
	

	

	

	​GO GENTLE


	❖


	

	A Witty Romantic Comedy Mystery

of Secrets, Scandal, and Second Chances


	

	

	

	

	

	JACEE JAX



Copyright © 2026 by Jacee Jax

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any printed or electronic form without permission. Please do not participate in or encourage piracy of copyrighted materials in violation of the author’s rights. Purchase only authorized editions.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

First Edition


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Go Gentle: A Witty Romantic Comedy Mystery of Secrets, Scandal, and Second Chances

PREFACE

CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

CHAPTER EIGHT

CHAPTER NINE

CHAPTER TEN

CHAPTER ELEVEN

CHAPTER TWELVE

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

CHAPTER NINETEEN

CHAPTER TWENTY

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

For the women who stayed,

and the women who came back.



	CONTENTS


	PREFACE


	ACT I: SETUP


	Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six


	ACT II: UNRAVELING


	Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve


	ACT III: DISCOVERY


	Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen


	ACT IV: CONVERGENCE


	Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One


	ACT V: RESOLUTION


	Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three



	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

PREFACE

[image: ]


A note before we begin. 

This is a story about a small town. The town is fictional. The people in the town are fictional. The country club, the Methodist church, the diner, the bridge, the bench by the gazebo — all fictional. The author has been clear about this with herself, with her editor, and with anyone who has asked. But every novel is, in some way, a kind of measuring — of what one believes about people who stay in a place, and people who leave one, and the small dignified labor of the in-between. Every novel is also, if it is honest, a kind of love letter — to a region, to a register of speech, to the particular cadence of a Southern porch in May. I have tried, in these pages, to write the kind of book I have wanted to read. I have tried to write a comedy that does not flinch from the thing it is observing, and a mystery that does not flatten the people inside it, and a romance that earns the word the long way. I do not know that I have succeeded. I know I have tried. I want to thank my mother, who taught me that the gentlest sentences are the ones that do the most work. I want to thank my readers, who turn pages on faith. And, finally, I want to thank the small Tennessee towns I have known and loved. None of them are Millbrook. All of them are. — J. J.

