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THE CAR BEGINS TO SHAKE. I PUSH MY FOOT DOWN on the accelerator, but nothing happens. The engine quiets, and I begin to coast.

“Not now, not now,” I chant under my breath. It had to happen on today of all days.

I steer the car to the side of the road as it shudders to a halt, then turn the engine off. I look up. “You have an impeccable sense of timing, you know.” I press my hands to my face and smell my lemon-scented moisturizer. Deep breaths. Stay calm. Stay calm. Just think, and you’ll get out of this in no time. You won’t be late. I pull my hands down.

I could call AAA, but they aren’t exactly known for speed. I squint through the windshield, trying to read the signs down the deserted side street. There. At the end of the block. That looks like a Shell. Problem solved.

I push the door open, then step out and smooth my wool skirt down. I unbutton my suit jacket and toss it onto the front seat. I bet if I just wait here long enough someone will stop and help me. It’s the South. People are friendly here. I glance at my watch.

Okay, forget it. No time for that. I look down the street. It’s all downhill, but no sidewalks. I begin to make my way to the Shell station, as quickly as possible. I knew I shouldn’t have worn heels today. Thankfully, the street is empty, so no one can see my humiliation: sweating like a pig, hobbling down the road in a suit, running late on the most important day of my life.

The stems of my stilettos sink into the hot Southern muck, but I press on. At last, my heels touch the gas station’s concrete driveway. I walk over to the dingy little shop and blot the beads of sweat on my forehead.

Inside, there are a few ancient bags of Fritos and air fresheners for sale, and a mechanic with a handlebar mustache balances on a stool, his wide paunch resting on his thighs. The name patch sewn on his stained shirt says “Sonny.”

“Darlin’?” He looks up from a crossword book. What’s he been eating, inflated basketballs?

Emily Post says that if someone addresses you inappropriately, you should address him very formally in return and he’ll follow your lead. Darlin’. The nerve.

“Sir,” I say, smiling politely. “There seems to be a problem with my car. It’s just up the road there. Is there any chance—”

“Ed!”

I jump at the volume of Sonny’s voice.

“Ed!” he screams again, and a slack-jawed twenty-something appears in the little shop.

“Go on up the road a piece and see what’s wrong with this nice lady’s car. It’s a…” Sonny looks at me, and I realize I need to chime in.

“It’s a champagne, erhm, gold-colored Lexus.”

Ed nods and strolls out the front door at a leisurely pace.

“Thank you,” I call after him, then slip outside to call Gerard. He’s going to have to come and get me if I’m going to make it to my meeting on time.

It’s the first meeting of my new company, my new start in life. I’m the owner. What kind of precedent does it set if I’m not there at least fifteen minutes earlier than everyone else? And I told Ellie I’d see her there at four o’clock sharp. Technically Ellie is the co-owner—but let’s face it, I’m obviously the one in charge. It was my idea to open a catering company. I’m the one with the viable business model. I’m the one who came up with the name Divine Foods. I have to be there.

I never would have thought of opening a catering company, but six months ago, I made an awful mistake, and Olivia Jackson was there to love every last minute of it. It was the Junior League’s annual Atlanta Heart Gala Valentine’s Day fund-raiser for the American Heart Association. The Heart Gala is a formal ball with top-dollar tickets. It’s a lot of fun, but also a notorious mathematical challenge, as half of the proceeds pay for the following year’s party, while the other half goes to fight heart disease. I was in charge this year and knew I needed to hire a lot of help for very little money. I found the hotel ballroom and negotiated the rental fee down. I ordered the engraved invitations on cream cards six weeks in advance and brokered a reduced rate through one of Gerard’s coworkers’ wives. But I couldn’t find a caterer who could give me what I was looking for—delicious, unique food with no hassle at a bargain-basement rate. I must have called every caterer in town before settling for Food Inc., who, despite their boring name, managed to create some interesting hors d’oeuvres during my tasting appointment. Unfortunately, they showed up two hours late to the gala that night. I had the cream of the Atlanta social crop teetering around the dance floor tipsy or worse because they had no food in their stomachs. And they overcooked the sea bass and used dark meat in the chicken salad. I could have died of embarrassment. Plus they had to set up in plain view while Olivia Jackson and her crew looked on and gawked.

As I signed Food Inc.’s enormous check that night, I knew in my gut I could have done a better job, and for less money. After all, I had the unique combination of skills that would make me a very successful caterer: I like to entertain, I have a knack for gourmet cooking, I’m organized, and I can write an award-winning business plan, thanks to my past life.

I had always intended to go back to work when Martha and Agnes got a little older, but up until that moment, I assumed that I would head back to the banking world. Once I got the idea for Divine Foods, though, it just wouldn’t go away. I knew it was a good idea. I could feel it in my bones.

