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Dedication

For the good Lord above, who has blessed me so richly!

May I always boast in You and Your gift of salvation through grace by faith!




Epigraph

Give, and it will be given to you.

A good measure, pressed down, shaken together and running over, will be poured into your lap.

For all the measure you use, it will be measured to you.

—LUKE 6:38 (NIV)
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LIGHT BLUE FLAMES LICKED THE DENTED BOTTOM OF THE OLD COPPER TEAKETTLE, making it rock like an unsteady sailor. A moment later, the soft whistle emanating from its spout escalated into an urgent scream. To some, the sound—like the cry of a hungry baby—might be unnerving, but to Libby Tennyson it was welcome. She hurried into the kitchen, carrying the small denim overalls she’d been mending and clicked off the burner. The ancient kettle squeaked and sputtered indignantly, and then—like a baby that has just latched on—settled contentedly. Libby poured steaming water into the pot and dunked a single bag several times before putting the top on to let it steep. The delicate Wedgewood china—miraculously unchipped—two-cup pot and vintage kettle had both been handed down to her from her grandmother, and Libby had never been able to make a “pot of comfort” without thinking of the indomitable force of nature that Gram had been.

Elisabeth McCormack Jansen, or “Bet,” as she’d been called by her husband—and after whom Libby had been named—was a new wife and expectant mother when the Great Sadness—as she called it—struck the nation, and one of the many lessons the young woman learned during those lean years was that two—even three—cups of tea, strong enough to provide a measure of comfort, could be made from a single bag. Bet Jansen’s thrift was legendary. Her family loved to recount her resourcefulness—from canning and pickling every kind of fruit and vegetable (including watermelon rind!) to being able to “make do” with whatever she had on hand, even concocting a delectable, hearty version of Stone Soup (minus the stone) with the last of the root vegetables in her cellar. She also had the eccentric habit of mixing breakfast cereals, and whenever her grandchildren declined to give her favorite combination—Corn Flakes and Honey Grahams—a try, she’d tease: You don’t know what you’re missing! She washed and reused aluminum foil, served boiled hot dogs on toasted white bread, smothered with spicy mustard and sweet homemade pickle relish, had the mildly obsessive habit (before OCD was a diagnosis) of wrapping her bread in two plastic bags to keep it fresh, and she religiously touted the health benefits of prune juice, insisting that one small glass kept her “regular” while dutifully squeezing a small daily glass of fresh OJ for her husband. To say that Henrik Jansen was not a fan of the thick brown substance of which his wife sang praises would be an understatement. In fact, whenever she offered him some, he made a silly scrunched-up face that made his grandchildren fall apart in giggles . . . and made Gram roll her eyes. Gram had been a tiny wisp of a woman with a heart the size of Tennessee, and although her spitfire spirit and stalwart faith had the power to move mountains, she maintained her frugal ways all her life, even after her cup once again overflowed with blessings. And her youngest granddaughter—and namesake—was cut from the same cloth.

Libby set her hen-shaped egg timer for seven minutes—just like her grandmother had—and waited for her tea to steep. It was true—she and Gram had a great many things in common—so many, in fact, that her grandfather had teasingly called her Mini-Bet. Not only had they shared the same name, but Libby had also inherited her grandmother’s cornflower blue eyes and kind smile, her silky brunette-turned-prematurely-silver hair, and her never-idle hands; and both women, try as they might to have daughters, had only given birth to sons—Bet, five strapping boys, the youngest of whom was Libby’s dad, Dutch; and Libby, six of her own—and now, Libby mused wistfully, they had one more thing in common—the aching sadness of becoming widows at much too young an age.

Libby watched the sun slip out from behind the slate-gray clouds and make its first appearance of the day before sinking below the dark horizon. It had been raining since dawn. The weatherman said there was even a chance of snow!—a rare occurrence in eastern Tennessee, especially in late April, but at that moment, the fiery orb was sending coral streaks across the sliver of cobalt sky, and casting an ethereal golden light on the ancient oak tree that stood like a sentinel in the middle of their windswept fields. The Tennyson Tree, the boys called it—the tree under which Cale—and now Jack—were buried.

Melancholy hour, Libby thought—the time of day that had once kept her so busy making dinner, helping her boys with homework, and prodding them to finish their chores that she hadn’t had time to notice the setting sun. But now, as it streamed through the windows, washing the walls with a golden light, all she could hear was the tumbling teasing voices of her sons echoing through the rooms, along with her husband’s stern commands. A lifetime of memories. Sweet memories.

It had been eight months since Jack died and Libby still couldn’t believe he was gone. She kept expecting him to come through the door and pull her into a playful hug. Tall, handsome, and strong as a bear, Jack’s six-foot-four frame and larger-than-life personality had filled a room, but after a valiant—albeit brief—battle with cancer, he’d become a shadow of the man she’d married. And then, on a sun-kissed summer day—the kind of day that should have found him out baling hay or harvesting corn—he’d succumbed to the dreadful disease, and his fighting spirit had slipped away, a whisper on the wind. Four months after that, Dutch died, too. Her two anchors in life taken from her, and it had been more than she could bear.

She turned from the window, poured a cup of tea, and held it in her hands, letting the heat seep into her aching joints. “Oh, Jack,” she whispered, feeling tears sting her eyes, but when she heard the knob of the mudroom door turn, she quickly brushed them away.

“Grandma?” a small voice called.

“In here,” Libby called back.