ACT I

❖

SETUP
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CHAPTER ONE
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There are two kinds of homecomings. The first is the kind in romantic comedies, where you arrive back in your small town to find that your high school sweetheart has opened a bakery, finally grown into his jawline, and spent the last decade carrying a torch so bright he could be used as a lighthouse. The entire town gathers to welcome you. There is bunting. Someone bakes a pie. The second kind — the real kind — is the sort where you arrive back in your small town because your Brooklyn landlord has begun using phrases like legal proceedings in his voicemails, because the magazine that employed you has issued a press release with the word regrettably in it, and because the only person who still answers your calls with a cheerful voice is your mother, who, as a librarian, was professionally trained to be kind to people who have made bad decisions. I was arriving in the second kind. My car agreed. It had been making a sound since Philadelphia that I had generously described to myself as character, and which I now suspected was an engine preparing to hand in its resignation. The welcome sign came into view on the long curve past the Sinclair farm. WELCOME TO MILLBROOK, it said. POPULATION 7,423. That was, to the decimal, the same number printed on that sign when I left at eighteen. Millbrook kept the population sign the way some men keep their driver’s license photo — a persistent, flattering fiction everyone politely agreed not to mention. I had always been the delta on that sign. I had always intended to stay the delta. I rolled down the window, because the air conditioning had gone the way of my career, and let the afternoon slap me in the face. The air was thick with the particular smell of late May in Tennessee — honeysuckle and cut grass and the sweet chemical haze of someone’s lawn being aggressively convinced to behave. A bee floated into the car, assessed me, and flew right back out. Even the insects had options here. I passed the Dairy Bar, where I had spent most of tenth grade eating hot fudge sundaes and explaining Sylvia Plath to boys who did not want to hear about Sylvia Plath. I passed the Methodist church, where my mother had once whispered to me, at the height of my dramatic fury, Grace, sweetheart, the shepherd does not roll her eyes. I passed Reed’s Hardware, which had been Reed’s Hardware since 1962 and which would be Reed’s Hardware until the sun collapsed, because in Millbrook we did not change the names of things. The center of town opened up around the square. Four blocks of two-story brick buildings framed the little park with its Civil War monument (contested) and its Victorian gazebo (re-painted every three years, in a color chosen by vote, which was how we had ended up in 2018 with the brief but unforgettable Salmon Incident). A new coffee shop had appeared on the corner, and by new I mean it had been there four years and the old-timers still referred to it as that new place. The movie theater was still the movie theater. The bookstore was still the bookstore, now with a sign reading ALSO WINE, which was the single most optimistic piece of capitalism I had seen in some time. And there, anchoring the north side of the square like a battleship in a bathtub, was the Millbrook Gazette offices, where my mother’s best friend Martha had been running the classifieds for thirty years. Martha would know I was back before I finished parking. Martha would know before I finished thinking about parking. I did not stop. I did not wave. I did not even glance, out of the corner of my eye, at whether anyone on the sidewalk looked up as I drove past. Okay. I glanced. A woman in a linen dress was coming out of the bakery. She turned. She squinted. I watched her mouth form what was unmistakably my first name, followed by a hand that went slowly up to cover it, the international sign language for that is not who I think it is, is it. The welcoming committee had begun. My mother lives in a yellow bungalow three blocks off the square, on a street named for a tree that no longer exists. The bungalow has been yellow for thirty-four years. My mother does not change the color of things either, but unlike the town of Millbrook, she has a reason, which is that she chose the yellow carefully, loves it, and sees no point in betraying a color that has never done her wrong. I pulled into the driveway behind her sensible sedan and sat there for a moment with my hands still on the wheel. The porch had two rocking chairs on it. One of them was occupied by a calico cat named Dolly Parton, who had walked up the porch steps nine years ago, gotten in the rocking chair, and simply decided that this would be her life now. My mother, who is not without a sense of humor, had taken her in, given her the name, and ever since, Dolly Parton had regarded the rest of the world with the serene indifference of a woman who had already achieved her dreams. Dolly Parton opened one eye and looked at me. Oh, the eye said. Her. “Grace.” My mother came through the screen door carrying a dish towel and a pair of reading glasses and the particular, immediate softness of a woman who had been listening for the sound of my car since breakfast. “Mom.” She came down the steps and took my face in her hands, and then she took a step back and held me at arm’s length and looked at me the way a jeweler looks at a piece that has been in the tumbler too long. “You’ve gotten thin,” she said. “I’ve been broke, Mom.” “Thin in the face. Like when you had that awful flu in ninth grade.” “I don’t know that a diet of existential crisis and