So the last six months have been a mad scramble. Gerard was supportive when I brought the idea to him, and I went to the bank where I used to work and applied for a small business loan. The more I thought about it, the more perfect it seemed. It’s not like my banking career was really working out, once little Martha came into the picture. You can name your baby after Martha Stewart, but that doesn’t mean she will conduct herself like a domestic goddess. My little Martha was never poised or in control, and she tended to spit up on Mommy’s best new suit moments before I left the house. And then there was the day in the board meeting when I looked into my briefcase only to discover that I had accidentally grabbed Martha’s diaper bag. When it came time for my presentation, the only handouts I had were baby wipes. After a year of struggling to make it all come together, I finally threw in the towel and decided to stay home, vowing to someday return.

But to have my own business? Would that be better? At least I could set my own hours and spend as much time as possible with Martha and Agnes.

And as far as I could tell, there was only one drawback. A minor one. A teeny-tiny one, I told Gerard. So I knew nothing about running a catering business. So what? And I don’t even really know how to cook for large groups. And I certainly didn’t know enough to make us the premier caterer for upscale Atlanta parties. But I prayed and thought of the solution. I ran an advertisement in the Atlanta Journal-Constitution. I figured I’d fix this problem like I always had. I would hire help.

The first person I hired was Daisy, the renowned pastry chef at Seeger’s, a sleek modern restaurant just a few blocks from where I live. The desserts there were fantastic. In fact, I was a little too familiar with them, as my growing waistline could attest. I called Daisy as soon as she sent her résumé in. When she showed up to her interview, I was a little put off by her leather pants, and, well, by her thick accent. As a native Atlantan, I have a slow, even drawl, whereas Daisy, from a small town in rural Georgia, sounds like someone straight out of Deliverance. But her warmth and eagerness won me over. I decided to give her a shot.

Cate was the next to be hired, and I knew from the second I met her that she was right for us. Her background was in interior design, but she was looking to make a change. A quarter-life crisis, I suspected. But she was organized and her portfolio was impeccable, and I decided that she could handle booking the parties, decorating the tables, and developing themes. I hired her on the spot.

Ellie was another story. Ellie Howell-Routledge, that is. Within the first few minutes of our interview, I figured out who she was. How did I miss it when I first saw her name? I began to plan my exit immediately. I needed to get away from her, fast. But she was determined not to let me get a word in edgewise. She was tough, and normally I’d like that, but not with her. I said I’d be in touch.

A week later, she was in touch with me. I tried to put her off. We were still making decisions, I said. We weren’t sure. The truth was, I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t face her every single day, make canapés together, and play nice. And what was worse, she seemed to have no idea about our history. I hung up the phone with a snap.

Two days later she showed up at my door.

I reluctantly ushered her into my living room, cursing good old-fashioned Southern etiquette. But the more she talked, the more I realized that she was exactly the sort of person I needed to hire. She was the wealthy daughter of the esteemed Howell clan of Atlanta, an African-American power family that has included a few state senators and even a governor over the years. They were always a good family to hit up for the Junior League fundraisers. And she was qualified: she studied for three years at Le Cordon Bleu, and even earned the coveted Grand Diplôme there. Then she met her husband, an old classmate of mine, and never got the chance to open the French restaurant she had always dreamed of. But now her twins were in kindergarten, and she was bored being home all day. She saw this as her big chance.

Then she handed me a check. How big? A Howell family kind of big. My jaw hit the floor.

“I like you. I want to be partners. I want to own half of the company. Is this check sufficient?” she said.

I swallowed. I could really give her an earful after what she did to me, and probably no one would have blamed me, and yet Divine Foods really did need more seed money. This would mean we’d be off to a great start. Should I let bygones be bygones? Stop playing the fiddle after all these years?

I almost told her I couldn’t do it. But then I thought of my girls. I want the world for them, and I want them to know that they can do, and be, anything. I thought about what it would mean to my personal happiness to have a job again, to feel like I was doing something that mattered. I knew God was calling me to do this.

“This is plenty. Actually, make it out for five thousand less, and we’ll have gone in evenly. That seems fair.”

Ellie eyed me carefully. Her dark hair was pulled back into a sleek bun, and the tailored slacks on her thin frame made her look like a model. “You need me, you know.”

“I know. You’re going to be head chef,” I said.

“I understand that. And all decisions are made with both of our approval. Got it?”

A small part inside me twitched. I hadn’t envisioned sharing my dream with someone. Gerard let me run our household like my little organized kingdom. Could I really learn to work with someone fifty-fifty?

I looked down at the check again.

“Of course,” I said, nodding. “We’re partners now.”

“I think we both need this. We’ll work well together,” she said, smiling confidently.

I forced a smile back. This woman had no idea what she did to me. How on earth will this work? “I’m sure you’re right.”

         

It seems like hours later when Ed saunters back into the little shop. He walks right past me to report back to Sonny. I follow him into the shop to hear what’s going on. Ed glances at me nervously and then whispers in Sonny’s ear. Sonny’s eyebrows reach for the ceiling and he whispers something back to Ed.