“Oh, no! Hold on . . .” the flustered voice called, and then, “Dang it, Gran! Is it okay if Goodness and Mercy come in? Because they’re in!”

“It’s okay, hon,” Libby assured her granddaughter as the two tiger cats—one orange, one gray—scampered across the worn linoleum. She smiled, remembering how Chase—who had an affinity for rescuing and befriending orphaned animals—found two kittens behind the shed when he was around seven years old, and it had been at around the same time he’d been tasked with memorizing the Twenty-Third Psalm, so when the kittens imprinted on him and started following him everywhere he went, he christened them with their biblical names.

“Sorry,” Ellie said as she kicked her barn boots onto the mat. “Cats are so sneaky—they just slink around, spying on you. I think they were waiting in the shadows for me to open the door.”

“Probably,” Libby said, chuckling as she watched the cats curl up together on the soft fleecy dog bed near the woodstove. “Are you and Dad done milking?”

“Almost. Uncle Eli and Uncle Grayson are helping him. He said I could come in for a minute. Boy, it’s really gettin’ to be mud season out there!”

Libby nodded, remembering all too well the mud and manure her six sons and husband tromped through when they were feeding and milking their five hundred cows. The washing, hanging, ironing, and folding of laundry (not to mention the pairing of socks!) had been endless. She certainly didn’t miss it . . . or did she? Now, the thankless chore fell to her sons’ wives. Matt, Eli, and Grayson continued to run the farm, but they’d all married country girls who’d known the mud they were getting into.

“Would you like a cup of tea?” she asked, eyeing her granddaughter.

“Earl Gray?” the little girl asked hopefully, shaking off the chill and holding her hands out to the woodstove.

“Is there any other kind for a day like today?”

Ellie swept her blond hair out of her cornflower blue eyes—a combination of genetic traits that ran as strong as thistle in the stubborn Tennyson line. “Lemon, too, please.”

Libby poured a second cup, squeezed in a slice of lemon, picked up the overalls, and brought both to the table. “These are little Jack’s.”

Ellie eyed the knees. “Were you able to patch ’em?”

“Does a cow give milk?”

The little girl smiled. “How come you always do that, Grandma?”

“Do what?”

“Answer a question with a question.”

“How come you ask so many questions?”

“You just did it again!” Ellie exclaimed. She held her hands over the cup and breathed in the fragrant citrusy steam. “Grampa used to do it, too,” she added, smiling. “I miss him . . . and Dutch.”

“Me too,” Libby said, “and I think it comes from having so many children asking so many questions all the time.”

Ellie blew softly on the surface of her tea. “Why did you have so many kids?”

“So we could put them to work, of course,” her grandmother teased, as if the answer should be obvious. “As you well know, there are plenty of chores around here.”

“True,” the little girl agreed. From the moment she’d been able to walk, Ellie had accompanied her dad to her grandparents’ farm to “help” with all those chores—from feeding the chickens to leaning her cheek against the warm belly of a big bovine and skillfully tug on its smooth teats, squirting fresh milk into a bucket or into the open mouth of one of the many barn cats that patrolled the premises. Ellie had been—as her dad loved to tease—born an old farmhand. Now she eyed her grandmother. “Gran, did you ever want a girl?”

Libby nodded. “Oh, yes. I have so many recipes and kitchen secrets to pass along . . .”

“Good thing you have me,” the spunky ten-year-old chirped.

“Good thing!” Libby agreed.

“Mom says I broke the all-boy streak.”

“You did indeed . . . and now we have Maddie on our team, too.”

Ellie nodded, thinking about her younger brother and all her cousins. Out of ten Tennyson grandchildren, only two were girls—Ellie and her newest cousin, Madison . . . and although there were two more buns in the oven—as her mom, Jodi, liked to say, the gender reveal confetti for both expectees had been blue. “Maybe Uncle Gage and Uncle Chase will have girls.”

“Maybe,” Libby replied, trying to tuck away her worry by taking a sip of tea. Gage, her second oldest, at thirty-seven, had recently gotten engaged, and he and his fiancée, Maeve Lindstrom, were planning to get married on the farm in June, but Libby didn’t know what the future held for her youngest son. At twenty-eight, Chase’s life was unfolding in ways she hadn’t expected—or maybe she’d just been in denial, and with a mother’s heart, she worried—despite Gage’s reassurance—that Chase might never experience the wonder of being a dad.

“What’s wrong, Grandma?” Ellie asked softly.

Libby looked up, instantly pulled back to the present, and mustered a smile. “Nothing, hon,” she lied, and then eyed her granddaughter’s cup. “Would you like some more tea?”

“Maybe a spot,” Ellie replied, mimicking her favorite British TV character, Hyacinth Bucket. “Just to warm it up,” she added with a grin.

Libby brought the teapot over and warmed up both of their cups.

“We have to remember to watch The Great British Baking Show and Keeping Up Appearances this Saturday,” Ellie said, thinking ahead to her weekly sleepover night, a routine that had begun shortly after her grandfather died.

“Don’t we always?”

“We didn’t last week.”

“Why is that?” Libby asked, frowning.

“Because we played cribbage and lost track of time.”

“Oh, right,” Libby said, nodding.

Just then, the mudroom doorknob turned again, and a second later, Libby’s third-oldest son, Matt, peered in, his cheeks ruddy from working outside. “You ready, kiddo?”

“Hello to you, too,” Libby said.

