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			CHAPTER
1

			Every smiley moon, without fail, Claire dreamed of her childhood. She always tried to stay awake those nights when the stars winked and the moon was just a cresting sliver smiling provocatively down at the world, the way pretty women on vintage billboards used to smile as they sold cigarettes and limeade. On those nights in the summer, Claire would garden by the light of the solar-powered footpath lamps, weeding and trimming the night bloomers—the moon vine and the angel’s trumpet, the night jasmine and the flowering tobacco. These weren’t a part of the Waverley legacy of edible flowers, but sleepless as she often was, Claire had added flowers to the garden to give her something to do at night when she was so wound up that frustration singed the edge of her nightgown and she set tiny fires with her fingertips.

			What she dreamed of was always the same. Long roads like snakes with no tails. Sleeping in the car at night while her mother met men in bars and honkytonks. Being a lookout while her mother stole shampoo and deodorant and lipstick and sometimes a candy bar for Claire at Shop-and-Gos around the Midwest. Then, just before she woke up, her sister, Sydney, always appeared in a halo of light. Lorelei held Sydney and ran to the Waverley home in Bascom, and the only reason Claire was able to go with them was because she was holding tight to her mother’s leg and wouldn’t let go.

			That morning, when Claire woke up in the backyard garden, she tasted regret in her mouth. With a frown, she spit it out. She was sorry for the way she’d treated her sister as a child. But the six years of Claire’s life before Sydney’s arrival had been fraught with the constant fear of being caught, of being hurt, of not having enough food or gas or warm clothes for the winter. Her mother always came through but always at the last minute. Ultimately, they were never caught and Claire was never hurt and, when the first cold snap signaled the changing colors of the leaves, her mother magically produced blue mittens with white snowflakes on them and pink thermal underwear to wear under jeans and a cap with a droopy ball on top. That life on the run had been good enough for Claire, but Lorelei obviously thought Sydney deserved better, that Sydney deserved to be born with roots. And the small scared child in Claire hadn’t been able to forgive her.

			Picking up the clippers and the trowel from the ground beside her, she stood stiffly and walked in the dawning fog toward the shed. She suddenly stopped. She turned and looked around. The garden was quiet and damp, the temperamental apple tree at the back of the lot shivering slightly as if dreaming. Generations of Waverleys had tended this garden. Their history was in the soil, but so was their future. Something was about to happen, something the garden wasn’t ready to tell her yet. She would have to keep a sharp eye out.

			She went to the shed and carefully wiped the dew off the old tools and hung them on their places on the wall. She closed and locked the heavy gate door to the garden, then crossed the driveway at the back of the ostentatious Queen Anne-style home she’d inherited from her grandmother.

			Claire entered the house through the back, stopping in the sunroom that had been turned into a drying and cleaning room for herbs and flowers. It smelled strongly of lavender and peppermint, like walking into a Christmas memory that didn’t belong to her. She drew her dirty white nightgown over her head, balled it up, and walked naked into the house. It was going to be a busy day. She had a dinner party to cater that night, and it was the last Tuesday in May, so she had to deliver her end-of-the-month shipment of lilac and mint and rose-petal jellies and nasturtium and chive-blossom vinegars to the farmers’ market and to the gourmet grocery store on the square, where the college kids from Orion College would hang out after classes.

			There was a knock at the door as Claire was pulling her hair back with combs. She went downstairs in a white eyelet sundress, still barefooted. When she opened the door, she smiled at the fireplug of an old lady standing on the porch.

			Evanelle Franklin was seventy-nine years old, looked like she was one hundred and twenty, yet still managed to walk a mile around the track at Orion five days a week. Evanelle was a distant relation, a second or third or fourteenth cousin, and she was the only other Waverley still living in Bascom. Claire stuck to her like static, needing to feel a connection to family after Sydney took off when she was eighteen and their grandmother died the same year.

			When Claire was young, Evanelle would stop by to give her a Band-Aid hours before she scraped her knee, quarters for her and Sydney long before the ice cream truck arrived, and a flashlight to put under her pillow a full two weeks before lightning struck a tree down the street and the entire neighborhood was without power all night. When Evanelle brought you something, you were usually going to need it sooner or later, though that cat bed she gave Claire five years ago had yet to find its use. Most people in town treated Evanelle kindly but with amusement, and even Evanelle didn’t take herself too seriously. But Claire knew there was always something behind the strange gifts Evanelle brought.

			“Well, don’t you look eye-talian with your dark hair and Sophia Loren dress. Your picture should be on a bottle of olive oil,” Evanelle said. She was in her green velour running suit, and slung over her shoulder was a rather large tote bag full of quarters and stamps and egg timers and soap, all things she might feel the need to give someone at some point.

			“I was just about to make some coffee,” Claire said, stepping back. “Come in.”

			“Don’t mind if I do.” Evanelle entered and followed Claire to the kitchen, where she sat at the kitchen table while Claire made the coffee. “You know what I hate?”

