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			Chapter 1

			A hush hovered over the room.

			Her voice. What was it about that voice? The way it came from something deep inside. Longing. Regret. Old pain for what was lost. Etched in a fresh face. How could a twenty-five-year-old possibly know all of it? But you believed she did when you heard her sing. 

			I’ve never been a fan of country music. Never followed country music, except for summer visits with my grandparents in south Georgia, when the radio was always tuned to the big clear channel, WSM, out of Nashville. Hearing a classic like Dolly Parton’s “I Will Always Love You” can still take me back to that simpler, sweeter time. 

			After those long ago summers, I didn’t pay much attention to country music. 

			But Willow Goodheart’s voice grabbed me, pulled me into what she was feeling, made me hold my breath. 

			The first chill of fall in the air 

			The smell of wood smoke in your hair… 

			The lyrics, unpretentious but elegant, and the hymn-like melody with a hint of blues. Her quiet, rhythmic picking on the acoustic guitar. All of it. And the voice.

			Not like any country song I’d ever heard.

			Your heart’s first small crack

			The part that you never get back… 

			The haunting verse climbed into the chorus that rang with raw honesty, with the resonance of an old soul.

			There are things that will vanish, 

			But they don’t fade away.

			Then, as Willow held the audience under her spell, another voice boomed from behind us. “That’s my song, Missy!” 

			A disheveled man, weathered face, wiry beard, staggered from the bar at the opposite end of the room from the stage. “Mine! You stole my song!” He lurched forward, heading toward the stage, stumbling into a table of four women. Their drinks spilled. The women shrieked. 

			“It’s mine!” he kept yelling.

			Willow went silent in the middle of a line. The stillness in the room turned into a roar of disgruntled chatter. Several men, including Kyle, my daughter’s significant other, jumped up, but before they could rush to rescue the women, a linebacker-type from the bar swung a huge arm around the man’s skinny neck. And then, grasping his scrawny arm and gray scraggly ponytail, swept him out the door. 

			“Stupid drunk,” Kyle said, under his breath. He sat down and reached for his beer.

			“Who is that?” Holly whispered. 

			“He’s Notorious.” Kyle took a long pull from the bottle. 

			“Notorious for what?” I asked. 

			“For drinking like a camel, it would seem,” Alex said.

			“Delbert Haskins. Singer, songwriter. He was almost somebody once.” Kyle shook his head. “His stage name was Notorious.”

			It’s much smaller than you’d think, that stage where so many huge careers have been launched. The stage where one song, performed at the right moment, with the right person in the crowd, could be a ticket to stardom. 

			“Lotsa dreams shattered here, too,” Kyle had said, earlier that chilly, damp April night as we’d waited in line to get into The Bluebird Cafe. As we shivered, Kyle, who worked at the Country Music Hall of Fame, entertained us with stories about The Bluebird. Not to be outdone by Alex, my history-loving uncle who was in town to promote his new book about Nashville.

			There was a certain mystique about this place, to be sure.

			You’d never imagine what this small café has meant to country music if you just passed on Hillsboro Road and saw it tucked in a commercial strip. Along with the likes of a hair salon, a dry cleaners, and a bridal shop. Construction going on all around. You might wonder at the long line waiting to get in. Kyle said there was always a long line, these days. 

			After we’d waited forty-five minutes, the doors finally opened, and we entered a warm, welcoming room. At one of the four-tops, so snug with the other tables that I could smell the aftershave of the man next to us, we ordered drinks and bar food and waited for the show to start. Waited to see Willow Goodheart.

			“It’s not easy to get on the schedule now,” Kyle said. With sandy hair, cropped short, hazel eyes, and a narrow, clean-shaven face, Kyle was your standard good-looking thirty-year-old. Something distinctive, though, in the slight smile that turned up at the corners. He never seemed to take himself too seriously. “Used to be, a kid could come to Nashville straight off the farm, spend his last cents hitchhiking across the country with his daddy’s Gibson,” he said. “Not even hoping for the Opry, just hoping to play The Bluebird. And if he had some talent, he could get on stage, Writers’ Night. Like tonight. Sometimes that was enough.”

			“Wonder how Willow got a spot,” Holly said. She was nearly as tall as Kyle, a match for him in the attractive quotient, though I was more than a little biased. “She left a message, saying she was playing here tonight. I tried to reach her but no answer, and she didn’t call back.”

			Willow was the niece of my old friend, Aurora DeMille. Sorority sisters at UGA, we met up again in Athens at a homecoming game the year Willow and Holly were both new to Nashville. Because of our connection, and because Aurora is the ultimate networker, her niece and my daughter became friends and shared an apartment for a time. Until Holly took a new roommate: Kyle. That was, how long ago? Could it possibly be four years? Hard to keep up. I wondered if Holly and Kyle were ever going to get married, but they seemed happy enough. Joyful, in the way young couples often are before time begins to wear away at the edge of bliss and love has to begin the really hard work.