“Hi, Mom,” he said, smiling. “I’d come in, but I don’t think it would make you happy,” he said, gesturing to his muddy boots.

“That’s quite all right,” Libby said, nodding as Ellie wrapped her arms around her.

“See you tomorrow, Gran. The sun’s supposed to come out.”

“Do you think we’ll recognize it?” Libby teased, squeezing her.

“I’m told it’s a big fiery ball,” Ellie said, laughing.

“Well, we’ll just have to keep an eye out for it then.”

“Love you.”

“Love you, too. Don’t forget your brother’s overalls.”

“Oh, right!” Ellie said, picking them up. “Thanks . . . and thanks for the tea.”

“You’re welcome.”

Through the kitchen window, Libby watched her son and granddaughter walk to his truck and then glanced at the kitchen clock—it was still early enough. She could easily make it down to the Coffee Bean. She didn’t have to stay long—just long enough to say hello to her two oldest friends and the other ladies from town who’d lost their husbands in recent years. She bit her lip, considering, then looked down at her clothes. She’d have to change . . . and it was getting dark—she didn’t like to drive in the dark . . . not to mention she still had more mending . . . and she wanted to get up early and have the coffee ready when the boys got there in the morning. Maybe next time, she thought. She poured the last of the tea into her cup, put another log in the old Vermont Castings woodstove, and walked back to her sewing chair with Goodness and Mercy trotting after her.
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PAYTON CHILDS UNLOCKED THE DOOR OF HER SHOP AND TURNED ON THE LIGHTS. It felt as if she’d just turned off the lights and locked the door, but here she was, back again, less than six hours later. Day in, day out, lock, unlock. Where did the time go? She glanced at the clock and yawned at the early hour. She’d kept the shop open late the night before—as she did every Thursday—for a small gathering of her mostly widowed friends (mostly because Callie Jasmine was divorced, but claimed it was like being widowed). The group—who affectionately called themselves the Guild—had been started by Payton and her friend, Ames Finley, after their husbands—Lonny, a tractor and small engine repairman; and Frank, a dairy farmer—died of heart attacks within six months of each other. The two women had consoled, confided, and found comfort in each other’s company, and then they’d invited other friends whose husbands had died, and their circle had grown. Over the last several months, they’d also made it their mission to convince Libby Tennyson to join them, but their slender, silver-haired childhood friend always had an excuse. They weren’t giving up, though. The three women had been friends since childhood—they’d gone to kindergarten together, and they’d had children who’d gone to kindergarten together, and Lonny and Jack had been best friends so their lives were deeply intertwined and rich with shared milestones and memories. Payton and Ames knew it would be good for Libby to get out of the house and join them. The Guild was a support group of sorts—in the beginning, they’d always gathered at Payton’s house, but after she opened the shop, they moved the meetings there—it was more centrally located, and it saved Payton from having to keep her house tidy all the time. The Wine-Drinking Widows—as Cashen called them—had been getting together for nearly two years, though, so Payton thought she should be used to the once-a-week late night. It was unlike her to feel so tired, but then again, maybe she shouldn’t have had that third glass of wine . . . or maybe sixty-five was finally catching up with her . . . or maybe it was time to call her doctor and make an appointment—it had been a while since she’d had her thyroid checked and her numbers fluctuated more than a politician in an election year!

“Cash, you comin’ in?” she called, peering into the darkness, but when her twenty-eight-year-old son didn’t respond, she realized he still had his earbuds in. She walked over and rapped loudly on the window of their old Chevy pickup, and when he looked up, his glasses reflected the screen of his iPhone.

“Be right in!” he called. “I just wanna finish this game.”

Payton sighed, and let the shop door slam, putting an exclamation mark on her disapproval. “Those damn games!” she grumbled. “And those damn earbuds!” She didn’t mind that Cash listened to music—she and Lon had raised him on their favorite music from the fifties and sixties so he’d grown to love it, too, but when he put his earbuds in, he disappeared into a world of his own. That was one of the reasons she’d bought the shop—besides needing something to do with her own time—she needed something for Cash to do. When he was little, her son had been diagnosed with Asperger’s, a term associated with autism; and although he was on the high end of the spectrum, and smart as a whip, especially when it came to math and music, his bright mind was consumed by video games, and Payton felt as if she was constantly battling with him to find something more productive to do. Playing games and blocking out the world didn’t help his social skills—which had always lagged behind those of other children his age, and as he’d approached adulthood, she worried what the future held for him, especially when she wasn’t around anymore. Cashen needed to have his own income and his own purpose in life. For years, she’d been praying—with a mother’s heart—for an answer . . . and for the assurance that he’d be okay when she was gone. Then, one afternoon, when she’d run into town to pick up a zipper to mend his jacket, she’d found the fabric store vacant . . . and the building for sale. She’d peered through the window, walked around back to the small courtyard framed with raised flower beds, and had an epiphany.

“What happened to the Calico Cat?” she’d asked Ames that evening when they’d been sitting on her front porch, having a glass of wine.

Ames sipped her chardonnay. “Callie moved it up to the Tractor Supply Plaza. She says it’s a better location.”

Payton frowned, wondering how she hadn’t heard this news since Callie was in their group, and she wondered if maybe her epiphany wasn’t such a great idea after all—if a fabric store didn’t do well downtown, how would a coffee shop do?