			Claire looked over her shoulder as steam carrying the smell of coffee curled around the kitchen. “What do you hate?”

			“I hate summer.”

			Claire laughed. She loved having Evanelle around. Claire had tried for years to get the old lady to move into the Waverley house so she could take care of her, so the house wouldn’t feel as if the walls were moving out of her way as she walked, making the hallways longer and rooms bigger. “Why on earth would you hate summer? Summer is wonderful. Fresh air, open windows, picking tomatoes and eating them while they’re still warm from the sun.”

			“I hate summer because most of them college kids leave town, so there aren’t as many runners and I don’t have any nice male backsides to look at when I walk the track.”

			“You’re a dirty old lady, Evanelle.”

			“I’m just sayin’.”

			“Here you go,” Claire said, setting a coffee cup on the table in front of Evanelle.

			Evanelle peered into the cup. “You didn’t put anything in it, did you?”

			“You know I didn’t.”

			“Because your side of the Waverleys always wants to put something in everything. Bay leaves in bread, cinnamon in coffee. I like things plain and simple. Which reminds me, I brought you something.” Evanelle grabbed her tote bag and brought out a yellow Bic lighter.

			“Thank you, Evanelle,” Claire said as she took the lighter and put it in her pocket. “I’m sure this will come in handy.”

			“Or maybe it won’t. I just knew I had to give it to you.” Evanelle, who had twenty-eight sweet teeth, all of them false, picked up her coffee and looked over at the covered cake plate on the stainless-steel island. “What have you made over there?”

			“White cake. I stirred violet petals into the batter. And I crystallized some violets to put on top. It’s for a dinner party I’m catering tonight.” Claire picked up a Tupperware container beside it. “This white cake, I made for you. Nothing weird in it, I promise.” She set it on the table next to Evanelle.

			“You are the sweetest girl. When are you going to get married? When I’m gone, who will take care of you?”

			“You’re not going anywhere. And this is a perfect house for a spinster to live in. I’ll grow old in this house, and neighborhood children will vex me by trying to get to the apple tree in the backyard and I’ll chase them away with a broom. And I’ll have lots of cats. That’s probably why you gave me that cat bed.”

			Evanelle shook her head. “Your problem is routine. You like your routine too much. You get that from your grandmother. You’re too attached to this place, just like her.”

			Claire smiled because she liked being compared to her grandmother. She had no idea about the security of having a name until her mother brought her here, to this house where her grandmother lived. They’d been in Bascom maybe three weeks, Sydney had just been born, and Claire had been sitting outside under the tullip tree in the front yard while people in town came to see Lorelei and her new baby. Claire wasn’t new, so she didn’t think anyone would want to see her. A couple came out of the house after visiting, and they watched Claire quietly build tiny log cabins with twigs. “She’s a Waverley, all right,” the woman said. “In her own world.”

			Claire didn’t look up, didn’t say a word, but she grabbed the grass before her body floated up. She was a Waverley. She didn’t tell anyone, not a soul, for fear of someone taking her happiness away, but from that day on she would follow her grandmother out into the garden every morning, studying her, wanting to be like her, wanting to do all the things a true Waverley did to prove that, even though she wasn’t born here, she was a Waverley too.

			“I have to pack some boxes of jelly and vinegar to deliver,” she said to Evanelle. “If you’ll wait here for a minute, I’ll drive you home.”

			“Are you making a delivery to Fred’s?” Evanelle asked.

			“Yes.”

			“Then I’ll just go with you. I need Cokecola. And some Goo Goo Clusters. And maybe I’ll pick up some tomatoes. You made me crave tomatoes.”

			While Evanelle debated the merits of yellow tomatoes versus red, Claire took four corrugated boxes out of the storeroom and packed up the jelly and the vinegar. When she was done, Evanelle followed her outside to her white minivan with Waverley’s Catering written on the side.

			Evanelle got in the passenger seat while Claire put her boxes in the back, then Claire handed Evanelle the container with her plain white cake in it and a brown paper bag to hold.

			“What’s this?” Evanelle said, looking in the brown bag as Claire got behind the wheel.

			“A special order.”

			“It’s for Fred,” Evanelle said knowingly.

			“Do you think he’d ever do business with me again if I told you that?”

			“It’s for Fred.”

			“I didn’t say that.”

			“It’s for Fred.”

			“I don’t think I heard you. Who is it for?”

			Evanelle sniffed. “Now you’re being Miss Smarty Pants.”

			Claire laughed and pulled out of the drive.