breakfast cereal is that different from the flu, chemically.” “Come inside.” She put her arm through mine and walked me up the porch like I was an elderly aunt. “I made lasagna. And your father called.” “I’m not talking about him.” “I’m telling you he called. I’m not making you do anything.” “He didn’t even —” “Grace.” “He didn’t ask about me, did he.” She did not answer, which was an answer. The screen door slapped shut behind us. The house smelled like garlic and basil and the lemon furniture polish she had been using since the early nineties, and the smell was the smell of childhood so completely that for one horrifying second I thought I might cry in the foyer. I did not cry in the foyer. I am a woman with standards. I went into the kitchen and cried in the kitchen like a normal person. “Oh, honey.” My mother’s hand on my back. “Oh, sweetheart.” “I’m fine.” “You drove ten hours.” “I’m fine.” “You drove ten hours in a car that sounds like a dying oboe —” “It sounds like character.” “— and you got fired, and your apartment —” “I wasn’t fired.” I wiped my face with the back of my hand. My mother handed me the dish towel, which was the correct response to a daughter who was crying at your stove. “I was let go. There’s a difference.” “What’s the difference?” “One of them includes a severance check.” “Did you get a severance check?” “No.” “Then.” “Okay,” I said. “I was fired.” She pulled out a chair at the round oak table we had eaten dinner at my entire life, sat me down, and set a glass of iced tea in front of me with the wedge of lemon pre-squeezed on the rim, which was the thing she had done for me since I was eight years old and which, against everything I believed about myself as a jaded urban sophisticate, unraveled me completely. I put my forehead down on the cool wood of the table. “I ruined my life,” I said, into the table. “You did not ruin your life.” “I wrote a piece about a CEO I shouldn’t have written a piece about.” “The man was a crook.” “The man had lawyers, Mother. A crook with lawyers is just a wealthy person.” “Well.” She sat down across from me. I could hear her glasses clicking against her tea glass. “You’re home now.” I lifted my head half an inch. “I’m not home, Mom. I’m stopping here. There’s a difference.” “What’s the difference?” “One of them includes me still having a life in New York.” “Do you?” she said. Gently. My mother had a way of asking the most devastating questions in the voice she used to ask if you wanted a cookie. I put my face back down on the table. After a while, she said, “There was a big to-do at the country club last weekend.” “I don’t care about the country club.” “Someone fell in the pool.” “Mom.” “With all their clothes on.” “I’m not asking.” “It was Patricia Bellweather.” “I’m truly not asking, and yet.” “She claims she was pushed.” I lifted my head. My mother was looking at the ceiling with the particular elaborate innocence of a woman who has just laid a trap, baited it, and is now standing six feet away whistling. The corner of her mouth twitched. “God,” I said. “I missed you.” “I know.” “I’m still not staying.” “I know.” She stood up and went to the oven. “Dinner’s in fifteen minutes. Your room is made up. Dolly Parton has been sleeping in it, so there is going to be a negotiation, and you are going to lose.” I watched her move around the kitchen, and I thought, not for the first time and not for the last, that my mother was the kind of person who made everyone around her feel as though they were, in fact, going to be okay. It was a gift. It was possibly a curse. It was certainly the reason I was sitting at her kitchen table instead of a bar in Brooklyn, explaining to the bartender why I was a tragedy. “Mom,” I said. “Mm.” “I need a story.” “That’s what I’ve been telling you. Patricia Bellweather, swimming pool, clothes, on —” “A real story. A magazine story. Something that’ll get me back.” She turned around. She had the oven mitts on and a glass casserole dish in her hands and the steam from the lasagna was curling up around her face, and she looked at me for a long moment with an expression I couldn’t read. “Well,” she said, finally. “You’re in the right place for that, I suppose.” “Am I?” She set the lasagna on the counter. “Grace,” my mother said, “this town has been sitting on more stories than the Library of Congress. You’ve just been too busy being angry at it to notice.” I thought about that. “Tell me about Patricia Bellweather,” I said. My mother smiled, pulled a knife from the block, and began to cut the lasagna.
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CHAPTER TWO
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I slept for fourteen hours. I woke at ten in the morning to the sound of a lawnmower and the particular late-spring sunlight that comes through a bedroom window when the curtains are the ones your mother picked out in 1997 and which you were, as a teenager, absolutely certain were a hate crime against you personally. They were, in fact, covered in small blue flowers. They still were. Nothing in this room had changed. There was still a poster of Joni Mitchell on the wall. There was still a photograph, pinned to the corkboard over the desk, of me and Margot Chen at sixteen, dressed as a pair of extremely committed flappers for reasons I could no longer reconstruct. There was still a paperback of The Bell Jar on the nightstand, which at thirty-two made me want to reach back through time and give my younger self a firm talking-to about how sometimes a book should stay at the library. Dolly Parton was sleeping on my feet. The negotiation had, as predicted, been lost. I stared at the ceiling for a while. I am thirty-two years old and I am