“Oh, brother,” I say, rolling my eyes. “I’m right here. Just tell me what’s wrong with the car.” I put a hand on my hip and level my eyes at them. This used to make the men at the bank run for cover.

Sonny sighs and eases onto his feet. “Sweetheart, you got a real problem here with your car.”

I flare my nostrils. Forget Emily Post. “I’m not all that sweet, actually.”

“Pardon?”

“I’m not really a sweetheart.”

Sonny eyes me like I’m a lunatic. “Well—”

“Or a darlin’. I’m Josephine Vann. And I’d just like to get my car fixed and go. I’m sure you understand.”

He furrows his brow at me and stares at my hands, which are tapping out a nervous beat against the blue plastic counter.

“Ma’am”—he pauses to make sure I won’t add this to my list of names I refuse to be called. I smile at him.

“Ma’am, can I have your husband’s number?” He gestures at my wedding ring. “You got a problem with your car, and I need to talk to him about it.”

“You can tell me about it. It just so happens I know a lot about cars.”

Sonny lets out a heavy sigh. Does he know I’m lying through my teeth? But really, there’s no sense in his calling Gerard. He doesn’t know a single thing about cars either. He “fixed” our ice dispenser with a paper towel last week, and now when the cubes in my glass melt, little pieces of paper float in my drink. I stare at Sonny, who is obviously not going to cave in on calling Gerard.

“I’m afraid I’m a widow,” I say, hanging my head and sniffling a little. I peek up with one eye at the mechanic, who is wincing at his mistake. “I guess you’ll just have to tell little ol’ me.”

         

Fifteen minutes later, Gerard has come to my rescue and I’ve got a new radiator on order. Of course, he nearly killed me when I said, “Thanks for picking me up, brother.” On the drive over to what will be Divine Foods’ headquarters, he treats me to a lecture about how old-timers don’t understand that calling a woman “darlin’” and “sugar pie” is offensive, but I bought that car with my own money. It’s just humiliating.

The small parking lot is empty when we pull up in front of the storefront.

“You’re amazing.” I give Gerard a quick kiss on the cheek and unlock my door.

“The best brother in the world,” he says. I laugh. “Call me when you’re ready to go home and I’ll come back.”

“Thank you.” I glance in the mirror one last time, grab my briefcase, hold my head up, then walk into the old Burger Barn and flip on the lights.

I guess it is kind of out of the way, I think, as I look around. I’m a native and even I have never been to this part of Atlanta. It does smell a little funny. But we can fix that. And it’s a bit dingy right now, I guess. But it’s an off-brand burger shack in a run-down strip mall. It was never meant to be fancy. The important thing is, it’s ours. I can’t wait to rip down the fading Burger Barn sign and replace it with tasteful black letters spelling out Divine Foods.

I take a deep breath, whisper a quick prayer, and begin to set up the folding chairs around the plastic card table I brought in yesterday. I want to get it all set up before the others arrive.

I have enough time to arrange my papers and set out a pot of coffee and cups before Cate’s blue Honda pulls up in front of the building. I watch as she slams the door and walks toward the storefront of the Burger Barn. She is wearing a knee-length black skirt and a pink silk shirt. Business casual. I look down at my overstarched business suit and smooth my skirt, biting my lip. Maybe I should have gone for the sweater set after all.

You’re the boss, Jo, I tell myself as Cate walks through the front door. Co-boss, I amend, as Ellie’s silver BMW pulls into the parking lot. I extend my hand to Cate, and she shakes it, smiling.

“Cate, so good to see you. And right on time. Just wonderful.”

“Thanks, Jo.” She smiles, looking around the dusty room. “So this is it?”

“It’s a work in progress.” I gesture to the chairs. “Why don’t you take a seat? The others should be here shortly. Have some coffee if you like.” She nods and places her purse down on the gritty floor next to her chair. She reaches for the coffee and pours it into a Styrofoam cup, carefully adding a splash of milk and one packet of sugar.

A few seconds later, Ellie opens the door and strides in, letting the door close slowly behind her. She’s wearing chinos and a collared shirt, and her hair is pulled back neatly. I brush my hair back behind my ear and extend my hand to her.

“It’s nice to see you, Ellie,” I say. She smiles warmly, then turns to Cate.

“I’m Ellie. I’m Jo’s business partner and head chef.”

“Good to meet you,” Cate says, shaking her new coworker’s hand. They begin to chat politely, and I wander over toward the window to see if the final member of our team is coming. I do like things to start on time. I hear Ellie mention her twins, and I check my watch. I should just sit down and join the conversation. Get to know my coworkers. I wander over and take a seat on a folding chair.

“And are you married, Cate?” Ellie asks, leaning forward. I gulp. Can’t she see Cate’s bare left hand?

“No,” Cate says, taking a deep breath. “Almost was, but then the loser dumped me. Men, right? Can lead a horse to the altar but can’t make him propose?”

Ellie laughs out loud, and I crack a smile too.