She shouldn’t have worried, though. Unable to shake the feeling that it was meant to be, she’d contacted a real estate agent, and with some of Lonny’s life insurance, she purchased the little brick storefront for a song and put Cash to work. After consulting a contractor to make sure the wall dividing the store into two rooms wasn’t weight-bearing—or hiding any wiring or plumbing, she handed her son a pair of Lon’s old mechanic’s goggles and a sledgehammer and said, “Have at it!” Cash had grinned gleefully as he lifted the heavy hammer and began swinging away, crushing the plaster and transforming the two rooms into a bright, airy space with a hidden fireplace at one end. After clearing the debris, they pulled up the sun-faded linoleum and discovered there was wide-board oak flooring underneath. Within a week, she hired Ron Carlson, a friend of Lonny’s and semiretired handyman, to sand and refinish the floor. Ron also installed wainscoting along the bottom half of the newly Sheetrocked walls; and then, after she and Cash sanded, primed, and painted the walls slate blue and the wainscoting and trim around the windows linen white, she asked Ron to come back and install commercial-grade kitchen appliances, including two refrigerators, a dishwasher, three coffee machines, two cappuccino makers, and a long glass case for baked goods. Finally, she bought a retro-style cash register, set it on her new slate-gray granite countertop, and on the wall behind it, painted the inspirational quote:

BE STRONG

BE BRAVE

BE FEARLESS

DRINK COFFEE!

Payton’s vision had been seeded by prayer, and she’d loved every minute they’d spent bringing it to life; and Cashen, for his part, had seemed to embrace his mom’s dream and make it his own, too. Together, they filled dumpsters, sanded, painted, and found all the physical labor and planning cathartic. They worked from dawn to dusk, and then sat on milk crates in the middle of the debris and devoured pizza or Chinese food. Finally, exhausted, they headed home, collapsed into their respective beds, and didn’t hear a sound till morning. It was a wonderful memory they both cherished.

As construction progressed, they pored over equipment and furniture catalogs—Cashen insisting on putting two cozy chairs and a couch and table in front of the fireplace—and Payton choosing small country farm tables and chairs for the rest of the space, along with sets of colorful ceramic Fiestaware plates and old-fashioned white diner mugs. The final touch had been hanging the beautiful sign Dan McGee had painted with a steaming mug of coffee and two coffee beans on it, encircled by the shop’s name: The Coffee Bean—a name that was ten times better than her original idea, Rocky Bottom Coffee—which Ames said sounded like the coffee would be full of grounds!

On the day of the grand opening, Payton enlisted Ames’s help, not only for moral support, but also to help keep an eye on her three new employees—Cashen, and his two best friends, Rylee and Jessie, who were also on the spectrum. Despite a few minor hiccups and a few mugs of spilled coffee, the day had been a huge success, and now, three years later, the Bean—as it was affectionately known in town—was a bustling (and mandatory) stop for all the local farmers, picking up supplies, moms who’d dropped their kids off at school, and bleary-eyed college students recovering from a late night of studying . . . or partying, and their busiest time of day was between six and ten.

Payton yawned as she dropped premeasured filter packs into coffee machines and hit their start buttons. This was Cashen’s job, but he was still in the truck, and it was getting late. She looked through the boxes on the shelf, trying to decide on a flavor of the day. Finally, she settled on Smoky Mountain Coffee’s Organic Fogbuster—a rich dark roast that could perk up the sleepiest brain—dropped in the packet and pushed the start button, but just as she did, the back door banged open and Cashen came in and immediately saw all the green lights. “I said I’d be right in,” he said, frowning.

“I know you did, but it couldn’t wait. You always say, ‘Coffee doesn’t brew itself,’ and besides, I had a hankering for a nice hot cup of Fogbuster.”

“You made Fogbuster?!” he asked, his voice rising. “We just had that on Monday.”

“Well, we’re having it again,” she said, holding out the whiteboard marker. “Are you writing it in, or am I?”

Cashen pushed her hand away. “YOU write it in! I was planning to make Black Bear today—we haven’t had it since March third.”

Payton blinked. How the heck did he remember the date of the last time they’d had the sweet berry-chocolate-flavored coffee? She frowned, suddenly wondering if he remembered every flavor they’d served over the last month? The last year?! She knew he had a good memory—he could listen to a song someone played on the piano and replay it perfectly without music, but she’d had no idea he kept a mental inventory of the flavors they brewed every day. “I’m sorry, Cash,” she said, trying to diffuse his frustration, “but you should’ve come in.”

“I said I’d be right in,” he growled, his boyish face aflame.

Payton was all too familiar with her son’s temper—and mood swings, but she was also well-versed at calming him down. “How ’bout I get a cup of Fogbuster to clear the cobwebs from my brain, and we use the rest for iced coffee?” she suggested. “It’s supposed to be nice today and people might like to have iced coffee for a change, especially with the weekend almost here.”

Cash’s frown faded as he considered the idea, and then nodded.

“All right, when it’s finished brewing, transfer the Fogbuster to pitchers and put it in the fridge,” she said, handing him the marker, “and write Black Bear in as the flavor of the day.”

“Okay,” he said, “but, in the future, remember I have it all planned.”