waking up in my childhood bedroom under a comforter my mother bought during the first Bush administration. This thought, instead of being the depressing punchline I expected it to be, settled into me gently. It just sat there, like Dolly Parton. Here we are, it said. Here we absolutely are. I got up. I showered. I stole one of my mother’s T-shirts, because my own clothes were still in boxes in the car, and the one I grabbed said MILLBROOK COUNTY PUBLIC LIBRARY: SHH in a font that was doing absolutely no work to hide that it had been made in 1984. I put on jeans. I put on sneakers. I looked at my reflection in the mirror and thought: You look like you belong here, and then I thought, You are going to need to fix that before you leave the house. I did not fix it. I put on a little mascara out of principle and went downstairs. My mother had left a note on the counter. The note said, Gone to the library. There is coffee. There are muffins from Dot’s. Go get your own lunch. I love you. Mom. P.S. The car is making that sound. P.P.S. Talk to Dennis at the garage. He owes me. The sound. Right. I had forgotten about the sound. I drank the coffee. I ate a muffin, which was from Dot’s, which meant it was as good as anything that had ever happened to me, and I had a small but real moment of emotion about it that I refused to examine. Then I put on my mother’s sunglasses — because my own were somewhere between Delaware and regret — and I walked down to the square. This was a mistake, but it was the kind of mistake you have to make in order to understand the size of it. Here is the thing about small towns that the people who live in them will never tell you, because they have been there too long to see it: a small town is a surveillance state run by volunteers. In a city, you can spend thirty years in the same neighborhood and not know the name of the woman in 4B. In Millbrook, by the time I reached the end of my mother’s block, three people had waved at me from porches, one man had shouted well look who it is from across a lawn, and an elderly woman I did not recognize had rolled her window down at a stop sign and said, Grace Montgomery, I knew your grandmother, in a tone that suggested this had been a feud. I smiled. I waved. I kept walking. I could feel the information traveling. Behind me, phones were coming out of pockets. Texts were going out. Grace Montgomery is back. Eleanor’s daughter is back. The one in New York. The one who wrote that thing. The thin one, from the library, you remember. In about an hour, by the time I reached the coffee place on the square, the news would have taken up a full three-person booth at the diner and a group thread called something like GIRLS OF MILLBROOK 1990, and by lunchtime, my return would be a thing. And the worst part, the absolute worst part, was that this was a skill I envied. I had spent a decade in New York trying to get people to notice my work. In Millbrook it took me eleven minutes to become news. The coffee shop was called, against all odds and all better judgment, Bean There, Done That. It had been opened four years ago by a woman named Jessie who had moved here from Asheville and who had, the first week of operations, painted over the original sign — a fact that I knew because my mother had, at the time, dedicated an entire phone call to my education on the topic. I had not known, or cared, about a coffee shop in Millbrook. Nevertheless the information had entered my brain and lived there. I pushed open the door. Every head in the place turned. Now look, I have been to this rodeo before. I have sat on the F train next to a man conducting an argument with himself about postmodernism and not lost my composure. I have gone to a dinner party at which the hostess announced, over the entrée, that she had slept with my boyfriend, and I finished the entrée and complimented the entrée and left both her and the boyfriend and never spoke to either of them again. I am a professional. But there is no preparation for walking into a coffee shop in your hometown and having seven grown adults simultaneously stop talking mid-sentence. “Oh my God,” said a woman at the counter. “Grace Montgomery.” “Hi,” I said. “It’s Ashley.” She took off her sunglasses and put them on top of her head. “Ashley Weber.” “Ashley,” I said, too brightly. “Of course.” I had no memory of Ashley Weber. “We had geometry together.” Ashley Weber had an expectant face, a face that was absolutely waiting to be recognized. “Mrs. Paulson. I used to braid your hair during the proofs.” “Oh my God,” I said, and now I did remember her, in flashes — a blonde ponytail, a pencil stuck through it, the word corresponding murmured into my shoulder — and the remembering was so instantaneous and so physical that I felt briefly like I had traveled in time. “Ashley.” “Are you here for long?” “I’m not sure.” “Are you —” She glanced past me, toward the counter, and then dropped her voice. “Are you here because of Victoria?” I had no idea who Victoria was. “Vic— “ “Oh, of course you wouldn’t know yet.” She leaned closer. She had the particular hot-eyed expression of a person about to deliver excellent gossip. “Victoria Ashford has gone missing.” The young woman behind the counter — who was not Jessie, who was a teenager with a nose ring and the professional dead eyes of a person currently being paid fourteen dollars an hour to listen to adults gossip — sighed audibly. “She has not gone missing, Miss Weber. She went to Nashville.” “Without telling anyone?” “Maybe she didn’t want to tell you.” “Jordyn.” “Miss Weber, I swear to God.” Ashley turned back to me. “Nobody’s seen her for three days. The country club is in an uproar. Margaret Sinclair has