“I find that my husband, Mike, is a lot more like a stubborn old mule than a horse,” Ellie says, nodding, “so maybe you made out just fine.”

“I’m sure I did,” Cate says, shrugging. “He had hairy feet anyway.”

“And hey, you’re only, what, twenty-five?” I ask. Cate is very pretty, with long dark hair and big brown eyes. I’ll bet men are knocking down her door.

“I’m twenty-eight, which is to say I’m marital roadkill in this city, but I’m sure I’ll find some nice septuagenarian who is looking for someone just like me.”

“Breathing?” Ellie laughs.

“Exactly.” Cate nods. I can tell these two are going to get along just fine.

I look at my watch again. “I can’t imagine where Daisy might be.” I dig into my purse, and find my phone buried beneath a bag of Cheerios. “Aha! I have a voice mail. I’ll be right back. I’m sure this is her.”

I walk into the kitchen, imagining how good it will feel to rip up the brown and orange linoleum and put in black and white ceramic checkerboard flooring.

I put the phone to my ear and listen. The message isn’t from Daisy. As I listen my mouth falls open. My hands begin to clench into fists. I can’t believe he has the nerve…. I slam the phone shut and storm back into the main room.

Daisy stands up from where she and Cate are chatting like old friends. “Hi, Josephine. I’m so sorry I was held up. I’ve got a teenager, and they just have a mind of their own, you know.”

I look at Daisy in confusion. What is she talking about?

“Are you okay, Jo?” Ellie asks, gazing at me with concern. “You look upset.”

“I am upset,” I say as calmly as I can. I glance around at their scared faces, then I look down at my phone. And I can’t help it. I pitch my cell phone over my shoulder back into the kitchen. “I mean, why do I even try?” I ask as I watch it slide across the floor.

Daisy looks at me in disbelief and stifles a laugh. “Gosh, I’m real sorry, Josephine, um, Jo, um, may I call you Jo?”

“Oh, Daisy. Hi. Sorry. Sure. Call me Jo.”

Daisy smiles, starts to speak, but I cut her off.

“Just so long as you don’t call me ‘sweetie’ or ‘sugar-cakes’ or ‘honey’ or ‘darlin’,” I say, fuming. I begin to pace back and forth.

I know they’re all staring at me, but I’m just getting started.

“Or ‘little lady.’ I better throw that one in there too. No ‘little lady’ either.”

“Okay,” Daisy says, lowering herself into her chair. She looks around, and Ellie and Cate shrug.

“No pet names, no condescension, no more! I can’t take it anymore.” I plant my hands on my hips.

“Jo,” Cate says, “what happened?”

I stop and look back in the direction of the kitchen, then shake my head and sigh. I sit down on the empty chair. “I’m sorry, ladies. I’m, I’m not myself today.”

They watch me nervously.

“I just had a voice mail from the pastor at my church.” I look up. Daisy looks interested, Cate looks sympathetic, and Ellie just looks confused. Okay, maybe this story doesn’t exactly start off with the kind of catastrophe they expected. “There was an announcement in my church bulletin a few weeks ago that said they were looking for someone to handle the church finances. So I put in my résumé. I figured, I have a background in finance, and I could spare a few hours a week to help out. I’d be happy to do it, and I even had some ideas for how we could better allocate some funds to make our ministries more effective. So I called the pastor and volunteered. I just got his response,” I say and point to my phone, now lying on the floor in the kitchen. “He thanks me for my interest and tells me that they have decided it was too much to ask of a mother with young kids. It would require too much time away from the home.” I take a deep breath, looking around. “They gave it to this guy Walt, who knows nothing about finance. He’s a landscape architect.”

“Let me guess,” Ellie says, leaning forward in her chair.

“Walt has small children too?”

“Of course he does.” I roll my eyes and pour myself a cup of coffee. “The pastor did tell me that they are looking for Sunday school teachers if I’m interested in serving.”

Cate smiles wryly. “I’ll help you toilet-paper his house.”

Daisy laughs. “Me too. We’ll TP the jerk. I’m always trying to get my daughter Tiffany to go TPing with me.”

“Tiffany? Like the store?” Ellie says, her eyes lighting up.

Daisy lets out a loud guffaw. “Tiffany like the singer.” She laughs. “I was so into her I thought about following her around on tour, but then I got pregnant, so…”

I cough. Three heads swivel toward me. “No,” I say, shaking my head. “Toilet-papering his house lets him off too easily. I want real revenge.”

I hear Ellie gulp.

“What do you mean by ‘real revenge’?” Daisy asks nervously.

“If this turns into a murder-suicide thing, I’m out,” Cate says.

I shake my head. “I am going to use my business skills in a whole different way. And then he’ll see.”

Ellie breathes a little sigh of relief.

“So, welcome, ladies, to Divine Foods. My vision—”

“Our,” Ellie says, raising an eyebrow at me.

“Right,” I say. “Our vision, that is, Ellie’s and mine, is of a new kind of company.” I look around and nod. “One that allows us to really balance work and family life. We will work hard, and we will be good. I want this to be the best catering company in all of Atlanta.”