			“And then Nashville came to town,” Alex put in, sounding like the professor he used to be. He taught me and all of my sorority girlfriends at UGA. “Producers built an exact replica of The Bluebird for the TV series, and it was a staple of the show, every episode. Sometimes the music was…” He winced. “Not entirely bad. Nothing exceptional, but entertaining.”

			Our orders arrived. Beer in long neck bottles, tacos, BLT, pizza, and fried chicken tenders. Each of us had ordered but we wound up sharing. All of it tasty, if not exactly healthy. 

			Kyle said, “Since Nashville was such a hit, it’s hard for locals to get in anymore. Tickets sell out the minute they go online. Tourists fill the place now.”

			“Like us,” I said. Georgians, both of us. Me from Savannah, Alex from Atlanta.

			Alex frowned, pushed his glasses up on his large nose. “Like you, Jordan. I don’t feel like a tourist anymore. Actually, I feel quite at home here.” My uncle had spent extended periods of time in Nashville the previous year, gathering material for his book. A follow-up to the three travel guides he’d written before COVID, when traveling to exotic countries was something we took for granted. 

			We might have talked about the evenings he’d passed the time here at The Bluebird, listening to country music. Not what I would’ve expected of my uncle, from old Georgia stock. He started to tell something about Taylor Swift, when she was fourteen.

			But the show began. The room quieted. 

			“Howdy!” said a kid with a thin mustache that I could almost believe was painted on. His face seemed much too young for whiskers, but he knew how to connect with the crowd. Some of them yelled back, “Howdy!” He was a musician with some skill, but there was nothing notable about another drinking song, reminding me why I hadn’t followed country music. An hour or so of forgettable songs passed before Willow took the stage. 

			I hardly recognized her. I hadn’t seen her since she and Holly lived together. No more than five-foot-two, with long, straight, hair so blonde it was nearly white, Willow looked vulnerable, as she settled on a high stool with her guitar. She used to be curvy, a shape a man would let his gaze linger on. A healthier-looking Willow, one with an easy way about her. But now she seemed hungry, in a way. Starved, really. Starved for what, it was hard to say. It would be natural for her to be nervous, her first performance at The Bluebird. Even if she were a seasoned artist, she might tremble, playing her first show in this hallowed place. But Willow seemed so shy, so fragile, almost as if she were only fifteen.

			I couldn’t help wondering what she’d been doing to herself. Maybe someone who was advising her convinced her she needed this persona. I hoped it was that, and nothing else.

			Her voice was whisper-soft as she thanked everyone for coming. “I’ve been writing songs, oh, I don’t know, all my life it seems,” she said. “And I’m gonna sing one that I ’specially like. One that means something to me. And I hope it means something to y’all, too.”

			Then those first notes. And Willow Goodheart was immediately unforgettable. 

			And then there was the drunk’s outburst. 

			It took a while for the noise to die down, but eventually, the room turned silent again. Willow settled on the high stool, cradling her guitar. “Well, that was weird,” she said. “Guess somebody got overserved.” A soft ripple of laughter followed as she began to strum her guitar. 

			This time, she seemed a little shaken, and why wouldn’t she be? But she found her voice and finished to wild applause that left no doubt. The crowd loved her. 

			Loved her even more, I thought, because of the drunk, Notorious. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Aurora and I went way back. Way back before we were sorority sisters.

			Aurora Gray grew up on a farm in south Georgia, just down the road from my grandparents’ farm where I visited most summers till I was fourteen. Over the years, I got to know the Gray family. Sweet Aurora, with her silvery voice, who knew every Top 40 hit, who let her older sister Hilda boss her around. Their kind-faced mother who never cared how many cookies we ate before supper, and her soft-spoken daddy, who seemed to always be reading the Bible when he wasn’t out working on the farm.

			Imagine what a surprise—what a joy—it was, my first day at the University of Georgia, when I caught sight of Aurora. I didn’t recognize the stunning young woman at first. I was at the head of a long line where I’d waited to check in at freshmen orientation. Aurora came running from across the room in her short, tight skirt, calling, “Jordan! Jordan Carlyle! Is that really you?” 

			This was a few years before I became Jordan Mayfair.

			Already I was five-ten. Aurora was not much taller than when we’d played together on that Georgia farm. Probably five-four. Embracing her, I felt like she was still the same Aurora, just made up like a movie star. 

			A moment later, I knew she wasn’t that girl. 

			When we finished hugging, she addressed the students in line behind me. Big smile. Straight, white teeth. She’d had braces. “You don’t mind if I cut, do you?” 

			If they minded, they didn’t say so. Aurora, the reserved, complicit farm girl, had reinvented herself. Safe to say she would not let anything stop her from getting to the head of the line from that time on.