been calling people. Roger has been calling people. There’s a mood.” “A mood,” I said. “You know how it is.” I did, in fact, know how it was. I did not know who Victoria Ashford was, but I knew the was, the way in small towns a particular kind of woman of a particular age is spoken of. A matriarch. A person. Victoria was a name that would belong to someone who owned something, and who reminded people of it at Christmas parties. “I would love a latte,” I said to Jordyn the barista. “Bless you,” said Jordyn the barista, with feeling. Ashley Weber, who was the kind of person who would use a silver-tray hint as a coaster, followed me to the pickup counter. “My cousin Keith saw her Thursday on 412, heading south. She wasn’t stopping for anything. He tried to wave her down at the light. She went right through the light, Grace. She ran the light. She has never run a light. She’s been chair of the Safety Committee for twenty-two years.” I took my latte from Jordyn, who mouthed I’m sorry at me, which I took as a gesture of solidarity between women and very nearly tipped her twenty dollars. “Ashley,” I said. “It was so nice to see you.” “Oh, you too, oh my God. Text me? I’m in Kylie Raymer’s mom’s group —” “I don’t have Kylie Raymer’s number.” “That’s okay, I’ll have my sister find yours — “ I left. I walked out into the sunshine. I stood on the sidewalk with my latte in my hand and I looked up at the sky and I experienced, for one long moment, the particular kind of vertigo that comes from being absolutely, biologically certain that you are going to be a topic of conversation in every single house on your street by dinner. And then — because I am who I am, and because there is a kind of brain I happen to have — the other thing started. She ran a light, I was thinking. Who runs a light in a town of seven thousand people at thirty miles an hour, heading south. What is south of here. What was she running from. Three days, Ashley had said. Nobody’s seen her for three days. I crossed the square and sat down on the bench by the gazebo and I drank my latte. A squirrel watched me from the base of the Civil War monument with the unimpressed eyes of a creature who had seen many women sit on this bench with lattes and attempt to think. I don’t want a story here, I thought. I want to go back to my mother’s house and eat another muffin and feel sorry for myself. That lasted roughly six minutes. Then I took out my phone and I opened the notes app and I typed: *VICTORIA ASHFORD. Ran a light. South on 412. 3 days gone. WHY.* I looked at it. I deleted it. I typed it again, because the first version had been clean and the second version was the kind of thing I would want to see when I opened my notes app at two in the morning and pretended I hadn’t started working. I put my phone away. I drank my latte. I let my face, for one brief moment, do the thing it does when I am interested in something — a thing Margot used to call my shark face, which I found offensive, because sharks are beautiful. Across the square, coming out of the Gazette offices, was a woman I recognized. She had the same enormous purse and the same cloud of hairspray she had been using since approximately the Carter administration. She saw me. She froze. She lifted one finger to her chin. Her mouth made a shape that I knew, without needing to read lips, was my first and last name. It was Priscilla Carmichael, who had written the Gazette’s society column since before I was born, and who now had one of two choices: come over to me, or race back to her office to tell everyone I was here. She did both. She came over and she told me she had to run back to her office. “Grace Montgomery.” “Miss Carmichael.” “Prissy, honey, you know that. Look at you. Look at you. How long have you been in town?” “Less than a day.” “And you’re already sitting on the square.” “I think my mother would disown me if I weren’t.” “Eleanor. Oh, that woman.” Prissy adjusted her purse. Her eyes, which were the precise color and eagerness of a cocker spaniel’s, darted around my face. “Now, listen. I have exactly two minutes. I’m on a deadline. But I cannot let you leave without me telling you —” “Victoria Ashford,” I said. Prissy’s entire face changed. It was a remarkable thing to watch. She went from delight to calculation in about a quarter-second. She sat down on the bench beside me without asking. She put her enormous purse on the ground between her feet. “You’ve heard,” she said, quietly. “I’ve heard she’s missing.” “She is not missing. A person who is missing is somebody who disappears. A person who packs a suitcase and lies to her husband about where she’s going and withdraws — and I am going to tell you something, Grace, and you cannot print this — withdraws fourteen thousand dollars from the Fidelity branch on Route 6 at nine in the morning on a Thursday, is not missing. She is gone. And there is a difference.” I looked at Prissy Carmichael. Prissy Carmichael looked at me. “I thought you said you had two minutes,” I said. Prissy Carmichael sat back and she folded her hands in her lap and she smiled the private, delighted smile of a woman who has been, all her life, a little smarter than people gave her credit for, and she said: “Oh, honey. For you? I have all afternoon.” The squirrel, on the Civil War monument, tilted his head. I felt, against my will, the first tiny spark of the thing I had come here to find.