“I like the way this sounds,” Daisy says.

“This is a different kind of company. This is a woman’s company. Many of us have families.” I see Cate shuffling her feet, and continue quickly, “And all of us have lives outside of work.” I take a deep breath. “This is a company that will respect that. Rule number one of Divine Foods is that families come first. That means kids are welcome at work. Hours, except for actual parties we’re catering, are flexible. We all understand family emergencies,” I say, smoothing my hair with my hand.

“And we hope you’re with us,” Ellie says to Daisy and Cate.

I look around to see how they’re reacting to this. Daisy looks like she’s about to pee her pants.

“This is going to be so great. I’m crazy for food,” Daisy says, wiggling in her seat. She must be one of those people who babble when they’re nervous. “For me, it’s just like Dolly Parton said. ‘My weaknesses have always been food and men, in that order.’” She looks around, a broad smile on her face.

The room is silent. Ellie and Cate are looking at each other, and Ellie shrugs her shoulders slightly. Daisy doesn’t seem to notice, and starts right on in with a story about an ex-boyfriend who loved her Snickerdoodle Salad. I remind myself that Daisy is a world-class pastry chef. We need her.

Cate raises her hand tentatively.

“Rule number two,” I say, interrupting Daisy and looking at Cate pointedly, “is that there shall be no raising of hands. This is a democracy. We say what we feel. That’s what women do.”

“Amen,” Daisy says, getting into the spirit of things. She is practically bouncing up and down in her chair.

“Um,” Cate says. She waves a hand for our attention and then sits on it. She sighs. “In light of this being a cool, hippie commune and all—”

“This is so cool,” Daisy says and claps a little. “We’re going to change the world.”

Cate looks at her and smirks. World-class chef. World-class chef.

“Right, well, I know I just met you guys and everything,” Cate says, “but what do we think of the name of the company?”

I stare at Cate. “Divine Foods?” I look at Ellie. “It’s, it’s perfect, I think. Don’t you agree, Ellie?”

Ellie frowns at me. “Not so much.”

I feel my throat closing up. If Ellie had a problem with the name, she could have told me that at our first meeting. I told her the company was called Divine Foods. She didn’t say anything about it. “Well, I just thought we had an agreement that, given our clientele…”

“It’s kind of boring,” Ellie says.

For a moment, I can see myself throttling her.

“What is your concern, Cate?” Ellie asks.

My face is turning bright red. Cate hesitates.

Ellie touches my arm. “Jo, I think we really have to listen to Cate on this. She has a background in interior design, which is the art of bringing concepts to life.”

I take a deep breath and realize that I’m making a fool of myself. “Of course. Of course. It just took me off guard. I mean, we’re a different kind of company. We should all be excited about the name. We should all agree. No manly-man proclamations here at Div—” I’ve been calling it Divine Foods for so long now that it’s going to be hard to reprogram myself.

“So, Cate, what’s your thought?” Ellie asks.

Cate bites her lip. “I wonder if it could be a little more distinctive. It feels a little forgettable. Our company’s name has to be something that we can build an entire brand around.”

“Yeah, let’s think of something more fun,” Daisy says. I see her start doodling names immediately. “I love to name stuff. My daughter has two middle names. I almost went for three, but then that seemed like overkill.”

“But it needs to be classy,” I say and eye Daisy warily. Do these two have any idea who we will be catering for? I could arrange for them to sit in on a Junior League meeting and then they’d see. Divine Foods is exactly the kind of name that would appeal to the Junior League ladies.

Ellie nods. “Cate’s right. It needs to be more distinctive. Do we all agree?”

Everyone nods and then looks at me. I nod a little too. “Sure, of course. It’s a democracy after all.”

Ellie opens up a pad of paper and writes “Brainstorm” at the top. “Okay, let’s just start tossing ideas out, and I’ll keep track of them.”

“Elegant Foods,” I say and smile.

Ellie twirls her pen for a moment but then writes it down. “Um, Cate? Any ideas?” She looks at Cate desperately.

Cate gets up and begins pacing. “It’s Atlanta. So maybe we should do something with the peach?”

I shoot her a look. “There are probably ten peach-named caterers in this city already. Somebody get me the phone book, and I’ll show you.”

Daisy leans forward. “But what if we made it La Pêche Catering. You know, peach in French. If there’s one thing I learned at Seeger’s, it’s that food people love French words. It can’t be a chocolate croissant. Oh, no. It has to be a pain au chocolat.”

Ellie writes that down. “I kind of like La Pêche. It’s easy enough to say and spell. And Jo, you have to admit, it sounds upper-crusty.”

I wince and look at Ellie. I can tell she’s kidding, trying to get me to lighten up, but calling me and my friends “crusty” isn’t exactly the best way to do that. “Oh, um, yeah.” Divine Foods is still better. “I like it just fine,” I say. I feel myself coming around to it a little. It’s French, at least. There’s some cachet in that.