“Got it,” she said, kissing his cheek and turning to fill a mug with steaming black coffee. “I will absolutely try to remember.”
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AMES FINLEY DROPPED A HANDFUL OF SPINACH INTO HER NEW SMOOTHIE MAKER, checked the recipe again, added one apple, sliced and cored, a banana, a half a cup of blueberries, two dollops of yogurt, several frozen chunks of mango, peach, and pineapple, and a cup of unsweetened cranberry juice. “This is gonna make a lot,” she murmured, checking the recipe one more time. “Okay, here goes.” She put the top on—or, as it turned out, the bottom, flipped it over, and set it in the base. It immediately began to buzz and whir and in no time at all the chunks of fruits were transformed into a thick swirling purple liquid. Ames eyed it skeptically, took a tentative sip, and licked her lips. “Wow, that’s really good—you’d never know it has spinach in it!” She slurped down half of it. “Now,” she said triumphantly, “the next time Payton asks me if I tried it, I can say yes!”

She knew her friend had her best interests in mind when she gave her the smoothie maker for her sixty-third birthday—which was now nearly two years ago, but then, when she’d proceeded to ask her at least once a week if she’d tried it, Ames had grown weary of hearing the question. Even Cash—who she loved with all her heart—had taken up the cause, repeatedly asking her: Mrs. Finley, did you try your new smoothie maker yet? and she was about ready to bop him!

“That’s what I get for telling her I wanted to start taking better care of myself,” she mused, recalling how, after Frank died, she’d taken a long hard look at the way they’d been living and blamed herself for not insisting he take better care of himself. The doctor had repeatedly told her husband he needed to lose weight, drink less beer, eat fewer doughnuts . . . and less bacon . . . and steak, and try to force down an occasional vegetable—and make it something green, not just corn on the cob slathered in butter and salt. If he didn’t, the doctor warned, he wouldn’t live to see his sixty-fifth birthday, and although Ames had tried to get Frank to listen, he always waved her off like a pesky fly, and every time she put a spear of broccoli on his plate, he slipped it to their black Lab, Ned, who’d eat just about anything!

And then it happened. The memory of that morning was etched in her mind like the brand on an old steer. She’d made lunch at 11:30—just as she always did, but when Frank—who was famous for saying: You can call me anything, but don’t call me late to dinner—hadn’t appeared, she’d gone to investigate . . . and found him in the field behind the barn, slumped over the steering wheel of his still-running tractor. She’d called—and then shouted, but he hadn’t responded—hadn’t even stirred, and with an anxious heart, she’d shaken his knee, but the movement had only made his hand fall to his side. “Frank!” she’d cried. “Wake up!” She’d turned off the tractor, and even though he was twice her weight, she’d managed to pull him down without bumping his head and begun frantically pumping his chest and breathing into his lungs. But it was too late.

In the months that followed, she’d been stunned—shocked, really—unable to wrap her mind around the idea that her husband would never track mud through their kitchen again. Frank Finley was gone from this earth. He’d never sit in the threadbare recliner that was molded in the shape of his short stout body; he’d never snore the night away in the bed they’d shared for forty years. He was gone from the drudgery of daily life around their run-down farm, and it left her . . . well, numb . . . and empty. Their now twenty-eight-year-old daughter, Quinn—who’d always locked horns with him—tried to console her, but, from a distance, her daughter’s words had little effect. Until one Sunday afternoon, Quinn said, “Mom, I know you miss him, but think about it—now you can do whatever you want. You can live your life on your terms without him telling you what to do . . . without having to do everything his way.

“You can go hiking with Ned. You can join the church choir. You can even play softball again—I still remember Mrs. Childs talking about how you two used to play on the same team, but how Dad always made a face when you said you had a game and wouldn’t be home for supper. You couldn’t even come visit me . . . but now you can travel anywhere in the world. Every time you talked about going on a cruise or on a bus tour, Dad put the kibosh on it, but now you can do all those things. Think about it, Mom . . . for the first time in your life, you are free.”

Ames had listened to her daughter’s words, and they’d washed over her like a gentle wave, soothing her weary body. At the same time, it seemed as if a heavy curtain was being pulled away from a long-shrouded window, and the golden light streaming in was full of promise. “I hadn’t thought about it like that,” she’d answered quietly. “I’m so used to him being here . . . so used to our life together.”

“Forty years is a long time,” Quinn had said. “It’s a big change. Why don’t you think about coming for a visit? We can drive along the coast or hike in the mountains—we can even go to Yosemite—you always said the national parks are on your bucket list.”

“Maybe,” Ames had replied uncertainly.

“Promise me you’ll think about it,” Quinn had urged, and Ames had promised.

“I love you, Mom. Everything’s gonna be okay.”

“Love you, too, sweetheart,” she’d replied, and when she’d hung up, she’d looked out at the setting sun, her daughter’s words echoing in her mind: Mom, for the first time in your life, you are free. “Free,” she’d whispered. What an odd feeling!

She poured the last of the purple liquid into her glass and took another sip. So much had changed since that day. For starters, she’d realized she had no interest in running the farm by herself and she’d sold the land and barns to a young farmer who talked about building a house on the land and restoring the farm to its original glory—something Frank had never had the energy or gumption to do. Ames had known Quinn had no interest in moving back to Tennessee, so what was the point of keeping it? The only thing she had kept was the little ranch-style house in which she and Frank had lived and ten acres of the rich dark earth next to the house, which she’d turned into a community garden.

Finley Farm had been an instant hit with the organically minded young families who lived in town—the ones who wanted to buy local, live off the land, and eat what they grew—all concepts they seemed to think they’d come up with on their own. They were a friendly bunch, though, and Ames loved stopping by to check on them. She usually found them hard at work, weeding and cultivating—it was like having a garden, but not having to care for it (not that she minded weeding), but these youngsters and their rosy-cheeked kids showed up at all times of day and did the work, leaving Ames to prune and dig in her flower and herb gardens—a chore she’d once loved, but for which she’d eventually had no time.