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Margot Chen had been my best friend since the seventh grade, when her family moved to Millbrook from Raleigh and she walked into Mrs. Howell’s Language Arts class wearing a T-shirt that said I READ BANNED BOOKS and I fell in love with her on the spot. She had been, for four years of my adolescence, the only person in this town who understood what I meant when I said things — the only person who laughed at my jokes without first checking to see whether she was supposed to — and for four years of my early twenties, the only person who checked on me when I wouldn’t answer my phone. Margot had stayed in Millbrook. Margot had married a man named Ben Holloway who ran his family’s orchard out past the Sinclair farm, and Margot had, against everything I would have once bet money on, turned out to be annoyingly, radiantly happy. She came flying across the diner when I walked in. “YOU,” she said, and hugged me so hard I thought she might have dislocated something small in my back. “YOU. YOU IDIOT. YOU DIDN’T TELL ME.” “I just got in yesterday.” “YOU DIDN’T TELL ME BEFORE.” “Margot.” “Grace.” She pulled back. She was wearing a linen shirt and she had a pen stuck through her bun and she was tanner than the last time I had seen her, from working in the orchard, and she was grinning at me with her entire face. “Let me look at you,” she said. “Please don’t.” “You look terrible.” “Thanks.” “I mean it. In a hot way. Terrible in a hot way. You look like Joan Didion on a bender.” “Joan Didion didn’t go on benders.” “Grace. Joan Didion was a five-foot-two woman who weighed eighty pounds and lived on vodka and Coca-Cola. Joan Didion was always on a bender. It was a lifestyle.” “I’ve missed you.” “You should have. Sit down. I’ve ordered for us.” “You ordered before I got here?” “I’ve known what you wanted to eat since 2008, Grace. Sit down.” I sat down. The diner was the diner. The diner had been the diner since my father was a boy. It had red vinyl booths and a long counter and a menu that had been laminated so many times it was starting to curl at the edges like a dead leaf, and it had a jukebox that had been broken for at least eighteen years and which the owner, a man named Pete, refused to either fix or remove on the grounds that it was part of the aesthetic. The aesthetic was working. Three old men at the counter turned around in unison to look at me, assessed me for a long, leisurely moment, and then turned back around in unison to return to their conversation, which had been and would continue to be about hay. Margot caught my eye. “They’ll get to you. They’re warming up.” “I’m aware.” “How’s your mother?” “Alarmingly pleased I’m here.” “Oh, she’s thrilled, Grace. I saw her at the farmer’s market on Saturday and she was vibrating.” “You could have told me she was vibrating.” “She swore me to secrecy. She said — and I quote — I do not want to put a single ounce of additional pressure on that child, and then she proceeded to buy an entire flat of strawberries, because she thought you might want jam.” I put my face in my hands. “Oh, don’t do that,” Margot said. “Don’t do the face-hands thing. It’s going to make you cry and then one of the hay men is going to ask if I’m the reason, and then I’ll have to spend the rest of my life establishing that I was not the reason, and we can’t afford that, Grace, we have limited time.” “I don’t have limited time. I have unlimited time. That’s the problem.” “No, sweetie, the problem is that you had too much time in the wrong place, and now you’re back here, where we know what to do with you.” I looked at her through my fingers. “Don’t start,” I said. “I was warming up. There’s a difference.” Pete’s wife came over with two plates. One was a Cobb salad with the dressing on the side. The other was a cheeseburger, a pile of fries, a side salad, a pickle, and a vanilla milkshake. The cheeseburger was set down in front of Margot. The Cobb salad was set down in front of me. “What,” I said. “I told you,” Margot said, picking up her burger. “I know what you want.” “This is a Cobb salad.” “Yes.” “I did not come back to Tennessee to eat a Cobb salad, Margot.” “You came back to Tennessee, Grace, because you have been eating nothing but stress and whatever that thing is that comes in the plastic sleeve at the bodega, and if I put a cheeseburger in front of you right now you would cry into it, and then I would feel guilty, and then I would give you half of mine, and I’m not in the mood to be generous today. Eat the salad.” “God, I love you.” “I know.” I ate the salad. I ate it fast, because it turned out I was hungry, and because Margot was right about the plastic sleeve, and because there is an absolutely specific miracle that happens when someone who loves you puts exactly the correct lunch in front of you at exactly the correct moment. The hay men at the counter got to me after three minutes. You Eleanor’s girl? one of them said. Yes, sir. You’re thin. Yes, sir, I’ve been informed. Eat your lunch. Yes, sir. They turned back around. “See,” said Margot. “That was the shortest version. You got off easy.” “I felt seen.” “You were seen. That’s the point.” I pushed the lettuce around my plate. The diner smelled like bacon. The jukebox, silent and beautiful, glowed in the corner. Outside the window, a man was unloading produce from a truck, and the truck said WHITMORE on the side, and I watched the name slide past, and I thought, for no reason I could have articulated at the time, Whitmore. “Margot.” “Mm.” “Tell me about Victoria Ashford.” Margot froze with a french fry halfway to her mouth. Then she laid the french fry down on her plate, very carefully, the way someone might lay down an object that had become a piece of evidence, and she looked at me with an expression I recognized from our entire shared history. “Oh no,” she said. “Oh, Grace Montgomery. Oh, absolutely not.” “What.” “You have the face.” “What face?” “The face. Grace. I have known you since 