“No, no…” Cate says and sighs. She keeps pacing. “I usually have such a good sixth sense about these things. La Pêche is cute, but that’s just not us.”

Daisy screws up her face, thinking. “What if we tap into old Southern food traditions? My grandmother taught me practically everything I know in the kitchen. She was always shelling peas, boiling peanuts, baking biscuits, frying bacon, boiling greens, churning fresh butter—”

Daisy keeps going and going. I stare at her. She’s in a trance. She’ll keep talking if we don’t stop her.

“—crackin’ pecans, whippin’ meringues, putting up preserves—”

“Daisy!” I say a little too loudly, and she stops. I can see that Ellie is relieved that she stopped too. Daisy shrugs like I’m crazy, and then Cate stops pacing.

“No, I think Daisy might be right,” Cate says and sits down at the table. She takes Ellie’s pen and paper and roughly sketches out an old-fashioned Mason jar while we all crowd around her. This is it? A jar?

“Okay, it’s rough, right, but this is one of those iconic pieces of Southern cuisine. The Mason jar. You know, full of fresh preserves? Or jelly?”

I cross my arms over my chest. “We’re going to call ourselves Mason Jar of Preserves?” La Pêche is sounding better and better. I can live with La Pêche.

Cate is expertly drawing a little calling card with a cute jar on it, complete with a checkered gingham scrap of fabric under the metal washer. “No. But we could do something with this. Look how cute it could be.”

“I don’t know. Mason jars are a little down-home,” I say.

“Jelly Jar,” Ellie suddenly says, staring at Cate’s drawing. “Jelly Jar Catering. That’s so cute.”

“Yes!” Daisy says and gives Ellie a high five. “That’s it!”

Cate is mumbling it to herself over and over again.

“Jelly Jar Catering. It works, design-wise. We could specialize in Southern food. It’s catchy. It’s distinctive. We could have a lot of fun with it. Good work, Daisy,” she says and smiles.

“And Ellie! Ellie thought of the name,” Daisy says.

They all congratulate one another as I sulk. Jelly Jar Catering? Are they kidding? That’s a terrible idea. But they all love it so much. I pull at my bracelet. “Um, I’m not so sure that…”

They go silent and look at me.

“It’s just that…are you sure you don’t like La Pêche?”

Three heads shake vehemently back at me. I say a quick prayer for strength and force a smile. “Well, maybe if we go with Jelly Jar then we can always leave behind a jelly jar full of fresh peach preserves with our little label on it.”

They stare at me with blank faces. Great. Apparently I have no good ideas.

“You know, like a calling card?” I squeak and then stare at my shoes.

“Josephine Vann,” Cate says in a hushed tone. “You are a genius.”

I look up.

“Simply adorable,” Ellie says.

We all laugh, and the mood lightens. For the next half hour, we draw up fun sketches for our business cards and jelly jar labels and swap family recipes for peach preserves. I throw Mother’s recipe into the running. We decide to do a blind taste test to decide the winner.

“Wow,” Cate says. “That discussion went much better than I thought it would. I’m so used to having a boss tell me what to do. It’s nice to have a vote for a change.”

This warms my heart, and I say a prayer of thanks to God for helping me put aside my foolish pride. We are really doing something big here.

“Y’all,” Daisy says, “this is amazing. I can really see this catching on. Who wouldn’t want to work for a company like this? I wonder if other companies are going to see it and try it out too.”

Before we leave that evening, Ellie draws up a makeshift document, showing our two rules. She writes it in her lovely, lilting handwriting, and I post it on a corkboard, which no doubt in its past life held the bathroom cleaning schedule for the fast-food joint.

After everyone else is gone, I walk around and take it all in. The space is hideous, but we’ll fix it up soon. The business is new, but it will grow. The women I hired are strangers, but soon will be friends. What we are trying to do—start a new kind of business, one that caters to women with families—sounds impossible. But I know that nothing is impossible with God, and when he calls you, he equips you. I look at the list of rules and feel a tingle down my spine.

We’re really going to do it.

The Jelly Jar Rules

1. Family comes first, and kids are always welcome at work.

2. This is a democracy. We say what we feel. That’s what women do.
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HAVE I GOT A CATCH FOR YOU.”

I don’t recognize the number, but the thick drawl tells me it’s Daisy calling. Jo made us all exchange contact information in case of an emergency, but no one has actually used it yet. I guess this is my first Daisy emergency. I brace myself.

“Hey, Daisy,” I say and close my copy of Domino magazine. So much for spending a lazy Saturday afternoon researching color schemes and concepts for our new catering space.

“Cate, he works in the Publix near my house, and he’s just the cutest thing you ever saw. Big blue eyes and this curly blond hair and dimples.” She sighs. “I really think he might be perfect for you.”

“Oh, um,” I say, stalling. Am I so pathetic that people I barely know feel the need to find me a man?