			The doorbell at Aurora DeMille’s spacious Belle Meade home chimed the first bars of a familiar tune. If you didn’t go to the University of Georgia, you might recognize the notes as “Glory, Glory, Hallelujah” from “The Battle Hymn of the Republic.” Alex and I knew better. We exchanged a look. Alex shook his head. 

			I couldn’t help laughing. “Only Aurora would put the UGA fight song on her doorbell.”

			The door clicked. Aurora had told us she’d have the remote. Just ring the bell.

			Inside, I called to her, and she answered, “Come on in. You know where to find me.”

			With an injured back, Aurora spent most of the time in her elaborate media room, in an overstuffed recliner, surrounded by remotes. Dressed in black sweatpants and matching T-shirt with sequins, she wore lipstick and mascara, and her short blonde hair was perfectly styled. If I didn’t know better, I’d think she was dressed to go out or had just come in from a casual dinner. 

			She clicked off the giant flat-screen TV. Seventy inches, she’d told us. “How was it? How’d Willow do? Oh, wait, get yourselves something to drink first.” Aurora reached for a delicate bone china cup, taking it from a saucer. “I’m so sick of tea. Can’t wait to get finished with these painkillers. Y’all help yourselves to the good stuff.”

			“Tea’s fine for me,” I said. 

			“Alex, I’ll bet you could go for something stronger. I always keep good brandy on hand. That’s one of my rules.” She gave a nod toward the liquor cabinet in the corner of the dark-paneled room.

			“I could be tempted,” he said.

			“Let me make my tea, and I’ll tell you all about the evening. Willow was awesome, by the way,” I said. “Can I get you anything?” 

			Aurora handed me her teacup. “Refill, please, and then, if you’ll do the honors, Alex, I really don’t see how a splash of brandy could hurt me.”

			Settling on the sofa, across from Aurora, I pulled my feet up under me. A magnificent grandfather clock ticked quietly toward ten-thirty. The night felt much later, reminiscent of nights in our sorority house, staying up till first light streaked the sky. 

			Alex obliged Aurora with brandy in her tea. Raising his eyebrows, he held out the decanter to me, and I said, “I could be tempted.”

			“I’ll leave it to you ladies,” he said, starting toward the door. Then turning, he held up his brandy snifter. “To you, Aurora, and your hospitality. The Extended Stay Suites are nice enough, but the amenities you offer are beyond compare,” he said with exaggerated formality.

			“Oh, go on, Alex,” she said. “Why should you stay in one of those places when I have five bedrooms? If I’d known you were in Nashville last year, you could’ve stayed here then.”

			“You’re too kind, Aurora,” he said, with a deference that was so Alex. Aurora was a single woman who was once his student. My uncle would never have considered moving into her house for the weeks he’d spent in Nashville.

			He bid us goodnight and took his brandy upstairs.

			“Tell me about Willow.” Aurora twisted a little. Feeling her back twinge, I could tell.

			“She was amazing. Everyone loved her.” It was hard to find the words to describe Willow’s performance. I tried, then finally said, “I couldn’t help thinking about you, Aurora.”

			“Me?” She gave a little laugh. “Why me?”

			“Don’t be coy,” I said. “Your voice. I can still hear you singing “Dancing Queen.” You must have been twelve, maybe younger, but your voice was not a child’s voice. I don’t know enough about music to explain technique. I just know you had an incredible talent.”

			Her smile showed she was pleased, but she gave a wave of dismissal, then sipped her tea and set the cup back in its saucer. “Good times,” she said.

			“And in college, singing in that band. You could sound like Cindi Lauper or Linda Ronstadt. Or Whitney Houston. You could really do Whitney.”

			She sang a few lines from “I Wanna Dance With Somebody (Who Loves You),” moving her torso a bit, then making a face, showing she hurt. “Yeah, those were some good days, but they’re long gone. Now when I sing in the shower, I sound like a crow.”

			“I don’t believe that for a minute. My point was, when Willow sang, I thought of you.”

			“Willow’s way more talented than I ever was. If the stars align, I think she can make something of her gift. But it’s hard.” Aurora drank more tea, and when she spoke again, there was something more serious in her voice. “I worry about her. Worry, like she’s my own child.”

			The door she’d opened provided an opportunity for me to say, “Willow’s lost so much weight since I saw her. I know that was a few years ago, but I hope she hasn’t bought into the myth about perfect body image that makes young women starve themselves.”

			Aurora nodded. “Yeah, I wondered the same thing when she stayed with me last year. Did I tell you she had COVID? I hadn’t seen her in ages. We’d text is all. Young people aren’t much for conversation on the phone. But she called me when she got sick, and I said, ‘You’re coming to my house so I can take care of you!’ Maybe I should’ve been more forceful all along. She didn’t put up a fuss. Except she wanted to ask one of her friends to bring her here. And I put my foot down then. ‘No, absolutely not! I’m coming to get you,’ I said. ‘What’s your address?’”