She also latched on to some of Quinn’s suggestions. She took Ned on long walks or on hikes in the nearby mountains. The fresh air, blue sky, and lovely colors soothed her spirit like a gentle balm, and they both lost ten pounds! And although she hadn’t joined the choir (yet!), she had let it be known that she was interested in playing softball again, and when word got out that Amesy O’Connor Finley—who’d been star catcher in high school—was interested in playing again, an argument ensued between the teams. Finally, her former team, Benny’s Bomberettes—a rowdy, beer-drinking group of old-timers that included Payton—insisted that they—with two injured players—had the greatest need, and Ames happily donned her old number—17—and trotted into left field (because her knees were too stiff to play catcher). That first season had ended with the Bomberettes coming back from a 4–1 deficit—thanks to a grand slam by Payton—to defeat their archrival, Jimmy’s Ace Hardware Nuts & Bolts, and take home the league trophy.

Ames set her glass in the sink, filled it with sudsy water, and gazed out the window, thinking about the conversation she’d had with Quinn the evening before. They’d been talking about the coffee shop and she’d mentioned how she and Payton hadn’t yet been able to convince Libby—who lived just down the road—to come on Thursday night, and Quinn had stopped her. “Wait, I thought the Guild was for widows . . .”

“It is . . .” Ames said, frowning and trying to remember if she’d ever told her daughter about Libby’s husband. “I told you . . . um . . . didn’t I tell you about Jack?”

“Um, no . . .” Quinn had replied.

“He had cancer—inoperable. Didn’t last six months.”

“Oh, no!”

“Libby’s already been through so much,” Ames continued, “losing Cale, and then, four months after Jack, her dad died.”

“Wait, Dutch died, too?!” Quinn had sounded stunned.

Ames knew her daughter had loved Chase’s grandfather and had always thought of him as a sweetheart who loved teasing the kids. And although she’d only been nine when Cale was killed in a farming accident, she’d been just as shocked and dismayed as everyone else, shedding tears of her own when she saw tears streaming down her best friend’s face at his big brother’s funeral.

Ames nodded. “I’m sorry, I thought I told you this . . .” She paused. “I didn’t tell you about the funerals? And seeing Chase? He gave such a lovely eulogy at Jack’s funeral . . .” She paused. “My memory must be going, hon. I’m really sorry.”

“It’s okay, Mom, but if I’d known, I would’ve sent Chase a card. I might’ve even come home for the funerals.”

“Well, now I really wish I’d told you. It would’ve been nice to have you come home, even if it was for a sad reason. I know you’re busy with the restaurant, but I miss you.”

“I miss you, too, Mom . . . and don’t forget, you promised you’d come visit me.”

“I know,” Ames replied. “And one of these days I’m going to surprise you.”

“That’s what you keep saying.”

“I just don’t know what I’d do with Ned.”

“You can leave him with Mrs. Childs—I’m sure he’d be fine.”

“Mm-hmm,” she said, sounding unconvinced. “Anyway, we’ve been trying to get Libby to come on Thursday nights,” she continued, remembering the beginning of their conversation.

“She will . . . when she’s ready,” Quinn assured her. “It takes time.” She paused. “Do you happen to know what Chase-me is up to now?” she asked using her old nickname for him. “Or where he’s living?”

“Payton said he and a friend from college have their own travel agency in DC, but they’re moving—or they’ve moved—to Savannah—near Gage.”

“Okay,” Quinn said. “Maybe I’ll see if he’s on Facebook yet—I used to check, but he never was. If he is, I’ll send him a message, but if he isn’t, maybe you can get his address from Mrs. Tennyson, so I can send a note.”

“Okay,” Ames said. “I’m sure he’d love to hear from you. He really did give a nice eulogy for Jack . . . and he’s as handsome as ever.”

Quinn smiled, remembering her friend. “He’s definitely a looker.”

Ames nodded but didn’t say anything more, and after they’d hung up, she wondered why Quinn and Chase had lost touch—they’d been inseparable when they were growing up. They’d even gone to their prom together. Ames always thought they made a cute couple, and she’d secretly hoped they’d end up together, but then Frank had dashed her hopes by telling her about a conversation he’d overheard them having on the front porch. Frank was constantly eavesdropping, and that was one thing Ames didn’t miss about him: he was a nosy busybody . . . and a gossip. But she now knew—thanks to the eulogy Chase had given—that her husband had been right.

She washed and rinsed the smoothie maker and set it in the dish drain, and for the millionth time, prayed, with a mother’s heart, that some handsome fellow—who loved hiking and kids and dogs—would come along and sweep her sweet daughter off her feet. More than anything in the world, she wanted Quinn to be loved by a man who would put her first in his life. It was something she never had.
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CHASE TENNYSON LEANED BACK IN HIS CHAIR AND SLOWLY SWIPED HIS FINGER through the condensation on his glass before downing the last of his iced tea. He licked his lips, savoring the fresh lemon, but wished it was something stronger . . . and it would be, if it wasn’t for Liam.

“The least you can do is wait till after five,” Liam had teased when he’d come home early the day before and found Chase sipping a vodka tonic.

“It’s five o’clock somewhere,” Chase quipped. “And it’s not an everyday occurrence,” he added defensively. “Besides, we’re living on the beach now . . . we should enjoy it.”