“I’d date him myself, but we kind of look related. Although between you and me, I’m not really a natural blond. It’s like Dolly says, ‘I’m not offended by dumb blonde jokes because I know that I’m not dumb. I also know I’m not blonde.’”

I crack up. “Wow. Daisy. I don’t know what to say,” I stammer, stalling for time. How can I possibly answer her? Does she honestly think I’m going to go out with the man she ogled in the produce aisle?

“Now, I know you’re still getting over what’s-his-face, but you know any man who cain’t commit ain’t worthy of you. And Jared, that’s the stock boy, he’s just looking for someone, I can tell. He’s ready. So what do you say?”

What do I say? That I don’t date produce guys?

Okay, I also don’t really date at all, but still. I barely know this woman, and she’s already setting me up with random men. I’ve been single for only a few months now, and I’m not really over David. I’m not desperate…yet. I should never have told them about the breakup. Next time I have a quarter-life crisis because some mama’s boy dumps me, I’ll just take a Señor Frogs cruise to Jamaica.

But I can already tell that Daisy doesn’t take no for an answer. And despite the completely ridiculous situation she has just presented me with, it actually seems like she genuinely does want to help.

“Daisy—” I don’t know what I’m saying, but for some reason the words just come out. I swear God put them there, because it certainly wasn’t me. “What are you doing tonight? Some friends are coming over for a junk food and movie night.”

“Really?” she says slowly.

How stupid of me. True, Daisy is only two years older than I am, but she has a child. She’s not some single girl who watches movies on a Saturday night. She probably wants to stay home with Tiffany.

“If you want,” I say. “You don’t have to or anything if that’s weird.”

“No, that sounds great,” Daisy says, laughing. “Hooray. Anything to get me out of this apartment.”

“Really? Don’t feel pressured. I’ll understand if you’re busy or want to spend time with your daughter.”

Daisy laughs. “Tiffany is fourteen.” I swallow. I didn’t know her daughter was that old. That would have made Daisy…Oh, my. “She wants nothing to do with me. We’re like college roommates. If I don’t get out of her hair every now and then, she’ll probably kill me. Trust me, you’ve just made her evening. Now she can watch the Discovery Channel and IM her friends all night.”

I laugh a little. “Okay,” I say and then tell her how to get to my house in East Atlanta.

“I’ll bring some slice-and-bake cookies. I don’t bake off the clock,” she says. I laugh and thank her, and we hang up. Then I say a quick prayer that I won’t regret this.

         

I open the door nervously, peering around it as I take a deep breath. Frances and Beatriz are absorbed in a Gilmore Girls rerun and don’t even look up as I pull it open to reveal Daisy, clad in dark blue jeans and a green silk top. I let the air out of my lungs. It’s not that I actually thought she’d show up wearing fishnets and a bustier, but…well, okay, it didn’t seem out of the realm of possibility, and my friends aren’t exactly the cabaret type. They’re more the coffee and bagels after church type. I remind myself that I’ve prayed about this and it really seems right, so it will be fine.

“Come on in.” I smile. She holds up a tube of cookie dough and steps inside.

“Chocolate chip,” she says, laying her studded white purse on the floor by the door. “They were clean out of plain old sugar cookies, but cookies are cookies, I always say.” She smiles, tucks a lock of wavy golden hair behind her ear, smoothes her shirt down, and looks over expectantly at Frances and Beatriz, who are now watching her intently. It’s weird, really. If I didn’t know better I would say Daisy is as nervous about this as I am.

“Cookies?” Frances, my closest friend, is suddenly very interested in meeting our new guest. Even though she stands a mere five feet two inches, Frances has always been one huge ball of energy and can pack away more food than anyone I’ve ever met. She never gains a pound either, which is proof that God plays favorites.

“Daisy, I’d like you to meet Frances Kim,” I say. Frances smiles warmly and welcomes Daisy. I silently thank God for Franny, who has this amazing way of drawing people into conversations. When I first met her in the dorms our freshman year at the University of Georgia, she was constantly organizing RA group brunch outings to the Five & Ten or coordinating intramural volleyball games. Just watching her tired me out. While I spent most of my time in the library hiding in the stacks, she was busy running Tri Delt without breaking a sweat. And though she never convinced me to rush, we were inseparable throughout college. She used to joke that she was praying about my non-Greek status. Now a pediatrician in a public clinic in Cabbagetown, she saves lives every day, while I…well, I’m really good at matching fabrics. She appears to still like me anyway.

Beatriz shakes Daisy’s hand warmly and offers her the bowl of popcorn. Daisy takes a handful and smiles.

“And this is Beatriz,” I motion, though with her right hand full, Daisy offers her left hand to my statuesque friend. Beatriz has waist-length brown corkscrew curls and is an MK—a missionary’s kid—who was raised in Brazil. Franny and I met Beatriz at church, and instantly liked her, and not just because she was dressed like Cher for the Halloween party. Who knew Cher had a following in Brazil? Beatriz found her calling stateside, moving to Atlanta to become an ESL teacher after college. She knows what it’s like to feel out of place, and her kids adore her. She quickly became a good friend, and the three of us hang out together almost every weekend.