			Aurora reached for her teacup, drained the last drop. Her hand was shaking a little. The cup rattled against the saucer when she put it back. 

			The worry showed in her made-up face. “It was such a shabby place, on some dark side street in East Nashville. That’s why she didn’t want me to see it. I brought her to my house. She was awfully sick. Kept testing positive for ten days. Then, she stayed on for the next month. Seemed happy to be here. I told her she could live with me, like she did when she first came up from Georgia, but she said no. She was writing songs and anxious to get a singing career going. But she always was a little vague about… well, everything.” 

			There was something in Aurora’s eyes that I couldn’t read. “I was… relieved… proud but relieved, too, that she’d made the cut at The Bluebird for Writers’ Night. And then I had to go and slip a disc! Willow understood why I couldn’t be there. I know she did. But what a tragic twist of fate!”

			I said, “She came over to us after the show, and we talked, just for a minute, as everything was clearing out. She asked about you.”

			Aurora’s face seemed to relax. “She’s a sweet girl. Not at all like her mother. Best thing Hilda ever did was send Willow to me. I wanted her to go to college, but that didn’t work out.” She reached around to touch her back and gave a deep sigh. “Guess it’s about time for my oxy.”

			Punching a remote, she made her recliner lift up so she could stand. She used a four-pronged metal cane. Her quad, she called it. I walked with her to her expansive master suite. 

			I almost didn’t mention the drunk who’d said Willow’s song was his. But I did. “Even with all of that commotion,” I said, “she handled it like a pro. She went on to wow the audience.” 

			Aurora leaned on the quad, lines in her brow that could be pain. Or something else. 

			“What a terrible accusation!” she said. “Who did he think he was!”

			“Kyle told us he was some washed-out singer that used to go by the stage name Notorious,” I said. And saw a flash of recognition in her eyes. “Have you heard of him?”

			Aurora let a moment pass, then straightened herself, nodding. “Probably. There was a time, after Henry died and I was still young, that I went out a lot. Got to know the music scene. Yes, I remember that name. I might have heard him play. Nashville used to be a small town.” 

			She patted my arm, signaling we were finished, and we said goodnight.

			In college, Aurora was able to keep up an appearance. She didn’t want anyone to know she was a scholarship student, straight off the farm. That was not the image she wanted for herself. She was a sorority girl. A singer with a band that played covers around campus. Her transformation was complete after she graduated and moved to Nashville, when she married an investment banker and settled in Nashville’s wealthiest, most exclusive locale.

			With me, Aurora had always been more transparent. But maybe not so transparent now. I only knew there was something she wasn’t saying. Something about that man, Notorious. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			A crisp, bright morning dawned on our second day in Nashville. 

			I dressed in sweats and T-shirt and joined other runners, bikers, and dog walkers on the streets of Belle Meade at 7:00 a.m. Past the Belle Meade Country Club, I got a glimpse of tennis players on the outdoor courts and envied them. Aurora had promised we’d play tennis, as we’d done in college. Sadly, by the time I arrived in Nashville, she’d injured her back.

			With wide, tree-lined Belle Meade Boulevard cutting through the three square miles, the small city, incorporated within the larger city of Nashville, is mostly white and overwhelmingly wealthy. 

			Aurora hit the jackpot when she married investment banker Henry DeMille.

			And when his heart suddenly stopped on the ninth hole of the Belle Meade Country Club golf course, just six years into their marriage, Aurora became an enormously rich widow. 

			I kept to the side streets, like Aurora’s street, tucked away from traffic. Fine, impeccably landscaped homes were closer together than those on The Boulevard, but still impressive.

			After an invigorating run, I headed toward Aurora’s house. I thought about her and me, how both our husbands had died when we were much too young to be widows. I thought about my hundred-year-old house in Savannah, and the repairs and renovations that it had required as I raised my five children. About the motley assortment of students from SCAD, the Savannah College of Art and Design, who play touch football and throw frisbees in Forsyth Park. About the little art galleries, antique stores, and cafés in the Historic District, where I know the owners.

			Aurora lived in a fairytale world. Lovely place to run. Lovely place to visit. 

			But I had not missed out. 

			“You must be feeling better!” I called to her.

			Aurora sat at a wrought iron table on her patio that overlooked a garden, profuse with spring-green and new blooms in an array of colors. All made up, she wore a flowing caftan.

			Breakfast foods were laid out on a bright blue and yellow tablecloth, the Provencal print I’d given her on another visit. 

			“Feeling much better. Can’t bend without pain, but I’m sitting up straighter. Come, join me,” she said. “I saw Alex drive away. Where’d he go?”

			I took the chair across from her. “He was meeting a reporter at The Loveless Cafe. Holly set up an interview with someone she and Kyle know. Small paper, not The Tennessean, but Alex was glad to get the local publicity for his book.” 

			“You know what they say. All publicity’s good as long as they spell your name right!” Aurora reached for the silver coffeepot and poured a cup for me. “I love Alex’s travel guides.”

