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Synopsis

Bree Principal and Linda Morton have sacrificed their
personal lives for career and family. Now, in her late sixties,
Bree is forced to return to her hometown in East Texas, where she
begins to discover things about herself she has refused to
acknowledge for fifty years. Do both she and Linda—who is finally
out and proud—have the courage to claim the type of life they’ve
never allowed themselves to embrace?
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Dedication

For my sister—a grandmother extraordinaire; my mom— a
distinguished senior citizen; the NWAs—my old friends; and TAG and
Jewel members—my new friends.

 


You’re the best.


Or if thy mistress some rich anger shows,

Emprison her soft hand, and let her rave,

And feed deep, deep upon her peerless eyes.

—“Ode on Melancholy,” John Keats

 


 


Where are the songs of spring? Ay, Where are
they?

Think not of them, thou hast thy music too…

—“To Autumn,” John Keats

 


 


If Winter comes, can Spring be far behind?

—“Ode to the West Wind,” Percy Bysshe Shelley


Chapter One

Bree Principal slung her legs over the side of her
girlhood bed and rushed to lower the window she’d left open last
night. Shivering, she almost slipped on the slick floor. Damn. She
wasn’t eighteen any longer. She certainly didn’t want to fall and
end up in assisted living like her mother had recently.

The huge weeping willow outside was still green, she
noticed, as she closed the window. The old tree’s long, slender
leaves hung waiting for the first frost to make them blaze like a
yellow-gold fire. She’d forgotten how beautiful the willow was, and
would become.

She dashed into the bathroom and threw on some
makeup, then ran a brush through her hair. What a wreck. She hadn’t
slept well last night, her body still humming from flinging as many
clothes as she could grab into a couple of suitcases and rushing to
O’Hare. Of course her flight had been late, but it’d taken only two
and a half hours in the air to reach Dallas. Then she’d had to rent
a car and drive almost that long southeast to her hometown, deep in
the piney woods of East Texas.

Her black jeans lay where she’d tossed them onto a
chair last night, and she pulled a white University of Chicago
sweatshirt out of her still-packed suitcase. She had to go meet the
woman her mother seemed so impressed with when they talked on the
phone last night.

Speeding up South Main, Bree admired the familiar old
two-story houses lining the street. Huge trees shaded them, and
their yards were raked clean of the leaves and pine straw that had
already fallen. Yellow and orange plants dotted their neat flower
beds, though the first frost of the season would kill them.
Pumpkins, stacked three or four tall, decorated some of the front
porches, and one home even featured a dummy dressed as a witch,
wearing black and stirring a large cauldron.

How many times had she and Ann cruised this street?
Ann loved the expensive houses and always talked about how she
planned to live in the biggest one of the lot someday. Bree hadn’t
found anything wrong with Ann’s parents’ home in the country, but
Ann had always itched to be a city girl.

 


Ann smoothed her long, straight blond hair back from
her chiseled face. “Let’s go see who’s sitting on the square
tonight.”

“Oh, it’s probably just the same old guys,” Bree
said. “They’re all so uncool.”

“But I want to see if anybody new shows
up.”

“Why don’t we drive back home and eat some ice
cream instead? I’m hot.” Bree wasn’t in the mood to share. This was
her last summer at home, one of her last Saturday nights with Ann
before she went away to college.

“Don’t be such a drag. I might meet somebody
special.”

Ann inched a little closer, almost near enough for
Bree to touch the bare skin that Ann’s red off-the-shoulder dress
revealed.

“Okay. If that’s what you want. But don’t say I
didn’t warn you.”

Bree gunned the motor of her brand-new Rangoon Red
Mustang, the best graduation present in the world.

 


She jerked herself back from 1964 to the present and
took a left instead of driving uptown like Ann had persuaded her to
do that night more than fifty years ago. If only she’d ignored
Ann’s request and turned around. Maybe they’d still be together now
instead of—Bree shook her head. She and Ann were both long past the
cruising stage.

Instead, she parked in front of Silverado, a large
white building that resembled a compound and occupied the spot
where the Youth Center she and Ann used to frequent once stood. She
needed to forget about the past and act her age. It wouldn’t be all
that long before she’d be living in a place like Silverado
herself.

*

Linda Morton climbed out of bed at six a.m. and
meandered into her office. What a great night’s sleep. As she sat
down on the carpeted floor, folding her legs and resting her hands
in her lap, she heard the small clock on the wall. Tick, tick,
tick.

She closed her eyes and breathed in, her stomach
ballooning. In and out. In and out. The ticking sound slowly
morphed into the whoosh of blood flowing through her arms,
her chest, her thighs. As she let herself relax and visualized one
of her most cherished memories, her breathing and heartbeat slowed,
and her head dropped forward.