“Mm-hmm,” Liam replied, squeezing his shoulder.

Chase shook his head. “I can’t help it—the tick-tock’s moving too damn slow. I keep thinking about the sun sinking, like it did when we were in Mykonos.” He smiled at the memory of the trip they’d taken to Greece the previous year. “Hey, Alexa,” he called to the speaker on the counter, “play ‘Day Drinking’ by Little Big Town.” And as the playful party song filled the kitchen, he eyed Liam. “You want one, don’t you?”

Liam glanced at the clock. “What the hey,” he replied with a grin.

Chase laughed, knowing it didn’t take much to convince him. He also knew, deep down, that his partner was right to call him out on his lack of self-discipline—he was absolutely capable of overdoing things. Liam called it his “devil-may-care” attitude and said he “tended to push the envelope.” Both were valid observations, but Chase always countered by saying he was just embracing life . . . seizing the day. And besides, he hadn’t always been this way. Growing up in the shadow of five older brothers, Chase had known, early on, that he was different. His mom said he had a gentle way about him. She called him her old soul and told his dad he had his own song to sing. She said he’d been born with a tender heart and an extra dose of compassion. On report cards, his teachers noted his affinity for befriending and fiercely defending his less popular—and often bullied—classmates. They called him the little boy with the big heart, and when he graduated from elementary school, he was given the much-revered “Good Citizen Award” because he always helped—without being asked—his friend Cashen Childs, a classmate with autism who struggled with the rigors of school. On the farm, Chase also took under his wing any animal—mammal or fowl—that was being neglected by its mother or in the case of Happy—the little freemartin calf that was almost turned into veal by his father—by becoming her advocate, savior, and best friend.

But as he’d grown taller, Chase had known there was something else. With piercing blue eyes, a shy gentle smile, and long dark lashes that were the envy of every woman he ever met, he was constantly drawing the attention of girls in school, and although he dated a couple of times, it never felt quite right . . . and then, as his world grew wider—and wilder, Chase grew wiser. He discovered how unkind and unjust the world could be, and out of necessity, he became keenly aware of everything happening around him. He learned to be cautious and to keep things to himself. At the same time, under the watchful eye of his protective and mischievous older brothers, his wry, fun-loving, devil-may-care attitude had blossomed . . . and it was accompanied by a good deal of country boy partying around backwoods bonfires. After all, life was too short to waste time worrying . . . or waiting on the damn tick-tock!

He glanced at the time on his laptop now and wondered what was keeping Liam. He was just about to close out when he heard the screen door bang and a deep voice call, “Chase, can you come grab this . . . quick!?”

Chase pushed back his chair and hurried to the front door in time to see a catastrophe unfolding that would’ve been funny if it didn’t involve two bottles of wine. “Whoa!” he said, grabbing the paper bag that was slipping from Liam’s grasp. “Are you against making two trips?” he asked, eyeing the laptop, two full grocery bags, and gallon of milk Liam was juggling.

“It started raining and I thought I could manage, but then it all started to go awry.”

“I guess,” Chase said. The screen door banged again, and he stepped out onto the porch to close it. “I hear there’s a nor’easter coming up the coast and Tybee is right in its path.”

“I think it might already be here,” Liam said, unloading his arms onto the kitchen counter.

“Were they able to fix your laptop?”

“Yes. They said the last update messed up my mail app. I don’t know how they fixed it, but everything seems to be working.”

“Did they know why it affected your phone?”

Liam shrugged. “No. Just a weird glitch, I guess.”

“Well, it’s time for a new phone anyway. That thing is a relic!”

Liam nodded. “Yeah, maybe. Anyway, I need to catch up on my emails—people probably think I’ve fallen off the face of the earth.”

“I doubt that. They’ve still been able to reach me, and the website says we’re moving, so they probably think we’re just busy.” He began to unpack the groceries, and when he pulled a container of ice cream out of the bag, he shook his head. “Man, I miss my family’s ice cream. Tennyson’s Rocky Top is the best flavor on the planet!”

“So I’ve heard,” Liam replied, “but I still haven’t had a chance to try it.”

“Did you look for it? They’re supposed to be carrying it.”

“I did look, but sorry, mate. No joy.”

“Well, we’ll just have to take a trip to the farm—it’s the creamiest coffee ice cream you’ll ever taste and it has chunks of the most decadent chocolate brownies. Man, oh, man—it’s to die for! Besides, we haven’t seen my mom since Christmas, so we’re long overdue.”

While he had the freezer door open, Chase filled his glass with ice. “You want a cocktail . . . or the whole rooster?” he asked, looking up with an impish grin.

Liam glanced at the clock. “I think I’ll just have a glass of wine.”

“Suit yourself,” Chase said as he poured a generous amount of Tito’s into his glass and splashed tonic over it. He squeezed a lime into the still-fizzing bubbles and then reached for a corkscrew. “Red or white?”

Liam looked up from his laptop. “Red,” he said, continuing to scroll. “Sheesh! I have at least three hundred emails.”

“You’re a popular guy,” Chase teased as he opened one of the boxes stacked in the corner, looking for a wineglass. “We really need to start unpacking.”

“Mm-hmm,” Liam murmured distractedly. “I bet ninety percent are business related.”

Chase finally found a glass, poured the wine, and set it on the table. “And you thought we wouldn’t do well, but here we are, two years later, buying a house on the beach.”