			“This one’s different, not just a ‘must see and do.’ He writes about how the city has changed.” And is not shy in painting a picture of the New Nashville, I could’ve added.

			“I’m sure it’s delightful!” She took an olive from a white bowl. “Yazda’s big on olives.”

			In the kitchen I had stopped to chat with Yazda, a pretty Kurdish woman in jeans and an embroidered blouse. Skin the color of weak tea, and dark, shining eyes rimmed in thick black lashes. Outstanding culinary skills, I now learned. The small, individual bowls held boiled eggs, cheeses, pastries—not too sweet. Something Aurora called tahini. A paste with a nutty, earthy taste. “It’s vegan and gluten-free,” she said. “Yazda turned me on to it. You have to try it!”

			“Does she cook for you full-time?” I asked.

			“Oh, heavens no! She’s done dinner parties for me for years, but coming every day, no, just since my back went out.” She raised her forefinger, making a point. “And you notice she’s not wearing one of those aprons like the cooks in the big houses used to wear. In case you’re thinking Old South.”

			“No, I’m thinking of Alex’s book, Rise of the New Nashville,” I said. “He doesn’t just criticize what’s new and out of control, as he calls it. He writes about all that Nashville has to offer. Points out how the city has been enriched by so many nationalities that have settled here. So many cultures.”

			“Me, I’m fine with immigrants,” Aurora said. “Yazda’s fabulous. I have a Vietnamese manicurist and a landscaper from somewhere south of the border. They’re great, too. But some of my friends, some of the nicest people, otherwise, say the most terrible things about… you know, other races, other ethnic groups. Sometimes I could just scream. They get this stuff from talk radio.” She raised her palms and looked helpless. “It’s too bad politics and religion get in the way of friendship so much these days. I try not to let that happen. One thing I learned from sorority life, and that’s loyalty. Above all, loyalty among sisters. Don’t you agree, Jordan?”

			I had a sudden flash of the sorority sister who tried to kill me. Aurora wouldn’t know about that, and I had no intention of bringing it up.

			Her cell rang. The timing couldn’t have been better. 

			She checked her phone on the table next to her and said, “Gotta take this.”

			It was business, I could tell from her tone, so I left the table to give her privacy. Coffee in hand, I went into the yard, past the flower garden, to a gazebo at the edge of her property, bordered by a privet hedge. I looked at the back elevation of her house, examining it with my “architect’s eye.” It wasn’t one of those mansions on the Historic Register, but it was an expansive mid-century Greek revival, well-kept and so white, it must have been freshly-painted. 

			Aurora had married thirty years ago and had lived here ever since. 

			Thirty years and many things about my friend’s life that I did not know. 

			The call went on until I’d finished my coffee. Fine with me. I was enjoying the warm April breeze. In Savannah, it would still be pleasant, just starting to edge toward summer heat. 

			Too far from the patio, I couldn’t hear what Aurora was saying, but I could see her gestures. Aurora talked with her hands when she was excited. After a while, when I saw her put down the phone and pour more coffee, I went back to the table.

			“Sorry about that, Jordan.” Before I could say I hadn’t minded at all she said, “That was my friend, Odelle. I want you to meet her. She’s an architect. We’re part of an advocacy group, trying to save a building that ought to be a historic landmark. She’s coming over to bring some photographs and plans. Maybe you can advise us, being from Historic Savannah.”

			Odelle Wright must have been six feet tall. I don’t often find women taller than my five-ten, but I had to look up a bit to meet her eye to eye. Her white hair made me think of Albert Einstein, but otherwise, nothing was out of place. She wore a tailored black pantsuit showing the collar of a pale blue blouse. A shade that complemented her smiling blue eyes. 

			Aurora had told me that Odelle Wright was eighty years old. It was hard to believe.

			Gathered in Aurora’s office, the only room in her house that I’d describe as cluttered, we drank sparkling water and sampled the cookies Yazda had set out. Something like gingersnaps.

			“Your back’s still giving you problems, Aurora? It’s been a while, hasn’t it?” Odelle said.

			Aurora sighed. “It’s better. The orthopedist says these things just take time.”

			“You never said what happened. Did you fall?” Odelle asked.

			“No, I was trying to lift something that was too heavy. Thought I could take it to the basement. Silly of me!” Shifting in her chair, she said, “I hate talking about it!” and began to tell about my architectural work in Savannah, my experience with renovations of historic properties. 

			Earlier, she’d said to me, “Don’t say, ‘real estate development.’ Right now the word developer is anathema!” To Odelle, she didn’t mention my business affiliation with my brother, Drew, who is that word. “I am sure Jordan has come up against a few crooked developers,” she said, before taking up Odelle’s credentials. 

			I wanted to make the point that I’m a fierce advocate for historic preservation, and when my little brother gets out of line, I can handle him, but I let it slide.