 


Linda sat between her parents in a battered pickup,
her dad steering it down a country road canopied by trees bursting
with new leaves. How green and lush everything was. He stopped at a
gate made of welded iron rods, and her mom jumped out and opened
it, then pulled it closed behind them. They passed an ancient barn
made of logs and a new large red one, crammed with bales of hay, a
rusty tractor, and assorted farm implements. Following two dirt
ruts through a field covered with crimson clover, cows grazing in
the distance, they slowly approached her favorite spot.

Other vehicles had already parked in the grove
sheltered by old cedar trees. Car doors slammed, and Linda leaped
out of their old Chevrolet and ran to meet her favorite cousin. Her
uncles and her mother’s mother, sisters, brothers, and their
families tossed horseshoes, which clanked when one of them hit the
metal stake at either end of their throwing area. Her mother,
aunts, and grandmother spread lunch out on the weathered picnic
table, where they’d all gather later to eat. Linda and her cousins
swung on old tires tied to ropes hanging from branches overhead.
The sun shone in the clear blue sky, and a gentle breeze kept them
cool.

After lunch, Linda picked berries with her
grandmother. They wandered over the hundred-acre farm, stooping to
pluck sweet dewberries from low-growing vines and larger
blackberries from thickets. As they strolled along, her grandmother
taught her the name of every tree, bush, and plant they passed and
described each one’s healing powers. Bluebirds, cardinals, and
sparrows flitted about, serenading them on this cloudless Mother’s
Day.

Safe and relaxed in her favorite mental space, Linda
focused on her breathing again. In and out. In and out. Slowly she
lowered her hands to either side of her body and placed her palms
on the soft carpet. Dropping her head forward, her spine curving as
she bowed, she let herself sink downward—into the floor, through
the carpet and concrete, spiraling into the earth far below
her.

 


Small white roots emerged from the sides of her
feet, ankles, hips, and hands. They wormed down into the ground and
eventually reached a vast pool of bright white light. The light
permeated her white roots and traveled up, up, up into her, like
water through drinking straws. The light warmed and energized her,
filled her like clear liquid in a glass, circulating through her
every vein.

 


Linda raised her hands and clasped them together in
her lap. As she gradually straightened, she imagined herself
glowing like an old-fashioned incandescent bulb. She directed the
heat and strength of the light at the negativity lurking inside
her, visualized the light dissolving it like fog on a misty
morning. She was the sun, she was life.

Her meditation almost complete, Linda deliberately
placed her palms on the floor again and let the swirling light and
energy washing through her flow back deep into the earth. Part of
her went with it, but part of it stayed with her. She was at one
with the universe.

She heard the clock tick again. After several more
deep breaths, she rose from her sitting position, invigorated and
ready to face a new day.

*

Bree pushed through the double plate-glass door at
Silverado, signed in at the front desk, and strode down the first
hallway to the left. She rapped on the door decorated with a wreath
of colorful autumn foliage, then entered the room.

“Hey, Sarah,” she called. “Ready for your
appointment?” Paintings covered practically every wall of the
sitting area, a large portrait of Bree’s dead brother Brett hanging
directly behind her mother’s recliner. It dominated the small space
and made her hurt inside when she looked at it.

“Be ready before long.” The familiar voice evidently
came from the bathroom. “The nurse won’t be here for a while. Grab
a seat.”

Bree looked around. What would it be like to move
from a huge two-story house to this tiny place? “Okay. But you
don’t want to keep her waiting, do you?” Bree shook her head. Her
mother had always been late for everything. Bree prided herself on
being early for her obligations, especially as the curator of a
prestigious museum in Chicago. The people she dealt with there were
usually all business, and time meant money.

The minutes ticked by, and Bree stared from the
closed bathroom door to the front door of her mother’s small
apartment. She felt like she was at a racetrack, anticipating the
starting gun and wondering which horse would appear out of the gate
first—her mother or the woman taking care of her.

Finally, she jumped up and strode over to the
bathroom door. “Are you okay? Need any help?”

Bree had no idea how to deal with an older person in
this situation.

“I’m fine,” her mother called. “I told you to sit
down and relax for a change. And stop worrying. I’ll be ready on
time.”

Bree paced for a few minutes, then walked over to a
sliding glass door. At least Sarah had a good view. The leaves of a
few trees in the manicured open area outside had begun to turn
yellow and red, but they wouldn’t reach their full glory for
another month. She focused on the dead ones already littering the
ground and told herself to calm down.

Sarah had brought her easel and some canvases and
paints. Bree stared at a work in progress that sat on the easel.
Her mother had already captured the throng of slender branches of
the huge willow at home, stripped bare, as it was every winter. Was
that how she felt right now in this new environment?