1998. You have a face. It is the face you made when you thought Tracy Lindstrom was stealing from the honor society bake sale. It is the face you made when you thought Mr. Meyer was having an affair with the assistant principal, which, by the way, you were correct about, but at the time, Grace, at the time you were nineteen and it was not our business. Oh, my God. You’ve been home for one day.” “I haven’t even been home for one day. I haven’t been home for twenty-four hours.” “Grace.” “A woman has been gone for four days and everybody in town is pretending it’s fine.” “Nobody’s pretending it’s fine. Everybody’s talking about it. The whole town is talking about it. You know who else is talking about it. The whole town. That’s our job. That’s what we do here. We have a gossip infrastructure, Grace. Victoria Ashford has been processed through it four times already. She’s on version four. By the weekend she’ll be on version six.” “But nobody’s doing anything.” “That is because there is nothing to do. Victoria Ashford is a sixty-five-year-old woman with a husband she doesn’t love and a son she doesn’t respect and fourteen thousand dollars, Grace, fourteen thousand dollars cash, that she withdrew from her own account of her own accord —” “You heard about the fourteen thousand.” “I heard about the fourteen thousand before you heard about the fourteen thousand. I have been hearing about the fourteen thousand since Saturday morning at eight a.m., when Deirdre at the Fidelity called my mother-in-law. So yes, honey, I have heard about the fourteen thousand. I have heard about the fourteen thousand in a dream.” I sat back. Margot watched me. Her eyes were the specific dark color they went when she was about to say something kind. “Grace,” she said. “You just got here. Can you please, for one single week, just eat some lunch and sleep and let your mother take care of you, before you start trying to solve a mystery that is not a mystery.” “It might be a mystery.” “It is not a mystery. Rich woman runs away. That has been happening since the Book of Genesis. You are watching a rerun.” “Then why does Prissy Carmichael look like she’s sitting on something.” “Prissy Carmichael looks like that when she knows what somebody got for their birthday. Prissy Carmichael invented sitting on something. Prissy Carmichael is a human whoopee cushion, Grace.” I laughed. I couldn’t help it. And once I laughed, Margot laughed, and then we were both laughing, and the hay men turned around again, and one of them said, Good to have you back, Grace, and I said, Thank you, sir, and we went back to our lunch like civilized people. “I missed you,” I said, quietly. Margot reached across the table and squeezed my hand. “I know, you idiot.” “Don’t make me come to dinner at your in-laws.” “I am absolutely going to make you come to dinner at my in-laws. Ben’s mother has been asking for you for two years. She has a specific dish she wants to make.” “Oh God.” “It’s a casserole, Grace.” “Oh God.” “You’re coming.” “Fine.” “And Grace.” “What.” “Eat the salad. And then drink the milkshake. Because we are going to the country club tomorrow.” I paused with my fork in the air. “We are,” I said. “Yes.” “Why.” “Because Ben’s uncle is the treasurer, and because they’re having a memorial luncheon for Victoria Ashford’s absence, which is insane, a memorial luncheon for a living person who is merely on a road trip, insane, it is insane, which is why we are going, Grace, because you are about to get fed a truly large quantity of local gossip in air-conditioning and I did not go to cheerleading camp for four years so I could let you miss it.” I looked at her. Margot was smiling at me. It was the smile she had been smiling since she was thirteen years old. It was the smile of a woman who had always, always been in my corner, and who was, at this exact moment, in my corner again, and who had, somehow, without me asking, arranged a way for me to do my job. “Okay,” I said. “Yes. Okay.” “Also Ben’s uncle is going to be there.” “I don’t care about Ben’s uncle.” “And Danny.” “Danny?” “Martinez.” “Danny Martinez?” Margot looked down at her milkshake. “He’s a detective now.” “Danny Martinez, who I used to buy weed from in the parking lot of the Sonic, is a detective.” “Grace. He’s good at it.” I watched Margot. Margot was suddenly very busy with her straw. “Margot Chen Holloway,” I said, slowly. “Is there something I should know.” “Don’t.” “Margot.” “He’s married to his job, Grace, he works all the time, and he’s been divorced for six months, and I am happily married, happily, I am a happily married woman, and we are going to stop this conversation right here.” “Have you considered —” “Grace Annalise Montgomery, I will pour this milkshake on your head.” “Okay.” I ate the rest of my salad. Margot ate the rest of her burger. We did not, by unspoken and necessary agreement, talk about Danny Martinez again for the rest of the meal. But I had filed it. I had filed it under Margot, and under milkshake, and under the face Margot made when she mentioned his name, and I stored the file in the part of my brain that I had, for years, tried not to listen to, and which had almost always turned out to be right. When we left the diner, the squirrel from the monument was now, somehow, on the diner awning, where it was engaged in a loud disagreement with a second squirrel. Margot looked up at them. She said, without looking at me: “It’s going to be very nice to have you back, Grace.” “I’m not back.” “I know.” “I’m just stopping here.” “I know, sweetie.” She linked her arm through mine. We walked back to the square together, past the bookstore that was now also a wine store, past the Gazette where Prissy Carmichael was presumably composing a column, past the coffee shop where Ashley Weber was presumably still telling strangers what my name was, and I thought: Okay. Okay, fine. Just for the story. Just for the story.