “It feels so nice to sit down.”
Lil gave her a nervous smile. Resembling a bird with her wings of dark hair and round brown eyes, Patsy Lee had a plump robin’s body, and she favored loose, India-print, cotton dresses in the summer. It would be a while before her pregnancy really showed.
At Merry-Go-Read’s closing sale yesterday, Lil had told Patsy Lee with all the sincerity she could muster how pleased she was about the baby. Patsy Lee had accepted her congratulations, her soft eyes glowing with gratitude at Lil’s reaction. Lil was determined not to let any envy show.
Zinnia plunked the pitcher in the middle of the table and took her seat. “Everybody ready?” Without waiting for an answer, she continued. “Henry, rest his soul, was a dear, dear boy, but I’m first to say he wasn’t one for thinking any too far ahead. He’s left Patsy Lee in a pickle. Two mortgages on their old farmhouse, a store up to its tutu in debt, three babies, another on the way and no life insurance. Lil’s also out of a job. Well, we’ve had problems before and survived ‘em, so let’s see what we can work out of this mess. Your Pop and I have some ideas, but we’ll see what you all are thinking first.”
Everyone looked at the table.
Lil felt a flash of anger at her brother followed by a wave of guilt. Even in her numbed state, when she’d first entered Merry-Go-Read as an employee, she knew the store was in trouble. Knew, but didn’t much care. Henry had never had a head for business or, for that matter, work. He’d stumbled through every job Cordelia had to offer, from flipping burgers to a stint at PicNic, where he’d met Patsy Lee.
After PicNic, marriage to Patsy Lee and the birth of their first two children, Henry got a job at Stan’s bank. Henry couldn’t balance a till to save his life. Stan had finally edged him out, loaning Henry the money for the store and finding a clerical spot at the bank for Patsy Lee. She imagined Stan would have paid about any price to have Henry out of his hair.
Henry loved the store, the customers, the children and even sweeping the front walk in tandem with Paddy O’Neill, but he still couldn’t balance a till. Dipping into it had been his forte. If she was honest, though, she couldn’t blame only Henry for Merry-Go-Read’s demise and the pot of trouble he’d left for Patsy Lee. Lil had seen what was happening and had done nothing to stop it. She’d known he paid her an inflated wage, much more than her job was worth, but she’d never protested.
Sure, she suggested they offer gift-wrapping to pick up sales, and they did; delivery service, and they did. But when Henry balked at her ideas for a story-telling hour on Saturdays (saying it would interfere with fishing), and a monthly newsletter to their customers (because he’d rather spend evenings tinkering on his old Chevy), she stopped making suggestions. And she’d been relieved. Because even the idea of doing half those things had left her exhausted.
Face flushed, Patsy Lee finally spoke first. “Because we liquidated the inventory at the store and put the building up for sale, Stan’s lowered the loan payment.”
Alcea looked down at the table, and Lil wondered if Stan would do more.
Zinnia didn’t just wonder. “So will your husband do anything more?”
Alcea glanced up, face pink but chin high. “He said— He said to tell you he’s had some business reversals lately and our portfolio isn’t doing as well as he’d hoped and—and we have a lot of expenses, so…” Her composure cracked. “I did what I could, Mother, I really did. But he doesn’t listen to me. He—” She broke off and pressed her lips together.
Zinnia’s face softened. “I know you’re having a rough time of it, honeybunch.” Lil knew she wasn’t talking finances. Alcea looked away.
“Really, Alcea, it’s okay. What’s happened isn’t Stan’s fault, and I know he’s doing what he can.” Patsy Lee reached across the table and squeezed Alcea’s hand. Lil moved restlessly. Sometimes Patsy Lee was too much like Melanie in Gone With the Wind. “When the building sells, I’ll be able to pay off the bank loan and part of the second mortgage. In the meantime, well, I’ve—I’ve—” She faltered, then steeled her shoulders. Her next words came in a rush. “I’ve applied for the night shift at PicNic; I think I can get on since I worked there before, and I’m changing my hours to part-time at the bank. With food stamps, that’ll be enough to get by.” She looked from Pop to Zinnia and back. “That is, if you’re willing to keep the children overnight during the week?”
“No.” Zinnia slapped a hand on the table. The pitcher jumped, Lil and Alcea jumped, and Patsy Lee’s mouth dropped open. Pop tried to hide a smile. “Real estate moves about as fast as a tortoise in Cordelia, so, much as you might want to, you won’t be selling that building anytime soon. I’d have you move in with us—heaven knows we’ve got plenty of room in that old house—but your farmhouse wouldn’t sell none faster either, big, old, rambling money pit—that’s what I told Henry when he bought the thing. And there’s still a matter of those two mortgages. Whatever you’d get wouldn’t cover both. Besides, we’d be short a room with the baby, since Lil will be using her old one.”
Now Lil’s mouth dropped open. She would?
“Then I—” Patsy Lee started.