Her paintings were usually much more colorful than
this, though the ones right after Brett was killed had been filled
with beige and gray. After several years, Sarah had finally begun
to use more color, hinting that her grief had subsided a bit. But
the dull tones had returned.

Bree frowned. At least, in this place, her mother had
a nice view, plenty of people to socialize with, and someone to
dispense her medicine and check on her regularly. And she could
spend as long as she wanted painting, instead of worrying about
tending to a large house.

“Here I am. Told you I’d be ready on time.”

Finally, Sarah appeared. Her iron-gray hair was cut
in a flattering style, though she looked more stooped than the last
time Bree had seen her. Pushing a walker, she wore a decent pair of
pants and her painter’s smock. At least she wasn’t letting herself
go.

“It’s good to see you, Bree. Thanks for coming, but
you really didn’t need to.”

“I wanted to.” Bree gave her a quick half hug, then
glanced at her watch.

“My nurse is never here exactly when I expect
her”—Sarah shrugged—“but she always seems to be here when I need
her.”

Bree looked down at the woman she’d known so long yet
didn’t think she’d ever understand. Sarah’s eyes, which usually
shifted from blue to green to hazel, had lost some of their
clarity, just as Bree feared Sarah had. Well, at ninety, she had to
have weakened some.

Her mother maneuvered her bright-red walker over to
her recliner and eased into it.

“Hey, I like your new wheels.” Bree had tried to
convince her to use a cane for years but never succeeded. Sarah had
always insisted she didn’t need it, but all those falls at home
must have finally persuaded her.

Her mother pushed the walker to one side. “It’s all
the rage among my new set of friends.”

Bree tried to copy her light tone. “Maybe you can
organize some races in these long hallways. The other residents
could place bets.” She chuckled, but Sarah’s chilly expression made
her stop.

“You’ve watched that old sci-fi movie Cocoon
too many times. We don’t have a fountain of youth. Not even a
swimming pool. People live as best they can here, and then they
die.”

Bree thudded down on a nearby hard chair. How could
Sarah face her own death so calmly? She’d never fully accepted the
loss of her only son almost sixty years ago.

Someone knocked softly on the door.

“Come on in. It’s open,” Sarah called.

A woman peeked through first—short white hair
feathering around her face and round eyes assessing the situation.
Then she burst through the door—graceful, Pillsbury-doughboy plump,
soft and sweet, and…well…edible, like an enticing dessert. And she
glowed as if someone had turned the three-way bulb in a lamp from
50 watts to 150.

“Bree, remember Linda Morton?” Sarah asked, but Bree
could barely speak. She was letting her eyes adjust to the
heightened brightness.

“Linda. I’d never have recognized you.” She blinked,
then swallowed. Just Ann’s little sister, she told herself—no one
to get excited about. “I can’t believe it. After all these
years.”

Linda beamed even more brightly and dropped her bag
of medical supplies onto a low table. “How the heck are you doing,
Bree?”

“Can’t complain. How about you?” Bree tried to regain
her breath from the surprise of seeing Ann’s sister and the force
of Linda’s bear hug.

“Never better. Spending time with only a few special
people like your mom out here at Silverado is a real treat.”

Sarah seemed to regard them as actors in a play she
was directing. What was she up to?

“What have you done with yourself all these years,
girl?” Bree asked.

Linda shrugged. “Got married. Raised kids and now
grandkids. Always somebody to take care of or something to do at
the church or in town. You know the routine.”

Bree rolled her neck to work out the effects of
Linda’s hug and the litany of her dull life. A typical straight
woman. How predictable. “Actually, I don’t. My routine’s never
included anything like that.”

“Sorry. I didn’t think. You’ve had an exciting career
and traveled all over the world.” Linda looked up at her as if
seeing her clearly for the first time since she’d arrived. “You
were always different, special.”

“Don’t you mean I was the weirdo who’d never have fit
in here?”

“Of course not.” Linda rubbed one temple. “You
disappointed all your old friends when you left and never visited
us. Especially Ann.”

“Ha. You’ve got to be kidding.” Bree hated herself
for asking about Ann, but she had to know. “How’s she doing?”

“Your mother hasn’t kept you up to date?”

“No. Why should she? Besides, I never asked.”

Sarah had leaned back in her chair and closed her
eyes. Was she napping or listening?

“Ann—well, she’s still Ann. Been married five
times.”

Bree couldn’t believe that news of Ann could still
make her heart feel like a ripe tomato someone had just
squeezed.

“Five times? Wow. Sounds like Liz Taylor. Or those
Kardashians.”

Linda smiled with what looked like sympathy. Did she
know what had gone on between Ann and her? She’d been so young back
then, barely a teenager.