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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The Millbrook Country Club was built in 1954 by a man named Horton Ashford, who was Victoria’s father-in-law, and who had decided one summer that Millbrook was the kind of town that needed a country club and, further, that he was the kind of man who ought to have one. The result was a sprawling white building with columns that had no structural reason for their columnness, a long curving driveway lined with crepe myrtles, and a sign out front that said, in a font somebody had chosen in the Eisenhower administration, THE MILLBROOK CLUB. It did not say country club. Country clubs, as a class of institution, did not admit that they were country clubs. They were simply clubs, in the country, with a particular sort of people in them, and if you did not know the difference, then you were not a person who had been going to need to know. I had been inside the Millbrook Club exactly twice in my life. Once, at thirteen, for a wedding I had attended as Margot’s guest, and during which I had — under circumstances I did not, at thirty-two, feel any obligation to explain to anybody — thrown up in an enormous potted fern. And once, at seventeen, at a dance that had been held there as a grim concession to prom season, at which I had spent the entire evening in a bathroom stall reading a paperback of The Handmaid’s Tale with a look on my face that had, apparently, been memorable to an entire generation of Millbrook girls. I was not excited to be making my third appearance. “Stop making that face,” Margot said. “I’m not making a face.” “You’re making a face, Grace. You look like you’re about to bite somebody.” “I’m observing.” “Observe with your face relaxed.” She reached over in the passenger seat and, with an affection that came uninvited from the long years of our shared adolescence, pressed her thumb against the crease between my eyebrows. It was the thing she had done in high school, when I was sullen, which had been often. I let her do it. The crease, I suspected, did not un-crease. She had picked me up at noon in a dress the color of ripe peaches. I was in the only dress I had been able to find in my bags that was not wrinkled beyond the grace of God, which was a navy sheath that I had bought for a funeral in 2019. Margot had looked at me in the navy sheath when I opened the door. She had said, Oh, sweetie. Then she had said, You’re going to wear my earrings, and she had produced from her purse a pair of small gold hoops, and she had put them in my ears as though I were a child getting ready for school, and I had, with great dignity, not cried. We pulled up the drive. “Remember,” Margot said, parking. “Easy. Easy. We are a pair of old friends having lunch at my husband’s uncle’s club. You are not working. You are not investigating. You are a guest.” “Margot, I can behave.” She gave me a look that I could have identified across continents — the look that said I have known you for twenty years and I trust you to behave for approximately the amount of time it would take a cat to notice a laser pointer. “Just eat the chicken salad,” she said. “I will eat the chicken salad.” We went inside. The Millbrook Club, at noon on a Wednesday in May, was the sort of scene you would film if you were making a prestige television series about the last gasp of a disappearing America. Old women in pastels. Old men in navy blazers. Grandmothers who had been debutantes in the same year and who had, every year since, watched each other’s hips and hairlines with the careful assessment of an enemy state. Waiters in white coats. A long buffet. A string quartet in the corner that, upon closer inspection, was a string trio plus a recording, because apparently the cellist had broken a wrist and in this town you did not simply replace a cellist, you waited. Margot waved at several people. I smiled at several people. Margot said, You remember Grace, don’t you, Mrs. Ellington, and Mrs. Ellington said, Why, Eleanor’s girl, I remember your christening, which was a sentence I was forty percent sure was not true but which I was not going to argue with. A woman I had never met in my life hugged me around the waist. A different woman I had never met in my life told me she was praying for my father, which alarmed me until I realized she meant in the general sense of a Baptist woman praying for all men, and not in the specific sense that my father had done something requiring prayer. Possibly. I did not ask. “There,” Margot murmured. “Ten o’clock. The corner table by the windows.” I looked. The corner table was full. It was the best table in the room — the one with the view out over the golf course and the eighteenth green — and it had been arranged, with obvious intention, so that anyone walking into the dining room would see the people sitting at it within the first eight seconds of their entrance. It held six people. I had an education to receive. “On the left,” Margot said, under her breath, as we drifted toward the buffet. “With the pearls. That’s Margaret Sinclair. Victoria’s oldest friend, runs the Women’s Garden Committee, basically has a key to every drawer in this town. She is the single most organized person in Millbrook. Do not underestimate her. Do not lie to her, because she will know. Do not praise her azaleas, because she will know if you can actually tell an azalea from a hydrangea, and you
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