			“You can’t walk on any street in downtown Nashville without passing a building that has Odelle’s fingerprints on it,” Aurora said. “How long have you had your own firm? Forty years?”

			“Forty-one,” Odelle said. Impressive. I would have been twelve years old. 

			“She built a foundation for women in architecture,” Aurora said, proudly.

			Odelle raised her palm, showing manicured pearl-colored nails. “Please! Let’s stop all this back-patting.” She laid a large manila envelope and a roll of plans on Aurora’s desk.

			Back and forth, they related a story that, as Aurora had surmised, was not new to me. A developer comes to town, buys an old building, wants to tear it down and build a high-rise. In Savannah’s Historic District, where I live and work, developers have a bunch of hoops to jump through. As Odelle explained, Nashville’s standards were more complicated. The building in question was near, but not part of, Music Row, where historic overlays had been put in place.

			“The Nashville Coalition for Historic Preservation is an advocacy group,” Aurora said. “It has no real rights, but we’ve worked with developers. Successfully, I might add. If they’re reasonable, we can often get a compromise. Sometimes even a win. But this guy is slimy.”

			“He’s a New York transplant. A notorious con man,” Odelle said. 

			Notorious. The word made me glance at Aurora, try to catch her eye, but I had the feeling she deliberately looked away. She kept talking and gesturing, telling about the developer who started as a hedge fund manager. “Corporate raider, buying distressed companies, breaking them up and selling the parts. Leaving whole towns without jobs. Insider trading was what finally got him. He gave up one of his partners, and the SEC offered him a settlement. Fined him and banned him from the Securities Industry. So he comes to Nashville and starts buying up real estate. Makes promises to sellers about what he’ll do with their properties, but before you can say ‘liar, liar, pants on fire,’ he levels them. That’s what he wants to do with this building.”

			I was stunned that Aurora was so knowledgeable about all of this, but maybe I should not have been. She was always bright, graduated magna cum laude, and she was married to a financier for six years. Seemed she had a keen business sense but could project whatever image she wanted. 

			“What’s the building you’re trying to save?” I asked.

			Odelle pulled some photos from the manila envelope and explained. The property was a two-story house, built in the 1920s. It was not architecturally significant but for years had housed Eagles Nest Music Publishing that had a reputation for promoting young songwriters. “Providing a ‘nest’ before they could fly, I guess,” Odelle said. “Legend has it Hank Williams wrote his first song at Eagles Nest. The publishing house was a vital part of the music industry until the eighties. All those years. Several renovations, with a studio on the back end. The studio’s fascinating, too, the acoustics. The way they got a particular sound, the reverb.” 

			She spread out the photos. “But ownership changed hands over and over. The last owner had a massage parlor in the house and just boarded up the studio. Then, we’d heard rumors. Tommy Kahn had his eye on the building. But when the sale was final, it seemed rather sudden…It was announced last week.”

			I sat up straighter. “Tommy Kahn is the notorious con man?”

			Aurora’s eyes widened. “You sound like you know him, Jordan.”

			“I don’t know him,” I said. “But I’ve heard the name.” 

			I didn’t say I’d heard the name from Holly. She worked for Tommy Kahn. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			My children were all grown up, but still, sometimes, I couldn’t help worrying.

			The youngest of the five—twins, Michael and Catherine—lived in Atlanta, where they stumbled on the usual bumps that are part of college life. Failed romances, professors that were unreasonable (their word), too much work, too little money, not enough time for their social life (they claimed). Or too much social life (my thought). The middle child was Julie, the brainiest of all, with a Cornell degree, who’d had the hardest time finding a job. Now she had a promising position in business, at a nice hotel in Chicago, if only she could live with the sharp winds and deep snows and contain her longing to come back to Savannah where it was warm. Next to the oldest was Claire, a jewelry designer in Santa Fe. Fiercely independent, she told me next to nothing about the particulars of her life. COVID had made Claire and Santa Fe feel even more distant.

			The oldest, my firstborn, was Holly.

			People who know me and know my family say that of all my children, Holly is the most like me. We are the same height, five-ten, and we’ve often been mistaken for each other at a distance because of how we carry ourselves. Apparently we both have what people call a purposeful stride. Her hair is similar to mine but more ginger-colored than my auburn. Our blue eyes are shaped more like cat-eyes than round. And for better or worse, Holly has my sense of what is fair, or more accurately, a sense of what is unfair. 

			That’s not always a good thing. Because I know myself, know the way I dive into other people’s messes, which is often too much like diving into a dumpster full of toxic materials. And I know, though it sounds inconsistent, that I often guard against feeling too much, too deeply. 

			Thoughts about Holly kept edging into my mind as Odelle unrolled worn-looking plans on Aurora’s desk. Holly had worked for Tommy Kahn ever since she came to Nashville. If he was a slimy, notorious con man, how much did Holly know? 

			From the photographs and faded blueprints with tattered edges, the Eagles Nest came to life for me. I asked, “Where did you get these?” 

			“The contractor who built the last addition is a friend. He’s retired but he dug them up for me.” Odelle reached for one of the 8 x 11 photos. “Some of these, we took recently. Skye did.”

			“Skye, from the Coalition,” Aurora clarified. “We were trying to get the building declared a historic landmark. We started the process months ago but I’m afraid we dragged our feet.”

			Odelle said, “Maybe we did, but it’s not easy to hurry it through. I don’t know how it is in Savannah, Jordan, but here we have to work with the Metro Council. One of the councilmen is on our board, and he’s great. So many of them, though, are obsessed with the city’s growth and blind to everything else! That’s all they care about! All the out-of-control growth.” 

			“The Historic Zoning Commission has the final vote,” Aurora said, “but we aren’t there yet. None of our efforts to work something out with Tommy Kahn have paid off. He won’t even return our calls. If he follows his playbook, he could have the wrecking ball there tomorrow.”

			I had the urge to tell them that Tommy Kahn was Holly’s employer, but something held me back. Some protective instinct. Eventually they’d know, but I had to wait to say it until I found out more from Holly. Tonight, Alex and I were supposed to have dinner with her and Kyle at their house. I doubted I could do anything to help save a historic building, but maybe I could save Holly from—from what, I wasn’t sure. Maybe Tommy Kahn was slimy, but was he doing anything illegal, here in Nashville? And what did it all mean for Holly?

			Alex was in fine spirits when he returned to Aurora’s house in the early afternoon.

			I remarked that it must’ve been a long interview.

			“Yes, it was. But after it was over, I drove downtown and delivered chocolates and wine to some of the fine people in Nashville who helped me with my book.” He ticked off names on his fingers and ran out of fingers. Staff in the mayor’s office, the Metro Police Department, the courthouse. A couple of attorneys. Librarians. “The ladies at the main library could not have been more gracious when I was stumbling through the Archives last year.”

			Librarians love Alex. Love his intelligent inquiries. And he is so appreciative. Especially librarians of a certain age, who practically fall over themselves to provide what he needs for his research. I always find it amusing that Alex is oblivious to what I see so clearly.

			Aurora took us to her bright sunroom. Today, since she was a little more mobile, she had avoided her recliner in the media room, where she’d spent so much time. The sunroom, like her entire house, was tastefully decorated, the latest trends in interior design. Casual furniture with comfortable cushions, suitable for a sun porch, but the room was enclosed in glass, with Roman shades. White tile floor, an area rug in muted shades of gray, beige and brown. Alex settled in a modern-style club chair. We did not have to ask him if the interview was a success.

			“Such a nice young man,” he said. “Accomplished. And witty. Caleb Hunter. He said his parents named him after one of the spies that Moses sent to check out Canaan, the Promised Land. Twelve spies, and ten came back saying it was too dangerous to go in. But Caleb and another said it was a land of milk and honey. ‘Trust in God, and possess the land,’ they said.”

			“Oh, we were big on Bible stories at my house,” Aurora said, clasping her hands. “I remember that one.”

			“Caleb and Joshua,” I put in. My Catholic family was not like Aurora’s Baptist family, but I had some memory of Bible stories. 

			Alex said, “Caleb told me, with a kind of reverence, ‘I have always felt the burden to tell the truth and be fearless.’”

			A quiet moment passed, as the words took hold. I thought I would like this young man.

			“I believe it,” Aurora said. “I always pick up the Nashville Voice at the grocery store and Caleb Hunter usually has a piece about crime or affordable housing or Nashville traffic. And shady politicians. He doesn’t shy away from writing what people might not like to hear. Last week, he wrote about how the city we’ve known is being torn down all around us.” Her eyes narrowed as she remembered one of his lines. “He said, ‘You are only a true Nashvillian when what was here before is more real than what is here now.’ Isn’t that so perceptive!”

			“I thought he did book reviews,” I said. “Sounds more like investigative journalism.”

			“He’s a staff writer for the Nashville Voice.” Alex’s expression was pensive. “I’ve been reading his articles since last year, when I stared my research. Oh, I know he interviewed me because of Holly and Kyle, but I’m sure, from the questions he asked, that he read my book. We talked at length about how Nashville is exploding with no clear vision of what it wants to be.” 

			“Will his review come out this week, in time for the Parnassus event?” Aurora asked.

			Alex rubbed the bridge of his nose. A nervous gesture, I’ve noticed. “I’m not sure he’ll actually write a review. He didn’t promise. But he didn’t seem like the kind of young man who would tell me how much he admired my book if he didn’t mean it.” Alex took off his glasses and wiped the lens on the cuff of his white shirt that peeked from his tweed jacket. Always the professor. “He mentioned he’s working on a series. He didn’t say what, but it must have something to do with the issues I covered in the book because he spent so much time with me.”

			Maybe no book review, per se, but I said, “If a daring young reporter writes an investigative piece and quotes you and mentions your book, that’s a good thing, Alex.” 

			“I can’t wait to read it,” Aurora said. “I called Parnassus, but they’ve sold out till Saturday. Oh, I’m sure your event will be a big splash! Stacks of copies, people rushing to grab one. But I wish I had it right now. I’d read it straight through.”

			“Then we’ll have to do something about that, Aurora. I already have a signed copy for you in my room.” Alex stood up, looking quite chivalrous, a look he carries off very well.

			“Remember we’re having dinner with Holly and Kyle tonight,” I said.

			“Yes, and I have copies for them, also,” he said. “And a nice Bordeaux.”

			“I think I’ll rest in the recliner,” Aurora said. She stood, moving tentatively. She winced, must have felt a stitch in her back. Her phone rang as she took hold of her quad. 

			She answered, made sounds of approval, and then, “We didn’t put them up to it.” Finally, “I don’t know if it’ll make any difference to Tommy Kahn, but the publicity can’t hurt our cause.” She didn’t sound entirely convinced or convincing.

			Ending the call, she made her way to the media room. Slowly. Telling me about the protest that was taking place at that moment in front of the Eagles Nest building. Students seemed to have gathered initially, and a crowd from Music Row had joined in. “That was Skye from the Coalition,” she said. “She was there. It didn’t seem to her that the protest was very organized. Just a lot of yelling and chanting. She mentioned a permit. If they’re students from Vanderbilt and Belmont, they should know they needed one, but if it’s spontaneous…” 

			Aurora reached the chair and let it ease her to a reclining position. I asked if I could get her anything. She shook her head and closed her eyes.

			I knew she needed to rest, so I didn’t ask the question, but Aurora answered it, anyway.

			“Skye estimated fifty or sixty so far. The TV stations are arriving. And the police.”

			Alex laid his book on the parson’s table at the foot of the elegant stairs. 

			“I looked in on Aurora. She’s sleeping in her recliner. I’ll give her this later,” he said.

			I had been on the patio, checking my phone for a report about the protest at the Eagles Nest. Looking for “breaking news,” and there it was. Even a video, a few minutes old.

			“Want to take a ride?” I asked Alex. 

			“No thanks. My editor left a message about a TV interview. Something she just set up. I need to call her back. Where’re you going?” He reached in his pocket and handed the car keys to me. “You have that look you get when you’re about to head straight into the arms of trouble.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			The protest had gained momentum.

			Cars lined the streets near the Eagles Nest. I drove around the area a couple of times and found a place to park three blocks away from where the crowd had clogged the street. The fifty or sixty that Aurora had mentioned looked more like a hundred now. They may have come from the universities in the area, Vanderbilt and Belmont, and from Music Row, but it was impossible to identify a particular subset of the crowd. And not everyone was on the same side. One young Black man with his fist in the air was wearing blue hospital scrubs. A young woman, head covered in a hijab, wore skinny jeans and cowboy boots. Some may have worked in nearby offices, judging from their business attire. High-tops, loafers, and construction boots. Spiky pink hair, cowboy hats, and dreadlocks. Tattoos, piercings, and beards.

			“Save our Nashville!” voices rang out. 

			Near me, a gray-haired professor-type man yelled, “Troublemakers! Rabblerousers!” 

			I stood at the edge of the crowd, taking photos to show Aurora, amid lots of others snapping pictures with phones. TV photographers documented the scene that we’d probably see on the evening news. Uniformed police threaded through the crowd, looking unsure of what to do. No one was causing trouble, but there was a restless energy, an underlying current of anger. More people arriving by the minute. 

			In the midst of the noise and the surge of hostility, I thought I heard my name. Looking around, I saw wild white hair and someone waving. Odelle Wright called, “Jordan! Over here!”

			I waved back and we headed toward each other, through a sea of bodies and chants.

			“Are you here alone?” she said, not quite shouting, but almost. 

			“Yes!” I had to raise my voice, too. “I didn’t expect to see you.”

			“I couldn’t stay away,” she said. Leaning closer to me, so I caught her Estée Lauder scent, she still had to speak up. “My father played at the Opry. He was a fiddler. A studio musician, too. Right here, at the Eagles Nest. No one remembers my father now, but he was friends with all the legends. If you asked any of them, they’d tell you his name should still be ringing on Music Row.”

			She smiled, and I could see the flood of all those memories in her eyes.

			“I can see why this isn’t just any old building to you,” I said, “but I’m amazed at this turnout, this kind of energy, to save a building. Even in Savannah’s Historic District, where most citizens believe historic preservation is not just the right thing to do, but also profitable, I’ve never seen anything like this.”

			Odelle nodded, sadly. “You’re right. Have you seen all the steel and glass on Music Row? It’s been happening for years now. Block after block of old buildings obliterated with hardly a peep from anybody except the Historic
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