“Yes. And she’s still beautiful, in her special
blond-haired, blue-eyed way.”

The news squeezed Bree’s heart harder. “Has she lived
here all this time?” She didn’t really want to know where Ann had
lived, but she couldn’t stop asking questions.

“No. She’s jumped around from New Orleans to Atlanta
and New York.”

Linda’s factual tone helped Bree digest the news
she’d avoided for so many years.

“She usually comes back home between husbands,” Linda
added.

“Really? So where does she live now?” Questions kept
on popping into her mind.

“Here. At the old home place. She’s having it
remodeled.”

“Currently not married, eh?” Bree couldn’t tamp down
the excitement rising in her belly, though she knew she was just
making herself vulnerable to more disappointment. You’d think she’d
have learned something over so many years, but apparently not.

She opened her mouth, about to ask something else
about Ann, but Linda turned to Sarah. “So, Mrs. Principal, how
about you? Is your leg feeling better?”

Sarah stretched her right leg out, and Linda dropped
to her knees in front of her like the teenager Bree remembered
always hanging around when she visited Ann. Pushing up Sarah’s
pants leg, Linda began to unwrap the dressing that covered the
entire calf.

Bree stared at it and gasped. “My God. I had no idea
how badly you’d hurt yourself. It looks like somebody hacked all
the skin off with a meat cleaver! Why aren’t you in the
hospital?”

Linda glanced up at her, her eyes soft. “It looks
worse than it is. I’ve been dressing it every day, and it’s
improving.”

“Are you crazy? She needs a doctor’s care. That
bandage is bloody. And those bruises—Who’s her doctor? I’m calling
him right now.”

“Calm down, Bree.” Linda removed the bloody dressing,
which made Bree nauseous. “He treated her in the emergency room and
dismissed her. Carolyn takes her to see him regularly.” She smiled
up at her patient. “Her leg should improve in several weeks.
Especially if she keeps using her walker.”

Sarah glanced at them and hung her head.

Bree jumped up. “I’m not so sure about that. I still
intend to talk to that doctor myself and make sure my mother’s
receiving the right care.”

Sarah straightened and stared at her. “That’s enough,
Bree. You need to go home and get some sleep.”

“But—”

“Linda’s taking good care of me, and I’m tired of
listening to you fuss over me. Hurry up. I want to work on my
painting.”

“All right.” Bree strode over to the door. “When you
two finish, Linda, I’ll meet you in the hall and walk you out.”

Frustrated, she waved to Sarah as she left the room.
“I’ll let you get on with your painting. See you later today.”

She was fed up with her mother regarding her as a
child.


Chapter Two

Linda had had a hard time focusing on Mrs. Principal
with Bree still in the room. Strange how fifty years of experience
could vanish in a few minutes and she could revert to being a
tongue-tied freshman.

At least Bree had remembered her, though she’d seemed
so much more eager to talk about Ann than about her. But why should
Bree notice her—her friend’s unexciting younger sister who’d never
excelled in anything?

Mrs. Principal interrupted Linda’s musing. “She
hasn’t changed all that much, has she?”

Linda secured the new bandage on Mrs. Principal’s
leg. “No. She’s as tall and thin and impatient as always, don’t you
think?”

Mrs. Principal chuckled. “Yes. And still a
know-it-all, if you let her. I’ve always thought of her as all
lines and not enough color.”

Linda smoothed down Mrs. Principal’s pants leg and
returned her supplies to her bag. “I’m not sure what you mean.”

“Of course you do. You’re an intelligent, educated
woman. And I’ve told you—call me Sarah instead of Mrs. Principal.
You haven’t been my student in more than fifty years.” Mrs.
Principal—no—Sarah shook her head.

Linda closed her bag with a snap that seemed to
fragment the past. As a medical professional, a specialist, no
less, she had no business letting her memories of an
eighteen-year-old hotshot or her sixth-grade art teacher awe her
like they just had.

“Thanks, Sarah. I’ll do just that. And I’ll think
about what you said about Bree’s lines and color.” She stood up.
“Take care of yourself and enjoy your painting. The one you’re
working on should be as impressive as all these others.” She
glanced around the room. “See you tomorrow morning. Same time, or
as close to it as we can manage.”

Sarah smiled briefly. “’Bye, Linda. Enjoy your visit
with Bree.”

Linda waved. “Thanks.” She didn’t look forward to
dealing with Bree, but the prospect intrigued her.

*

Linda spotted Bree standing near the receptionist’s
desk perusing a pamphlet. The overhead light glinted off the silver
streak in the bangs of her blunt-cut black hair. Still naturally
dark or artificially colored by a talented stylist?

Linda strode toward Bree, nervous. She’d dealt with
patients’ families for years. This one was no different.