“Then you’ll just listen to me for a moment longer because there’s no way I’m letting my grandbabies’ mama work her fingers to the bone. Not good for you and not good for the baby. And on food stamps? Not while I draw breath. Lord love you, honeybunch, your sweet spirit would wither away under the burden of it all. No, no, there’s a better way.” Her fierce expression wavered. She reached over and clasped her husband’s hand. “Pop and I—we’ve talked. I’ve decided—we’ve decided—to sell this place.”
Pop squeezed Zinnia’s hand. They suddenly looked old.
Patsy Lee, Lil and Alcea all sat stunned. Sell the Lake Kesibwi cabin? All three found their voices at once and there was a chorus of objections, Patsy Lee’s the firmest.
When the noise died, Zinnia said, “It’ll fetch a whopping amount of money, and you three know it. It’s the only way, and really, we won’t miss it all that much—why, we’re hardly ever here anymore.” What she meant was their family was rarely there anymore. Pop and Mother spent most of their weekends here. They’d planned to retire here, too, once their “grandbabies” had grown up. The bravado in Zinnia’s voice didn’t reach her eyes. She blinked rapidly behind her glasses.
Lil tried to think of another alternative but couldn’t.
Nobody else appeared to have anything else to offer, either. Zinnia looked at each of them, then sighed. “No more long faces. We’re blessed to have this place to sell, after all’s said and done. Like I always say, when God hands you a lemon, you make lemonade.”
The O’Malley’s should have drowned in the stuff by now.
“Now, that’s settled. As for Lil—”
Lil cleared her throat. “I’m not moving in with you. I—I appreciate your offer, but I’ll think of something else.”
Zinnia snorted. “Like PicNic? It seems everybody’s stuck on that place all of a sudden. Honeybunch, I understand how you feel about that house of yours, but it’s not worth hanging onto if it means doing that back-breaking labor. There is a market for small places not far from town. We’ll put it up for sale, you’ll move in with us and continue giving piano lessons. This darned arthritis keeps me from sewing much anymore, but people still ask. I’m turning down paying business right and left. You can do that, too.”
With a gigantic effort, Lil kept her face impassive. The picture her mother painted was tempting. She could move back into her room, let the days slide by and not worry about anything beyond where to place the next stitch. But she couldn’t do it. Not if it meant giving up her yellow house. “I’m sor—”
Mari banged through the door. Lil breathed a sigh of relief at the interruption.
“Where have you been?” Zinnia demanded.
Mari didn’t seem to hear. She floated to the table, straddled a chair and smiled dopily at nobody in particular.
“I take it you met Jonathan Van Castle?” Lil asked.
“Met him? I spent the day with him. With him and Zeke Townley and Three-Ring and Jon’s children…”
Zinnia stared at her. “Aren’t we pleased you’ve had a humdinger of a good time while we’ve been trying to figure out how best to care for Patsy Lee and your sister.”
“That’s nice,” Mari said.
Zinnia frowned. “Don’t give me any lip. While you were out with your friends we’ve decided we have to sell this cabin. What do you have to say to that?”
“That’s nice.” Mari wore the same enraptured look Moses must have had when God handed him the tablets.
“Nice? You think that’s n—”
“I’m going to marry him.” Mari swept the frozen table at large with a dazzling, ear-to-ear smile. Even Pop’s mouth dropped open. “He proposed and I said yes.”
ZINNIA THUNKED the plate down. “You’re going to what?”
“Marry Jonathan Van Castle.”
“That boy you used to chase home in third grade? Why, he’s—”
Pop cleared his throat. “Dear, I believe that was John Vandahlenberg.”
“It was.” Alcea’s mask had slipped. She stared at her sister with an emotion akin to awe. “Jonathan Van Castle’s a country singer. How’d you manage to land him?”
“She didn’t land anything.. He stopped at the store yesterday,” Lil said. “I asked Mari to deliver a book to him and that’s when—”
An equally round-eyed Patsy Lee interjected, “Not a singer. A star. A superstar!”
Lil did an inner eye roll and said, “And somebody she just met six hours ago.”
“And you think you’re going to marry him? Why if that isn’t the craziest… Marigold O’Malley, you’ve done some pretty foolish things in your life, but—” Zinnia sputtered.
Alcea’s frown had deepened as Lil had explained. “This is absolute nonsense,” Alcea said. “You can’t marry someone like him.”
“What do you mean, like him?” Mari said, eyes narrowed.
“I’ve read all about him in the National Tattler.”
Five surprised pairs of eyes looked at Alcea. All she displayed on her coffee table was House Beautiful and Vogue. Alcea flushed. “It, uh, has some good recipes. Anyway, Mr. Van Castle is hardly a paragon of virtue. There was a huge scandal when he divorced his wife. Apparently he’d hooked her on drugs, then kept her dependent on him so she wouldn’t reveal what went on in their home.”
“And what was that?” Patsy Lee breathed.
“Orgies. He had orgies. Three-ways, five-ways, every which ways.” Alcea lowered her voice. “Some say he was involved once with a teenager. Can you believe it?”
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