“Pleased to meet you,” Daisy drawls.

“And you,” Beatriz says in her sexy Portuguese accent. It could be one funny night hearing the two of them converse. Only in Atlanta would you get a makeshift UN as a friend group.

“We rented Pride and Prejudice,” I say, ushering Daisy into the kitchen so we can start baking.

“Have you seen it?” Frances holds up the box and wags her eyebrows up and down.

“Oh, yeah,” Daisy says, nodding. “Matthew Macfadyen is so delicious,” she says and rubs her hands together. She stops, looking around as if worried she might have just offended us.

“Very sexy.” I laugh. “Though not as hot as Colin Firth in the BBC version.” Daisy smiles, relaxing a little, while Frances and Beatriz debate the merits of various Mr. Darcys through the years.

Daisy and I go into the kitchen, leaving Frances and Bea to their heated argument, to make the cookies. I pull out a cookie sheet. Daisy slices the dough on a cutting board I place in front of her. We’re both silent, and I find myself clearing my throat again and again. Why is it so awkward? I wrack my brain, trying to think of something more to say. Have I asked how she is yet? Wait, I did. Right?

“Nice place you got here,” she says, finally, looking around my shabby-chic kitchen. I realize taking new things and making them look old isn’t everyone’s idea of practicality, but the warm distressed cabinets and the colorful tiles make the place feel comfortable and homey. I bought the three-bedroom bungalow in the up-and-coming (realtor code for cheap) neighborhood East Atlanta just over a year ago, when I thought David would be popping the question and moving in, and we would need space for a family. East Atlanta is going through a bit of a renaissance these days, with cute little cafés and bars and shops opening every other weekend, but it’s still living down its days of high crime rates, which makes it affordable. The price of my house was right, but it needed some work, so I put my heart and soul into refinishing the floors and peeling layers of wallpaper off the crumbling walls. A few coats of paint and a designer couch later, it’s home, even if it’s just a home for me—well, me and my very loyal goldfish, John the Baptist.

“Thanks,” I say, then my mind goes blank. “Um…want a Coke? I’ve got Sprite, Diet Dr Pepper, and Jones Cola.”

“Sure. Sprite?” She nods.

I pull a can of Sprite out of the refrigerator and hand it to her. “Ice?”

“Yes, please,” she says.

I nod, trying to think of something to ask her as I get a glass and fill it with the lion’s share of ice. It was Bea who told us that outside of the South, people don’t usually drink everything swimming in enough ice to stop global warming. I hand the glass to Daisy. I smile, and she smiles back, and then begins to drum her fingers on the counter. I sigh.

This was a very bad idea. We have nothing in common. Why did I ever think Daisy would fit in with my friends?

         

“Y’all, I was so embarrassed,” Daisy says, fanning herself, as the rest of us clutch our sides and try to catch our breath. I take a sip of my margarita and try to compose myself. “I mean, there I was on the table, trying to get up, but they kept trying to tell me it would get better, which was a lie.” She laughs.

“So what did you do?” Frances asks, gulping for air.

“Did you let him finish?”

“No way!” she says, shaking her head. “I flailed my arms so much that he couldn’t keep going, and I sat right up and pulled my pants back up and walked out.”

“With it half done?” Beatriz screams, throwing her head back, tears streaming down her cheeks.

“What was I going to do?” Daisy shrugs, dipping a tortilla chip in the creamy queso and popping it in her mouth.

“So wait,” I say, dipping a chip in the homemade guacamole. “Are you telling us that you have half a Tasmanian Devil tattooed on your butt?”

“More like two-thirds, but yeah,” she says and shrugs.

“He was really big back then.” Daisy takes a sip of her drink while Franny takes deep calming breaths, trying to recover from a laughing fit.

After the inauspicious start to the evening, everyone relaxed during the movie, and we were chatting like old friends by the time we decided to pop into Cantina La Casita, my favorite little Mexican joint just down the block, for chips and queso. The open patio in back is warm and breezy on this perfect spring night, and Daisy has been regaling us with her nonstop anecdotes. “I always tell people I can’t wear a bikini because of the stretch marks, but it’s really that I don’t want anyone knowing I chickened out halfway through Taz.”

I smile, and we’re quiet for a moment, enjoying the warm night air.

“So how do y’all know each other?” Daisy asks finally, taking a sip of her drink.

Frances and I look at each other, and then we both look at Bea, uncertain of what to say. I don’t know Daisy all that well, but, well, she had a baby at sixteen. I doubt she’s going to be too impressed with this answer. But I guess she wouldn’t be the first person who bolted after I told them about my faith. Well, I’ll still see her at work.

“Church,” I say simply, hoping that will be enough for her.

“Really?!” she shrieks, her face lighting up. “What church do y’all go
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