Liam looked up. “You’re right, but I should’ve known, with you at the helm, we’d have nothing but success.”

Chase grinned and took a sip. “Not just me—you have the business sense.”

“Business sense will get you nowhere without someone who’s a genius at marketing,” Liam countered, taking a sip of his wine.

“Do I hear a trace of sarcasm in your voice?” Chase quipped, eyeing him.

“Me?! Noo . . .”

“Ha! Well, it was a good idea.” Chase leaned back in his chair, slowly swiped his finger down the side of his glass, and thought about the business outline he’d been working on that afternoon to promote their new office in downtown Savannah. He felt the relaxing sensation of the alcohol and as he watched Liam tap away on his keyboard, his mind drifted to the first time they’d met . . . and how they’d come up with the idea for their business.

The syllabus for Advance and Advantage—affectionately known to the business majors as Entrepreneurship 101—stated that the goal of the required course was to: Find a unique need and fill it. The bulk of the work (after coming up with that unique need) involved outlining a marketing strategy: from advertising that included a website and social media pages, and pinpointing an audience to financing and projecting annual income and expenses. At the end of the semester, students—who had the option of working in teams—were expected to present their business at a symposium attended by professionals . . . and potential investors.

On the first day of class, Chase had sat in the last row of the small lecture hall, recovering from a presemester blowout and waiting for Dodgy Doug—the old codger who’d taught the class since the beginning of time—to waddle in, but when a tall, slender boy with sun-bleached chestnut-brown hair sat in front of him, Chase couldn’t help but notice. At the end of class, he’d slung his backpack over his shoulder, and the boy had stood, too, and turned to look back. “Ole Doug is a piece of work,” he remarked, shouldering a leather satchel.

“He is,” Chase agreed.

The boy extended his hand. “Liam Evans.”

“Chase Tennyson,” Chase said.

They’d chatted as they stepped out into the late summer afternoon and continued to talk about the amount of work the class entailed. Finally, Chase, on a whim—and suspecting they might have more in common than the pursuit of a business degree—suggested they work together. “Divide and conquer,” he’d said with a grin, and Liam, to his surprise, had agreed.

That night, over a six-pack—because Chase said beer-storming always produced better results than “plain ole brainstorming,” they’d come up with an idea for a travel agency that would specialize in finding safe, friendly, and welcoming destinations for the LGBTQ community. They worked long and hard on their project, growing ever closer as they did, and ultimately their hard work paid off—Pride Travel was a huge hit at the end-of-the-year symposium, and their professor, seeing its potential, introduced them to one of the professionals in attendance who had deep pockets. The young woman had given them her card and said to absolutely call.

That was nearly five years ago now! Chase sipped his drink and felt his stomach rumble. He looked over at Liam. “What did we say we were having for dinner tonight?”

Liam looked up. “I thought we were getting pizza from that place Gage and Maeve recommended. Huca something . . .”

“Oh, yeah,” Chase said, his face brightening. He opened his laptop and began searching for the website of the restaurant his brother and soon-to-be sister-in-law had recommended. “Huc-A-Poo’s Bites & Booze,” he said, finding it. “My kind of place.” He sipped his drink as he perused the menu and read the pizza options out loud. “Here’s one,” he said. “The Omnivore . . . The garbage can of pizzas served with a bunch of meats and veggies.”

“Perfect!” Liam said, taking a sip of his wine and looking out at the rain. “Do they deliver? Because I really don’t feel like going back out.”

Chase consulted the website again. “They do,” he confirmed. “Is a large enough?”

“Sure,” Liam replied, turning his attention back to his emails.

Chase tapped the number into his phone, ordered, gave them the address of their beach cottage, and hung up, looking dismayed. “Forty-five minutes! I don’t know if I’ll last that long.”

“You’ll be fine.”

Chase got up to freshen his drink and then clicked on his Facebook page and noticed a new “friend” request. He had never been a big fan of social media and only had a few “friends.” The catalyst for joining had been the need to promote Pride Travel, and it was only later that he’d made a personal page.

He clicked on the request and the name that popped up brought back a rush of memories. “Quinn Fin,” he murmured, smiling wistfully. “Hmm . . . I don’t know.”

Liam looked up quizzically.

“An old classmate sent me a friend request.”

“How come you don’t know if you can accept?”

Chase took a sip of his drink. “Something that happened . . . but if I could’ve ever fallen for a girl, it would’ve been Quinn Finley.”

Liam watched curiously as Chase scrolled down his friend’s page.

“Pretty as ever, though. Blond hair, blue-sky eyes, tan, athletic . . . and the kindest person you’ll ever meet.” He looked at Quinn’s information. “My mom said she moved to San Francisco after college . . . I wonder if she lives near your parents.” He continued to scroll, looking at her pictures, and then stopped and laughed. “Oh, wow! You have to see this picture!” He turned his laptop so Liam could see a photo Quinn had posted several years earlier. It was of two ten-year-old towheaded kids with their arms thrown over each other’s shoulders, holding blue ribbons and grinning from ear to ear; behind them were two big brown-and-white cows with eyes the color of melted chocolate. The caption read: TBT! BFFs













OEBPS/images/9780063076242_Cover.jpg
A Mother’s Love Knows INo Bounds

A NOVEL

Nan Rossiter

USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR





OEBPS/images/Titlepage.jpg
A GOOD
MEASURE

A Novel
C20

NAN ROSSITER

HARPER

OOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO





