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  My Bonnie lies over the ocean.


  My Bonnie lies over the sea.


  My Bonnie lies over the ocean.


  Oh bring back my Bonnie to me ...


  Traditional Scottish folk song


  The present day


  Henry Adams, Kansas


  Saturday was Zoey’s favorite day of the week. There was no school, no getting up early to be there on time, and the day was entirely her own. Sometimes she jumped on her bike and rode over to the garage to help Amari and his dad work on cars, or she rode over to the rec to see what town matriarch Tamar July and friends Miss Marie and Miss Genevieve were up to. Or she hung out with her friend Devon, which was occurring less and less lately because he’d become a real pain in the butt. Usually her Saturdays were as idyllic as a ten-year-old kid could want, but this one was an exception. Her friend Crystal had run away from home last night. The seventeen-year-old had promised to text or call when she got wherever she was going, but hadn’t, and Zoey was so worried that she’d tossed and turned all night, imagining any number of horrible outcomes. Crystal also made Zoey promise not to tell anyone, and so far she’d kept the promise, but the secret was weighing on her like an engine block around her neck. She was pretty sure Crystal’s mom, Ms. Bernadine, was probably going crazy with worry, as would everyone else in Henry Adam once word got around. Being caught between her loyalty to Crystal and wanting to tell someone what she knew was a lot for someone her age to be carrying around.


  After getting dressed, Zoey went downstairs for breakfast. The house was quiet and filled with morning shadows. Mama Roni was away on a concert swing through the West Coast but was due home later that day, and Zoey couldn’t wait for her to return. She found Daddy Reg seated outside at the table on their big deck.


  “Morning, Zo.”


  “Hi, Daddy. How are you?”


  He held up his mug. “My coffee and I are doing fine. How’re you?”


  She shrugged. “I’m okay.”


  Something in her tone must’ve set off his inner dad alert because he looked at her real seriously. “You sure?”


  “Yep,” she lied. “Mama Roni still coming home today?”


  “As far as I know.”


  “Good. I’m going to get me some cereal, then see if Amari and his dad will be working on the cars today.”


  “Okay, but make sure you check in with me so I know where you are.”


  She nodded and went inside. The kitchen’s glass-door wall looked out onto the deck, so as she sat and had her cereal, she could see her dad’s face. He looked really sad, and the reason behind that was also worrisome. Her parents weren’t getting along. Mama Roni was a world-famous award-winning singer. Daddy Reg was a doctor. He was in the dumps because Mama Roni had been away from home a lot recently because of her career. Even though they’d built an awesome new recording studio in town so she’d be nearer, it didn’t seem to make him any happier because he still missed her a lot. Zoey missed her too, but she and her mom had talked about it. Zoey understood that her mom’s love of singing didn’t mean she loved her daughter any less, and besides, Zoey knew how important the music was to her mom. Why it was so hard for Daddy Reg to understand that too was something Zoey had no answer for. When the adults did something the kids didn’t get, Amari called it “grown folks business,” so she stayed out of it, and hoped they weren’t thinking about a divorce.


  Done with breakfast, she put her dishes in the dishwasher and stepped back outside to give her dad a parting hug and a kiss on his cheek.


  “I’ll be here working on charts, so make sure you check in,” he reminded her.


  “I will.”


  “Oh, and I have some really sad news.” He gently took her hands in his. “Crystal ran away last night, honey.”


  Zoey swallowed.


  “No one’s heard from her, and Ms. Bernadine’s really worried, so if she calls or texts, make sure you let me know. Okay?”


  She nodded and left him sitting on the deck.


  After grabbing her green Danica Patrick jacket, riding gloves, and helmet, she went to the garage to get her bike. She felt really bad about not volunteering that she’d talked to Crystal before she took off, but she justified her silence by telling herself her dad hadn’t asked. The promise she’d made to keep her mouth shut was becoming a major dilemma because she prided herself on telling the truth. But the moment she pushed her bike out into the sun, the dilemma worsened. Sheriff Will Dalton’s police car was parked out in front of Crystal’s house. Guilt rose. She needed to talk to someone. Ideally it would be her mom, but with the time difference between Kansas and California, Zoey wasn’t sure if she was awake, or at the airport, or what, so she went with her second choice. Walking her bike next door, she parked it and climbed the steps to the porch.


  Devon answered the bell, and before she could ask after his brother Amari, he gushed excitedly, “Crystal ran away from home last night. She’s in so much trouble. Sheriff Will’s at her house right now, along with all the adults and my mom and dad.”


  He reminded her of the gossipy old ladies at the church down in Miami, where she used to live. “Is Amari here?”


  His eyes riveted on the patrol car, he answered with a question instead. “Where do you think she went?”


  “I don’t know. Where’s Amari?”


  “At Preston’s. Crystal’s going to have to paint Ms. Marie’s fence a thousand times, I bet.”


  Once upon a time, Zoey had loved Devon as much as breathing. They’d come to Henry Adams as the youngest of the town’s five foster kids and done everything together, but last year his adoptive parents, Ms. Lily and Mr. Trent, took him down south to visit his grandmother’s grave, and he hadn’t been the same since. He no longer wore his perennial black suit and clip-on bow tie and had given up on being the town’s preacher, but she was liking the new version less and less.


  “You want to hang out later?” he asked.


  Zoey didn’t like lying to him, but ... “Um, let me find out if Amari’s going to be working on the cars today first.”


  His face instantly soured. “I still don’t get why you like doing that. All that oil and stuff is just nasty.”


  Zoey’s newly found joy in all things automotive had become a major sticking point in their relationship. In spite of him being raised by the fiercely independent Ms. Lily, Devon had issues with girls working on cars.


  Rather than say something mean, she left the porch. “See you later.”


  Amari was indeed at Preston’s. The two teens were BFFs and in the house alone because Preston’s adoptive parents, the colonel and Mrs. Payne, were in Florida for a marines reunion. “I need to talk to you guys,” she announced, taking a seat on one of the armchairs.


  They were playing Madden on the television. “What about?” Amari asked, controller in hand, doing his best to evade Preston’s defenders.


  “Crystal.”


  “What about her?” Preston asked, holding his own controller and not taking his eyes off the screen. “You know she ran away last night.”


  Amari added knowingly, “Fence painting in her future for sure. What a dummy.”


  “No, she’s not!”


  “Yeah, she is,” Amari countered.


  “She’s just having issues.”


  “Uh-huh, like what?”


  “She didn’t tell me.”


  Both teens turned. “You saw her last night before she left?” Amari asked, searching her face.


  She nodded.


  Preston, also known as Brain for his sky-high IQ, paused the game. “Okay, tell us everything, and don’t leave anything out.”


  So she told them about visiting Crystal last evening and finding her packing in her bedroom.


  “Did she say where she was going?” Amari asked.


  “No, but she talked about hooking up with her old friends.”


  “That means Dallas,” Preston concluded.


  Amari exhaled a sigh. “Stupid. Have you talked to Ms. Bernadine yet?”


  “No. Crystal made me promise not to tell anybody.”


  Once again Amari shook his head, “That’s a helluva thing to do to a little kid.”


  Zoey wanted to argue that she wasn’t little anymore, but both he and Preston were pushing fifteen and sixteen. To them a ten-year-old probably was still a little kid. “You think I should tell her?”


  “Yes!” they replied with one voice.


  “But what if she makes me paint the fence for not saying something last night?” So far, Zoey was the only kid in town who’d yet to whitewash Ms. Marie Jefferson’s fence as punishment for doing something dumb: Devon’d had a turn for lying and stealing money, and Crystal and the boys were busted last spring for creating a secret e-mail address in order to cruise the Internet in places they weren’t supposed to be.


  “I don’t think Ms. Bernadine would do that, Zoey,” Amari offered reassuringly.


  Preston concurred. “Me neither. You want us to go with you?”


  “No. I’ll go by myself.” She didn’t want to go alone, but the need to get out from under the secret made it necessary.


  “You sure?” Amari asked. “Might be good to have some support if the grown folks start yelling.”


  “I know, but I need to step up. Crystal said she was going to hitchhike.”


  “Double stupid,” Amari declared.


  It was hard for Zoey to defend Crys’s decision to leave behind the good life they’d all been given with their adoptive parents. Before Ms. Bernadine came into their lives, Zoey had been homeless in Miami, Amari was in Detroit, stealing cars for fun, and Preston had been trying to survive the foster care system in Milwaukee. “Do you know whether Ms. Bernadine’s heard from her yet?”


  “No. We started texting Crys this morning as soon as we found out she’d taken off,” Preston explained, “but she hasn’t come back at us.”


  “But whatever happens, I’ll bet she won’t be gone long,” Amari declared sagely. “She can’t make it on the streets anymore. Kansas makes you soft.”


  Preston wasn’t so convinced. “I don’t know, man. She could be gone for a while.”


  “Then put your money where your mouth is. I give her two days, tops. If I’m right, I get your telescope. You win—I don’t know. What do you want?”


  “For you to stop tripping. No way are you getting my scope, but if I win, you do my chores over at the rec center and vice versa.” Amari nodded, and they shook to seal the deal.


  The bet aside, Zoey hoped Amari was right. Life in town just wouldn’t be the same if Crystal stayed gone forever. Needing to talk with Ms. Bernadine before she lost her nerve, she got to her feet.


  “You sure you don’t want us to go with you?” Preston asked again, looking concerned.


  “I’m sure, but thanks, Brain.” She spoke to Amari. “Are you and your dad working on the car today?”


  “Probably not with all this Crystal drama, but when you’re finished talking to Ms. Bernadine, you’re welcome to come back and hang here with us.”


  Brain nodded agreement. “Especially if you don’t want to hang with Devon.”


  Zoey had been an only child in Miami, but now considered the boys family, and they were the best big brothers in the world. “Okay.”


  Feeling a bit braver, she left them to go talk to Ms. Bernadine. It was only a short walk across the street, but she kept saying “Please don’t let them yell at me” the entire way.


  Amari’s grandfather, Malachi July, answered Ms. Bernadine’s doorbell.


  “Hey, Miss Z.” Malachi owned the Dog and Cow, the town’s diner, and was known to the kids as OG—hip-hop for Old Gangsta. He wasn’t really a gangster but Amari had given him the title because he was so cool.


  “Hey, OG.” She took a deep breath. “I need to talk to Ms. Bernadine. It’s about Crystal.”


  “We haven’t heard from her yet, baby girl.”


  “I know—that’s why I need to talk to her. I might can help.”


  Sheriff Dalton was in the front room, talking to the Henry Adams adults: Amari’s parents—Ms. Lily and her husband, Mr. Trent, who was also the town’s mayor; Amari’s great-grandmother, Tamar; Reverend Paula; Ms. Rocky, who managed the Dog and Cow; and the town’s schoolteacher, Mr. Jack James. All looked worried.


  Ms. Bernadine walked over. “Hey, Zoey.”


  “Hi, Ms. Bernadine. I came over to tell you that Crystal might be in Dallas.”


  Every eye in the room swung Zoey’s way, and she had to fight to not squirm under the scrutiny. “I—I talked to her last night before she left. She made me promise not to tell you. Do I have to paint the fence?”


  Ms. Bernadine shook her head. “No, honey.”


  “Crys said she had friends where she was going. I told her hitchhiking was dangerous, but she didn’t listen. A boy drove her away from the house.”


  The sheriff asked, “Do you know his name?”


  She shook her head. “No, sir. But I memorized the license plate.”


  He grinned. “You just earned yourself a county sheriff’s badge, young lady.”


  Trent said approvingly, “Way to go, Zoey.”


  Ms. Bernadine hugged her tight and kissed her on the top of her head. “You rock, missy.”


  Zoey felt a million times better. Crystal would probably call her a snitch when she got back, but at that moment Zoey didn’t care. She’d deal with that when the time came.


  “And free dessert for the rest of the week,” Rocky told her. “On the house.”


  “Thanks! But you have to give some to Preston and Amari, too. They were the ones who figured out she probably went to Dallas.”


  “You got it.”


  Zoey recited the plate number for the sheriff, and he immediately got on his phone. Ms. Bernadine asked, “Did Crys say anything else?”


  “Just that she wanted her old life back.” Ms. Bernadine’s eyes got real sad, so Zoey told her the next part. “I asked her if it was because she didn’t like us anymore, but she said that wasn’t it.”


  “Okay, honey. Thanks. That information helps a lot.”


  “You’re welcome.” She also wanted to tell her that Amari didn’t think Crystal would be gone long, but she kept that to herself. She wasn’t sure Ms. Bernadine wanted Amari’s opinion. “Is it okay for me to go now?”


  “Yes.”


  All the adults offered her thanks, and a relieved Zoey left.
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  By late morning, Bernadine was finally in the house alone. After all the Crystal upheaval, she welcomed the solitude. Parts of her were angry, others disappointed, and others wanted to fall to the floor and weep. The signs had been there. In fact, as the summer waned, she’d sensed the storm on the horizon. Crystal had been despondent over her unrequited crush on Diego July and waxing nostalgic about her old life on the streets. Although Bernadine assured herself at the time that Crystal had too much to look forward to and would get over herself eventually, she’d been terribly wrong. And now, here she stood on her deck wondering if she’d ever see her child again. Thank God for Zoey, however. The information she provided on the license plate enabled the sheriff’s office to track down the driver. As a result they’d learned that, one, Crystal had duped the boy into believing that Bernadine sanctioned the flight, and two, he’d dropped her off by the 183 South ramp. Sheriff Dalton’s next task was to show Crystal’s picture around at the local truck stops in the hope of finding someone who might have seen her or given her a ride. He also had a few law enforcement connections in the Dallas area, and he promised to e-mail her picture to them as well.


  As had become her habit since this madness began last night, she took out her phone to check for messages. None of her texts to her daughter were being answered and all the calls had gone straight to voice mail. Why, Crystal? she wanted to ask. Why choose to run from such a blessed life? Bernadine took out the note she’d found taped to the front door last night and read it for what seemed like the hundredth time.


  I have to go, otherwise I’m going to explode. Hope you’ll forgive me one day.


  Love you,


  Crys


  Sighing, Bernadine put the note back into her shirt pocket and prayed the nightmare might end soon.


  When her phone rang, she startled. Hoping it was Crystal, she quickly viewed the caller ID and was crestfallen to see that it was her sister, Diane.


  “Hey, Di. How are you?”


  “Doing good. I’m at the airport. Can you send someone to pick me up?”


  Bernadine froze. “What airport?”


  “I think it’s called Hays?”


  Bernadine mentally pleaded. Please lord, not today!


  “Are you there, Bernie?”


  “Yeah. I’m here.”


  “How long will it take you to get here?”


  Bernadine sighed. “I’ll send a car for you. It’ll take about an hour.”


  “An hour?”


  “An hour. Are you on a layover?”


  “No. Harmon and I are having some work done on the house, so I thought I’d come stay with you. Shouldn’t be more than a week or two.”


  Bernadine felt a headache settling in. “Di, this isn’t a good time.”


  “Don’t be silly, just send the car.” And she hung up.


  Bernadine dropped into a chair. Head in her hands, she voiced an irritated and frustrated “Dammit!” then put in a call to her nephew, Harmon Jr., Diane’s oldest son. “Why is your mother in Kansas?”


  He chuckled. “Hello to you too, Aunt Dina. Is that where she is?”


  “Yes,” Bernadine snarled. Her sister was one of her least favorite people in the world.


  “Well, it seems Dad’s finally had enough of her minute-by-minute criticisms. He’s divorcing her.”


  “What!”


  “Yep. Served her the papers a few days ago.”


  “But why come here?”


  “Probably no place else to go. She can’t stay with me because she and Joan haven’t gotten along since the day they met. Remember the drama at our wedding?”


  The wedding took place seven years ago. When the preacher asked whether anyone had a reason the bride and groom shouldn’t marry, Diane stood up and declared Joan too low-class to marry her son. It took half the church to restrain Joan’s mother so she wouldn’t leap over the pew and whip Diane’s sneering behind. As a result, Diane and her son hadn’t spoken for two years. “What about your brother Marlon?”


  “He and his partner, Anthony, offered to take her in, but she said she had no intentions of living in an F-word household.”


  “Oh, good lord.”


  “I know. And since we all know my sister Monique is at the top of Mom’s persona non grata list for marrying outside the race, you’re it, Auntie.”


  “I’m so lucky,” Bernadine declared sarcastically. “Okay. I suppose I don’t have much choice. She is my sister.”


  “And remember, no good deed goes unpunished.”


  She laughed for the first time that day. “Anything else I need to know?”


  “She and Dad are broke. He declared bankruptcy six months ago, and they moved into a one-bedroom apartment. I think the close quarters is what sent him over the edge. That, and the fact that she wouldn’t stop spending. She called me yesterday, screaming that he’d canceled all her credit cards. I tried to explain to her that it went with being divorced, but of course she didn’t want to hear it.”


  Bernadine’s brother-in-law, Harmon Sr., was a good guy. He’d put up with his wife’s tantrums and selfish, over-the-top behavior for thirty years. It saddened her to hear about his financial struggles. “Does he still have his dental practice?”


  “Not sure. You know how closemouthed he can be, and with them being in Detroit and me in Austin, there’s no real way to tell. He keeps saying he’s fine, though.”


  She made a mental note to reach out to him just as soon as the Crystal situation was resolved—if it ever got resolved. “Anything else?”


  “Not that I can think of. You okay?”


  “Doing great,” she lied.


  “Good to know. Hope Mom doesn’t make you too crazy.”


  “Me, too. If she does, I’ll just bury her body where it can’t be found.”


  “Sounds like a plan. Love you a lot. Later.”


  “Bye.” After ending the call, Bernadine exhaled audibly in response to the continuing madness that had become her life. First Crystal, and now Diane. She had no idea what she’d done to be so deserving, but she needed it to stop.


  She put in a call to her driver, Nathan, and asked him to make the airport run. A bit over two hours later the shiny black town car pulled up smoothly to the curb. She watched through the screen door as Nathan hustled around to let Diane out of the car. Her sister stepped out, swathed in scarves and wearing skinny black jeans and spike-heeled black leather boots. The expensive black handbag hanging from her shoulder looked large enough to hold a bowling ball, and her wrists were lined with gold bangles. She’d always had a trim figure, but there was trim and there was anorexic. Bernadine hadn’t seen her since divorcing Leo five years ago, and Diane was skinny in a way reminiscent of aging women with old money bent upon reclaiming their youth. She was in her fifties now, and it was not a good look.


  As usual, Diane was being short-tempered, giving Nathan grief for taking too much time wrestling not one, not two, but five pieces of green designer luggage from the trunk. His lips were set tightly in irritation. Bernadine stepped outside. “Hello, Di.”


  She turned. “Oh, hello, Bernie.”


  Bernadine hated being addressed that way, something her sister was well aware of but it hadn’t made a difference when they were growing up, and apparently nothing had changed.


  “Be careful with that bag. That’s real leather,” she railed at Nathan, who’d just set the last of her suitcases on the walk. “Be glad you don’t work for me.”


  And Nathan, bless his heart replied, “I am, ma’am. Believe me.”


  The stunned look on Diane’s face made Bernadine chuckle softly. He’d just earned himself a bonus, but she doubted all the money in the world would be enough to offset the mental distress he’d undoubtedly suffered during the trip.


  While Diane’s eyes spit flames, Nathan silently carried the safari’s worth of bags up the steps. “Where do you want these, Ms. Brown?”


  “Just put them inside the door, Nathan, please.”


  “She’s not a nice lady,” he said in a soft voice.


  “I know, and I’m sorry.”


  “Yelled at me for driving too fast and then too slow. Every half mile she was complaining about something.” When he brought in the last bag, he asked, “Can you find somebody else to drive her back to Hays, please? I know it’s my job, but—”


  Bernadine nodded. “I will certainly try.”


  “Thanks. Do you need me anymore today?”


  “I don’t think so. Roni’s supposed to be in sometime this evening, but her text said she’d already made arrangements for the ride home.”


  “Okay, then I’ll be going.”


  He passed Diane on the steps, acting as if she were invisible, got into the car, and drove off.


  On the porch, Diane gave Bernadine a quick faux hug and an equally faux kiss on the cheek. “He should be fired for incompetence. So good to see you.”


  “Same here,” Bernadine lied.


  Diane moved past her and into the house. Before following, Bernadine took a moment to draw in a few calming breaths in an effort to convince herself that the visit would go well even though she knew it was a lie.


  Inside she found Diane staring critically around at the living room. “Bernie, I don’t like the way you have this room laid out.”


  “Then it’s a good thing you don’t live here.”


  “No, I’m serious. That blue chair would look much better over there, where you have that end table. And that gray lamp doesn’t go with anything.”


  “Thanks for your opinion.”


  But instead of leaving well enough alone, Diane dropped her handbag on the sofa, walked over to the end table, and leaned over to unplug the offending lamp.


  “Leave it be, Diane,” Bernadine gritted out.


  Diane stopped in mid reach and slowly straightened. “I’m just trying to help.”


  “Thanks, but I don’t need it.”


  “Well, okay then,” she replied, looking wounded. She took a seat on the sofa.


  Bernadine blew out a breath. And so it begins. She’d always wanted a sisterly relationship with Diane, but it never worked out that way. Although Bernadine had refused to deal with the reality while growing up, she could now admit that her mother had favored Diane over both Bernadine and her now late sister Cecily. Diane had been the pretty one, the head cheerleader, the one with the Sweet Sixteen party. Had it not been for her father’s tender loving care, Bernadine would’ve gone through her formative years feeling like an unwanted changeling left on the doorstep. When her mother complained about the difficulties inherent in shopping for her overweight eldest daughter (who just so happened to look exactly like her), or allowed Diane to make snide remarks about Bernadine’s size and dark skin, her dad Emery would stick his head in her bedroom door and say, “Always remember two things, Dina—you’re pretty, and you’re smart. The grass outside’s got more brains than your mother and sister combined.”


  “In spite of the bad layout of your house, it’s rather nice,” Diane said, breaking into Bernadine’s reverie.


  “Thanks. I think so, too.” Bernadine took a seat in the blue armchair. “So, what brings you here again?”


  Diane waved off the remark. “Harmon and I are having an addition put on the house. A solarium.”


  “Ah.”


  “So I thought I’d come visit you, since I haven’t seen you since the divorce. How is Leo, by the way?”


  “No idea.”


  “Really?”


  “Why would I keep tabs on a man I divorced?”


  Diane shrugged. “I don’t know—maybe for sentimental reasons. All that money, I’d be trying to get him back.”


  “I don’t want him back, Diane. I caught the man screwing his secretary in his office when he was supposed to be meeting me for lunch—on my birthday.”


  “It’s Diana now, remember?”


  “Oh, right. I forgot.” In high school, she’d decided to rename herself Diana, much as Diane Ross of Motown’s Supremes had. Well, so much for small talk. “Are you hungry?”


  “Famished.”


  “Okay, let’s go get some food. My treat.”


  “I should hope so, since you’re the hostess. Do you have someone to take my bags to the guest room?”


  “No.”


  “No servants?”


  “No.”


  “Didn’t you get a fortune from Leo?”


  “Yes, but why would I need servants?”


  “Because you’re rich now, Bernadine, and rich women always have them. Good grief, who’s advising you?”


  Bernadine knew from the moment her sister called that this visit wasn’t going to go well, and it was already on its way straight to hell. “The guest room is down that hallway. We can move you in when we get back.”


  Diane replied with an impatient, “Fine. Where’s your powder room?”


  Bernadine gave her directions, and while Diane was gone, she picked up her keys and purse. She also prayed for strength.


  On their walk out to the garage, Diane’s steps slowed upon seeing Bernadine’s Baby. “We’re going to lunch in a truck?”


  “Yep. Get in.”


  “Where’s your driver?”


  “Home by now.” Bernadine made herself comfortable behind the steering wheel.


  A huffing Diane settled into the passenger seat and slammed the door. Smiling inwardly, Bernadine started the engine, backed down the driveway, and headed her beautiful blue Baby toward town.


  On the short drive, Diane said only, “Why in the world are you living way out here in the middle of nowhere?”


  “I like it.”


  “With all your money, you should be living in Paris or some other upscale place.”


  “I have an apartment there, another in Madrid, and a time-share in Maui.”


  Diane eyed Bernadine with surprise.


  Silence ruled for the rest of the ride.


  As was usual on Saturday afternoon, the Dog and Cow’s parking lot was packed.


  “The Dog and Cow?” her sister asked, eyeing the sign dubiously. “What kind of name is that?”


  “Long story. I’ll explain later.”


  Inside, the place was bustling. The jukebox was blasting “We Are Family” by Sister Sledge, and there was a long line of people waiting for tables.


  Diane took in the surroundings and, to Bernadine’s amazement, smiled. “This is nice, Bernie. Love the music.”


  “And the food is as good as the atmosphere.”


  Rocky walked up and asked Bernadine, “Heard anything yet?”


  She shook her head. “No.” Thoughts of the missing Crystal returned, bringing with them a renewed sense of worry and melancholy.


  “Okay. Hang in there. Should be able to seat you in a few minutes.”


  “Thanks, Rock.”


  As she drifted away, Diane asked, “Who’s that?”


  “Rocky Dancer. She’s the manager.”


  “Pretty woman. What was she asking you about?”


  Mal walked up and for that Bernadine was thankful. She had no desire to share what was going on with Crystal with her sister. “Hey, sweet thing.”


  “Hey yourself,” Diane replied before Bernadine could respond.


  Mal paused. He eyed Diane.


  Bernadine plastered a fake smile on her face. “Mal, this is my sister, Diane. Di, Malachi July. He’s the owner here.”


  “Hello, Malachi,” Diane purred, sticking out a hand and eyeing him like a decadent piece of chocolate cake she couldn’t wait to enjoy. “Name’s Diana. Such a pleasure to meet you.”


  His features neutral, he shook her hand. “Same here.”


  When he attempted to withdraw his hand, she held on and purred again, “Mal, do me a big favor and get us a table so we don’t have to wait. I’m really, really hungry.”


  His eyes met Bernadine’s, and she shook her head. “We’ll wait our turn like everyone else.”


  “Thanks, baby doll.” He rewarded her with a kiss on the cheek and whispered in her ear, “You never told me crazy ran in your family.” Stepping back, he said, “Shouldn’t be long.”


  Diane’s hungry eyes followed him through the crowd. “Wow. I’d move here in a New York minute if I had him to look at all day. Is he married?”


  “No.”


  “Divorced?”


  “No. He’s never been married.”


  “Oh, lord. Please don’t tell me he’s gay.”


  “He isn’t.”


  “Good.”


  Bernadine rolled her eyes. She held off on revealing that she and Mal were an item. It would never cross Diane’s mind that fat old Bernadine would be hooked up with one of the finest men in the county.


  They were finally shown to a table, and after settling in, their waiter, seventeen-year-old Eli James, came over with glasses of water on a tray. He set the water down and handed them menus. “Hi, Ms. Brown. Any news on Crystal?”


  “Not yet.”


  “God. How can she be this stupid?”


  “Now, Eli.”


  “She is, Ms. Brown, and everybody in town knows it. We’ll be lining up to kick her dumb behind when she gets back.”


  Amused by his fervor but needing to change the subject before Diane got too interested in the conversation, Bernadine did the introductions. “Di, this is Eli James. Eli, my sister, Ms. Willis. Eli’s dad is the town’s schoolteacher.”


  “Hello, Eli.”


  “Hi, ma’am. You ever been to Henry Adams before?”


  “No. Who’s Crystal?”


  “Ms. Brown’s daughter. She ran away from home last night. Are you two ready to place your orders?”


  Diane gave him a smile. “Let me check out the menu for a minute.”


  He nodded and moved off. The smug triumph on Diane’s face warned Bernadine of the impending attack. Sure enough, her sister glanced up from the menu and asked, “Crystal’s the girl you adopted, right? And she ran away?”


  Bernadine nodded tightly.


  “I’m so sorry. You must feel like a terrible mother.”


  Bernadine turned her head to the booth side window and focused on the view of the street so she wouldn’t reach across the table and snatch her sister by the throat.


  Without looking up from the menu, Diane added, “All those foster kids are on drugs anyway, you know. Maybe it’s best that she’s gone. I certainly wouldn’t want that kind of drama in my home.” She picked up her water and sipped daintily.


  Bernadine decided a line needed to be drawn in the sand there and then. She asked quietly, “Is this the home that was foreclosed on, or the one-bedroom apartment Harmon threw you out of?”


  Diane choked and began coughing. Eyes frigid, Bernadine waited.


  Eli chose to return at that moment.


  “You two ready?”


  “Yes,” Bernadine replied, smiling falsely. “What are you having, sister?”


  Looking like a deer caught in poacher headlights, Diane quickly ordered a burger and fries. Bernadine had her usual. “The spinach salad with the house vinaigrette.”


  “Coming right up,” he said, and left.


  Bernadine picked up her water. Everything about her body language dared her sister to say another word. Diane’s gaze went chasing off. Apparently she got the message.


  Bernadine’s phone buzzed. Praying it was Crystal, she quickly swiped it open. It was. Bordering on tears, her heart raced as she read: I’m ok. Don’t worry.


  Fingers fumbling excitedly, she typed, Please call so we can talk. I love you!!!


  Bernadine waited anxiously for a response. It never came.
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  After sharing a lunch of grilled cheese and tomato soup with Preston and Amari, Zoey helped the boys clean up and then remembered something. “Shoot. Devon and I are supposed to check the fish.” Each month their teacher, Mr. James, assigned a pair of students to maintain the school’s giant aquarium, and with all the drama surrounding Crystal, she’d forgotten. Technically Devon was supposed to help her, but apparently he’d forgotten as well. Since she’d had enough of his old-lady act for the day, she’d handle the task alone. While Amari turned on the big screen so the boys could resume their game, Preston handed her his lanyard with the key to the school attached on a ring, and she put it around her neck. “Are you going to be okay riding over there by yourself?” he asked.


  She nodded.


  “Be careful,” Amari added.


  Zoey laughed and drawled in her still-prominent Florida accent, “Y’all sound like my daddy.”


  “That’s because if something happens to you, the first thing the adults are going to ask is, ‘Why’d you boys let her go by herself?’ “Amari pointed out. “Brain and I don’t need that.”


  “I’ll be okay. Promise.”


  “Text us when you get done.”


  “Good grief. Okay.”


  Smiling, Zoey left to retrieve her bike. Since she and the rest of the kids pedaled to school every day, she knew the way with her eyes closed


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  About the book


  Discussion Questions


  1. Talk about the many family-related issues found in Heart of Gold.


  2. Bernadine did her best to incorporate Reverend Paula’s theme of kindness over rightness into her life. Was she successful? How difficult would it be to incorporate that theme into your life?


  3. Through Diane, we know a bit more about Bernadine’s childhood and the issues she faced growing up with her mother. Does this new knowledge alter your perceptions of who you thought Bernadine was?


  4. Did you approve or disapprove of the way Bernadine handled Crystal’s return?


  5. Discuss the growth and maturity shown by Amari and Preston since Bring on the Blessings.


  6. What’s up with Devon?


  7. What should Bernadine do about Astrid Wiggins?


  8. What do you think the future holds for Zoey Raymond Garland? [image: ]


  Author’s Note


  HEART OF GOLD is our fifth visit to the small town of Henry Adams, Kansas. As with the previous books in the series, Zoey’s story widened our view of many characters and answered some questions, but also paved the way for new ones, such as: What is Bernadine going to do about Astrid Wiggins? Will Kiki and Bobby really move to town, and how many more beatdowns is Devon going to need before he gets a clue? In my travels around the country promoting book four, A Wish and a Prayer, babies were frequently brought up. “Henry Adams needs babies!” or “Lily needs to have a baby!” or “Bernadine needs to marry Mal and have a baby!” Folks, Lily would probably rise up off the page and smack me into next week should I even think about making her pregnant. After all, she already has Davis, and now Amari and Devon! She’s also past her childbearing prime, so no babies for Lily. As for Bernadine, she’s over fifty-five. No babies for her either. As for marriage to Mal: readers under the age of forty desperately want them to marry. Those fifty and above simply shrug. Like Bernadine and Mal, they don’t see the need to make the relationship any more formal than it is, but we’ll see what the future holds.


  Heart of Gold was a joy to write. The first draft differed greatly from the final one—scenarios changed and characters appeared, disappeared, and were replaced by others. Cassidy Sullivan walked into this story unannounced. I had no idea she was waiting in the wings. One of the joys of writing by the seat of my pants is that characters like Cass appear out of nowhere bearing magi-type gifts that make a writer smile.


  I want to thank Dr. Paul King of Atlanta for taking time out of his busy day to answer my questions about Zoey’s care. Any mistakes I may have made in the writing are mine—not his. Big thanks to my editor for granting me the time I needed to give Heart of Gold the TLC it needed. Her patience is exceeded only by her editorial savvy—both of which make me a better writer. As always, many thanks to my agent, Nancy Yost of NYLA. Sixteen years and counting! She’s the best. I also want to thank Avon/Harper. Who knew when my first novel, Night Song, was published in 1994, that twenty years later, I’d still be an Avon Lady and that my fictional town of Henry Adams would still be alive and kicking. I’m blessed to have such a remarkable publishing house behind me. From marketing to publicity to art, a writer couldn’t ask for a better team. I couldn’t ask for better readers either and to them I bow because without you, I’m nothing. Your encouragement, praise, and blessings fill my heart.


  See you next time!


  B [image: ]
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