“What’s the deal with Sarah? Will she really be
okay?”

Bree’s demanding tone and frown could have stopped a
train, but Linda kept moving. Family members usually considered
doctors the only ones who knew anything. And they often transferred
their own fear or guilt onto nurses or aides.

Grasping Bree’s elbow briefly, she steered her
outside to a private spot. “Assisted-living facilities thrive on
gossip even more than most small-town churches and beauty shops
do.”

As they sat down on a secluded bench, Bree put a
distance between them. “Nice day,” she said, her shoulders dropping
a fraction after they’d sat in silence for a few seconds.

“Yes.” Linda lassoed her internal butterflies and let
their momentum guide her. “Don’t worry. Your mother’s leg should
heal completely.” She wanted to rest a hand on Bree’s knee or
otherwise touch her again, but something stopped her natural
inclination.

“It looks like someone dragged her down an asphalt
road. I had no idea.” Bree’s voice sounded as steely as her silver
streak looked. “Are you certain I shouldn’t put her in the hospital
instead of depending on an aide like you to bandage her
wounds?”

The professional in Linda trumped the high-school
freshman. “You think I’m just an aide, Bree?”

“Of course. Aide, nurse. What’s the difference? Don’t
you people practically run these places? Cuts down on the costs,
I’m sure.”

“That’s possibly true, but I’m a retired
professional, working for your mother as a favor.”

Bree tossed her head. “If I thought I could find
somebody reliable, I’d hire a couple of qualified nurses to stay
with her at home around the clock. But she didn’t consult me.”

“Really? Well, you couldn’t afford to employ me in
that capacity, but I’d assumed you helped her decide to make this
move.”

“No.”

Linda took a deep breath. Bree seemed more hurt than
angry.

“She just called me yesterday and told me her
whereabouts, and why.”

“Oh. I’m sorry.” That explained the anger and guilt.
“But don’t take it personally. At least she finally called
you.”

Bree frowned. “I’m glad I have a lot of unused
vacation time.”

Linda picked at a fleck of paint on the arm of the
bench where they sat. Bree was obviously out of control, and Linda
had to stop herself from touching her. If Ann were here, she might
make Bree feel better with a hug or even a kiss. “You know how
proud she is. She didn’t want to worry you.”

Bree bristled. “Worry me? Of course she worried me.
And now to see her in a place like this, with people like you
taking care of her—”

Linda gripped the bench’s metal arm and kept her
voice calm. “People like me? Just a minute, Bree. I’m an RN, a
wound-care specialist.”

Yet Bree kept scowling, as if she either hadn’t heard
what Linda said or didn’t care. She seemed almost as upset as she’d
been that long-ago day Ann had started dating the star football
player she eventually married.

Linda took a chance and gripped Bree’s arm, which
didn’t feel much different from the metal one she clung to with her
other hand. “Listen to me. Didn’t you hear what I said? I’m as much
a specialist in my field as you are in yours, with almost as much
experience.”

When Bree became emotional like this, she lost her
power of reasoning.

You have to choose between me and that football
player, Bree had screamed at Ann.

Linda would never forget overhearing that
argument.

But now Bree’s gray eyes looked like dry ice as she
slowly swung her head toward Linda. “Are you kidding me? I spent
years in some of the best universities in the country to reach my
position. Where did you do your training? At a local community
college?”

Bree obviously hadn’t matured emotionally since high
school, and Linda still didn’t know how to respond to her, to help
her through such an extreme reaction. She pulled her hand away from
Bree’s arm and clung to the cool metal support to steady herself.
She could do this.

Taking an even deeper breath, she chose her words
carefully. “In the ’70s I lived near DC and got my master’s at the
Johns Hopkins University School of Nursing. I already had a BS from
one of your alma maters—UT Austin. I’m fully certified to give your
mother the best care possible.”

Bree’s eyes finally lost a little of their steam.
“Really? Interesting. I didn’t realize you’d ever left this
area.”

Good. At least she’d made a little progress. Linda
nodded. “Yes, I did. I wanted to see the world too.”

Bree shrugged and let the straight line of her back
bend a bit. “What made you become a nurse?”

Linda sighed. Maybe Bree would finally calm down. “I
wanted to do something that made a difference.”

Bree’s eyes seemed to melt a fraction. “I owe you an
apology. So I don’t need to worry so much about Sarah? She’ll
really heal okay?”

“Yes. She will. I’ll take good care of her.” Linda
glanced at her watch and got up. “So good to see you, Bree. I have
another appointment, but surely we’ll run into each other
again.”

“Sure. ’Bye now.” Bree grinned mechanically, exactly
like she had at eighteen. Then she stood and strolled toward her
car as if nothing had happened between them.

Linda slid into her little Honda, exhausted and
relieved to have survived that uncomfortable encounter. Evidently,
nothing about Bree had changed except her age.


Chapter Three

Remembering her mother’s empty refrigerator, Bree
stopped by Kroger and stocked up on basic necessities to snack on
or prepare quickly. She didn’t like to waste her time in the
kitchen, but she was starving.

After she finished lugging her brimming bags of
groceries into the kitchen and restocking the fridge and the
pantry, she heard someone at the back door. Only one person knocked
like that. “Coming,” she called.

And she was right. There stood Carolyn, her arms open
wide for a welcome hug. Carolyn, who had lived next door to her
parents as long as Bree could remember, was the only person in town
Bree had kept in touch with all these years.

Stepping into Carolyn’s arms, she sighed with relief,
then finally backed away. “Thanks for helping Sarah through the big
move.”

Carolyn held up her hands and shook her head.

“Don’t deny it. She couldn’t have done it without
you.”

“She made me promise not to call you.” Carolyn draped
an arm around Bree and guided her to the back-porch swing.

Bree gazed at the willow tree with its drooping
branches. “You don’t need to explain. She keeps her feelings
wrapped around her as tight as the bark on that old tree.”

“Yep. She’s an independent old cuss.”

Carolyn tightened her grip on Bree and pulled her
close again. “But let’s talk about you. How was your flight?”

“Predictable.” She squeezed Carolyn’s liver-spotted
hand. “Too crowded and no food.” She frowned. “I’d kill for the
days of empty seats and edible meals and enough legroom to stretch
out. It’s so bad now I’m tempted to retire.”

Carolyn laughed. “They didn’t feed you between O’Hare
and DFW?”

Bree stood up and stuck out her lower lip like she
had as a child. “Nothing edible. And I didn’t see anything but
fast-food places on my drive from Dallas. Then I rushed over to
visit Sarah first thing this morning.”

“We’ll have to take care of that.” Carolyn levered
herself up from the swing.

Bree grinned. “When I finally thought about eating, I
remembered nobody can make an omelet like you can.” Surely Carolyn
would take the bait, and the wait would surely be worth it.

Carolyn wrapped her arm around Bree’s waist. “Now
there’s the Bree Principal I know and love. Didn’t take long for
you to finagle me into cooking for you. How about a vegetable
one?”

Bree held up both hands dramatically. “I thought
you’d never ask. Sounds fabulous.”

They both laughed and walked through the back door
side by side. It actually felt good to be home.

*

Bree finished her omelet and orange juice. “God, how
delicious. You’re the world’s greatest neighbor and cook.” She
batted her eyelids in her best Southern-belle imitation. “I
declare. Why couldn’t you have been gay? I’d have enticed you to
come be my partner in Chicago.”

“And made me miss the chance to live with my parents
in this idyllic small town?” Carolyn gestured for Bree to stay
seated while she rinsed her dishes.

Bree scowled. “Didn’t you want a life of your own?
I’d have gone nuts after a week.”

Carolyn finally sat down across the kitchen table
from her and poured them each a cup of strong black coffee. “I did
have a life of my own.” Carolyn frowned. “I couldn’t help it that
both my husbands turned out to be unfaithful bums.”

Bree didn’t know what to say. Was Carolyn still
bitter about her divorces?

Carolyn grinned. “Look at me. Who wouldn’t want to
see me first thing every morning?”

Bree studied Carolyn’s height and rather horsey,
asymmetrical features. She didn’t see anything unattractive about
her, but she’d never been able to convince Carolyn to believe her.
She reached across the table and laced her fingers through
Carolyn’s. “You know I’m one of your biggest admirers. You should
have kept looking till you found a man worth your while.”

“Flattery will get you everywhere.”

“I know.”

“Did I mention I’m glad you’re home?”

Bree let go of Carolyn and traced a line on the
kitchen table with her finger. “I never thought I’d say this, but I
am too.”

They sat in comfortable silence. Finally, Bree said,
“Guess who I was reminiscing about on my way to visit Sarah.”

“No telling. Who?” Carolyn’s eyes shone as she lifted
her pottery mug to her lips.

“Ann White. I hadn’t thought about her in forever.
And then at Silverado this morning, I heard she’s back in town. Is
that right?”

Carolyn took a sip of the steaming liquid, then
slowly lowered her mug and nodded. “As a matter of fact, I saw her
out at Wild Iris just the other day.”

“Wild Iris? What’s that?” So Ann really was here.
That meant she wasn’t married, for now.

“It’s the in place in town, out on the highway. A
trendy flower and gift shop right in the same building with this
great little lunch and take-out café. We’ll have to go there
sometime.”

“Huh?” Bree couldn’t remember what she’d asked
Carolyn, much less process her answer. “Oh, sure.”

“Are you okay?” Carolyn stared at her. “You look like
you’ve seen a ghost.”

“I have,” Bree murmured, still trying to absorb the
news about Ann.

Carolyn cupped the back of one ear. “What’d you say?
I haven’t put my hearing aids in yet.”

“Oh, nothing.” She’d been so upset about her mother
earlier she’d pushed Linda’s news about Ann being in town aside.
But now it roared back. Had she just received a second chance with
the one woman who’d ever meant anything to her?

Bree couldn’t think about much of anything but Ann
during the rest of her conversation with Carolyn. But she finally
got her head on straight again as they walked out into the
backyard. “By the way, do you know Linda White, Ann’s little
sister?”

Carolyn stopped and stared at Bree. “You mean Linda
Morton? Of course. We’re both master gardeners and see each other a
lot around town. Why?”

“She’s the one dressing Sarah’s leg. And Sarah made
sure I met her this morning.”

“Why, that old fox.”

“Who’s an old fox?”

“Your mother. Who else?”

“What do you mean?”

“Linda’s one of the most interesting women in town.
Plus, she’s a fabulous cook and a pillar of her church and the
community.”

“Interesting? Are you slipping drugs into your
coffee? She’s in her midsixties and told me she’s married and has
kids and grandkids.”

A sly grin stretched Carolyn’s mouth. “She used to be
married. But now she’s not.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, before one of our master gardeners’ meetings
several months ago, somebody said they saw her picture on
Facebook.”

“So? That’s not very thrilling news.”

Carolyn lowered her voice. “She was in Tyler, playing
some kind of game with a lot of other women with really short hair.
If you know what I mean.”

“That’s ridiculous. Almost every woman I know has
short hair.”

“But do they play something called Gay Monopoly?”
Carolyn smiled like she’d just originated the theory of
evolution.

“So what if she enjoys the company of lesbians, if
that’s what they are. Some straight people do, don’t they?” Bree
stared pointedly at Carolyn, who finally nodded.

“Yes, if they’ve known ’em all their lives. But I
don’t think of you as a lesbian. To me, you’ll always be the little
girl next door who can never get enough to eat.” Her affection
glowed in her eyes.

“Then I rest my case.” Bree was getting tired. Sarah
always said Carolyn could talk the ears off a donkey.

“Linda Morton may keep her nose clean, but her
daughter who lives up North doesn’t. She even brings her girlfriend
home with her on holidays, and they sleep in the same bed. People
whisper about her up a storm.” Carolyn always loved to have the
last word.

“Good for her.” Bree walked Carolyn to the back
gate.

“The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree. That’s
what I always say. Maybe you can find out if I’m right.”

Maybe. But I’d rather rip out my tongue than add
anything to the gossip mill. “Thanks a million for the omelet,
Carolyn. I have to return my rental car, and then I plan to treat
myself to a nap before I go visit Sarah again. See you later.”

So Ann’s not married and is here in town, Linda
might be a lesbian, and her daughter’s definitely one, Bree
thought as she sauntered back toward the house. This visit might be
a lot more interesting than she’d expected.

*

Ann White teed off on the fifth hole and hit a
perfect drive. What a beautiful October day. She stuck her club
into her bag and stood beside her golf cart as her current
boyfriend, Carl Paul, swung at his ball.

His shot dribbled down the fairway, and Ann cringed
as the thin young man who’d just driven up shook his head and said,
“Better luck next time, Pops.”

Ann frowned at the smart aleck, who promptly gave her
the eye. She poufed up her bleached-blond hair and stared him down.
The nerve of some guys. She could be his grandmother. Besides, that
ship had already sailed more times than she cared to count, and
she’d stayed in all the first-class staterooms.

She slid into her cart and waited for Carl. He
finally climbed in and slumped beside her. Poor thing. He was just
trying to please her. He’d spent most of his life indoors, playing
with stocks and bonds instead of golf balls.

“Don’t pay any attention to that jerk, dear. You have
something he’ll never have.”

Carl looked up. “What’s that?”

“Me.”

He brightened as she steered them down the fairway to
their balls. She’d play with some of her female acquaintances from
now on instead of torture poor Carl again. She had more important
plans for him. She smiled with satisfaction.

*

Linda hunched over her steering wheel and sped faster
than usual down the familiar winding country road. Being around
Bree had shredded the mellow mood her daily visualization exercise
had created. The canopy of oaks, sweet gums, and pines stretching
over the pavement soothed her a bit, but she still felt on
edge.

She took a right onto a gravel road and drove as fast
as she dared over the hills dotted with trees. Their beauty
continued to work their magic, so by the time she pulled into the
large parking area in front of her aunt Sandy’s dome home, she’d
slowed her speed and was breathing less heavily than when she left
Silverado.

Bree had asked reasonable questions, she kept telling
herself. Of course she was concerned about her mother. Otherwise
she probably wouldn’t have questioned Linda’s qualifications.

“Good morning, sunshine,” Sandy said as she strolled
down her driveway toward Linda, two golden retrievers dancing
around her. “Thought we might have a frost last night but guess
we’ll have to wait a while longer for the leaves to start
changing.” Her long silver hair gleamed in the sunlight, and in her
jeans and lightweight purple plaid flannel shirt, she didn’t look
or act like a typical seventy-five-year-old.

Linda climbed out of her blue CR-V and popped her
trunk open. “Brought you something for our celebration tomorrow
night.” She pointed toward a piece of orange cloth, plus three
yellow pumpkins and a cornucopia she’d just bought at a local
produce stand.

“Aw. How sweet.” Sandy unfolded the cloth and
inspected it. “Did you make this?”

“Yes. Thought you needed a new one.”

Sandy strode over to a nearby shed and grabbed the
handles of a rusty old wheelbarrow. “It’ll look great on the altar.
Thanks.” She stacked the largest pumpkin in the wheelbarrow and
motioned for Linda to carry the cornucopia inside.

Sandy had obviously begun to prepare for her big
event tomorrow night. A cauldron near the front door contained
dried cornstalks, several large ears still attached to them,
probably from Sandy’s garden. A dazzling arrangement of leaves and
acorns sat on the rough-hewn mantel, where Linda placed the
cornucopia—full of squash, miniature pumpkins, turnips, and
apples—on the other end of it. The altar held the skull of a cow,
as well as several orange and black candles. Linda placed the new
cloth on a nearby chair. She’d let Sandy replace the old one with
it.

Sandy put the large pumpkin in an undecorated corner
and stared at her. “Why so down in the mouth?” She bent and petted
Zoe, one of the retrievers, who stood beside her and gazed at her
with clear adoration.

“You don’t miss much, do you?”

“Not when it comes to you.”

Linda shrugged. “Someone I used to know a long time
ago just shook me up. I’ll get over it.”

Sandy threw an arm around her shoulder as they walked
outside again. “Come help me carry in those other two pumpkins, and
then you can tell me all about it.”

“It’s not important, but I appreciate you noticing.”
Linda snuggled into her aunt, who radiated strength. “Just being
here’s already made me feel better. What do you want me to bring
for the celebration tomorrow night?”

“Nothing besides what the group’s already planned. A
picture of someone special who’s passed away, their favorite dish,
and something negative you’d like to resolve.”

After they’d carried the remaining pumpkins inside,
Linda put hers on Sandy’s cluttered kitchen table. “I’ve thought
about the things we’re supposed to bring for our ceremony but
haven’t had time to finish getting everything ready.” She washed
her hands in the sink. “I’ll be here about eight thirty, after my
grandkids finish trick-or-treating.”

“Fine. We’ll start eating about nine. Don’t be too
late.” Sandy kissed Linda’s cheek. “Have a good day. And thanks
again for all the decorations.”

As Linda slid into her Honda, she felt so much more
relaxed than when she got here. What would she do without
Sandy?

*

“This beef stew’s great,” Bree said. “Thanks for
waking me up and forcing me to come share it with you,
Carolyn.”

“No problem. I hate to eat alone.”

Bree dished herself another bowlful from the
Crock-Pot that sat in the middle of Carolyn’s dining-room table.
“I’ll be happy to keep you company at mealtime as long as I’m
here.” She buttered a third piece of homemade cornbread. “If I keep
this up, though, I’ll have to buy two tickets when I fly back to
Chicago, to fit myself into those tiny airline seats.”

Carolyn chuckled. “I know you better than that.
You’ll be so busy while you’re here, you’ll burn off anything I can
come up with to feed you.”

“What do you think I’ll find to do except visit
Sarah? And even she doesn’t act like she wants me to hang around
her much. Some things never change.”

“She’ll probably act independent until the day she
dies.” Carolyn scraped the last of the stew from her vintage
Fiestaware bowl and leaned back in her chair. “She really does need
you right now though. This can’t be an easy transition. I’m glad
she still has her painting.”

“Yes. Though I used to be jealous of it.” Bree gazed
at the Crock-Pot but decided to forego a third helping and shoved
her own bowl away.

“Jealous? Why?”

“Between it and her teaching and Dad, she didn’t have
enough time to pay attention to me.”

“I never knew that. You were usually busier than she
was, always rushing from one activity to the next.”

Bree slumped. “I had to do something to occupy
myself. But now, back here in this place, I’m probably at as much
of a loss as Sarah is. I
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