			Business was doing well, because all the locals knew that dishes made from the flowers that grew around the apple tree in the Waverley garden could affect the eater in curious ways. The biscuits with lilac jelly, the lavender tea cookies, and the tea cakes made with nasturtium mayonnaise the Ladies Aid ordered for their meetings once a month gave them the ability to keep secrets. The fried dandelion buds over marigold-petal rice, stuffed pumpkin blossoms, and rose-hip soup ensured that your company would notice only the beauty of your home and never the flaws. Anise hyssop honey butter on toast, angelica candy, and cupcakes with crystallized pansies made children thoughtful. Honeysuckle wine served on the Fourth of July gave you the ability to see in the dark. The nutty flavor of the dip made from hyacinth bulbs made you feel moody and think of the past, and the salads made with chicory and mint had you believing that something good was about to happen, whether it was true or not.

			The dinner Claire was catering that night was being hosted by Anna Chapel, the head of the art department at Orion College, who gave a dinner party at the end of every spring semester for her department. Claire had catered these parties for her for the past five years. It was good exposure to get her name out among the university crowd, because they only expected good food with a splash of originality, whereas the people in town who had lived there all their lives came to her to cater affairs with a specific agenda—to get something off your chest and be assured the other person wouldn’t speak of it again, to secure a promotion, or to mend a friendship.

			First Claire took the jelly and vinegar to the farmers’ market on the highway, where she’d rented shelf space at a booth, then she went into town and parked in front of Fred’s Gourmet Grocery, formerly Fred’s Foods, as it had been called for two generations, before a posher college and touristy crowd started shopping there.

			She and Evanelle walked into the market with its creaking hardwood floors. Evanelle headed for the tomatoes, while Claire went to the back to Fred’s office.

			She knocked once, then opened the door. “Hello, Fred.”

			Sitting at his father’s old desk, he had invoices in front of him, but judging by the way he jumped when Claire opened the door, his mind had been on other things. He immediately stood. “Claire. Good to see you.”

			“I have those two boxes you ordered.”

			“Good, good.” He grabbed the white blazer hanging on the back of his chair and put it on over his short-sleeved black shirt. He walked out to her van with her and helped her bring the boxes in. “Did, um, did you bring that other thing we talked about?” he asked as they walked to the stockroom.

			She smiled slightly and went back outside. A minute later she came back in and handed him the paper bag with a bottle of rose geranium wine in it.

			Fred took it, looking embarrassed, then he handed her an envelope with a check in it. The act was completely innocuous, because he always gave her a check when she delivered her jelly and vinegar, but this check was a full ten times what his normal check to her was. And the envelope was brighter, as if filled with lightning bugs, lit by his hope.

			“Thank you, Fred. I’ll see you next month.”

			“Right. Bye, Claire.”

			—

			Fred Walker watched Claire wait by the door for Evanelle to pay the cashier. Claire was a pretty woman, all dark hair and eyes and olive complexion. She didn’t look anything like her mother, whom Fred had known in school, but then, neither did Sydney. They obviously took after their fathers, whoever their fathers were. People treated Claire politely, but they thought of her as standoffish and they never stopped her to talk about the weather or the new interstate connector or how sweet this year’s crop of strawberries was. She was a Waverley, and Waverleys were an odd bunch, each in his or her own way. Claire’s mother had been a troublemaker who left her children to be raised by their grandmother and then died in a car pileup in Chattanooga a few years later, her grandmother rarely left the house, her distant cousin Evanelle was forever giving people strange gifts. But that was just how the Waverleys were. Just like Runions were talkers, and Plemmons were shifty, and Hopkins men always married older women. But Claire kept the Waverley house in good shape, and it was one of the oldest homes around and tourists liked to drive by it, which was good for the town. And most importantly, Claire was there when someone in town needed a solution to a problem that could be solved only by the flowers grown around that apple tree in the Waverleys’ backyard. She was the first in three generations to openly share that particular gift. That made her okay.

			Evanelle walked over to Claire, and they left together.

			Fred clutched the bag containing the bottle and walked back into his office.

			He took off his blazer and sat back at the desk, staring again at the small framed photo of a handsome man wearing a tux. The photo had been taken at Fred’s fiftieth birthday party a couple of years ago.

			Fred and his partner, James, had been together for over thirty years, and if people knew the true nature of their relationship, it had gone on so long now that no one cared. But he and James had grown apart lately, and little seeds of anxiousness were starting to take root. Over the past few months, James had been staying overnight in Hickory, where he worked, a few nights a week, saying he was working so late that commuting back to Bascom didn’t make sense. This left Fred at home alone far too often, and he didn’t know what to do with himself. James was the one who always said, “You make wonderful pot stickers, let’s have that for dinner tonight.” Or, “There’s a movie I want us to see on television.” James was always right, and Fred questioned every little thing when he wasn’t there. What should he have for dinner? Should he set the things he needed to take to the dry cleaner out at night or wait for the morning?

			All his life Fred had heard things about the Waverleys’ rose geranium wine. It signaled in the drinker a return to happiness, remembering the good, and Fred wanted back the good thing he and James had. Claire made only one bottle a year, and it was damn expensive, but it was a sure thing, because Waverleys, for all their blindness to their own way of living, were extremely accurate in helping other people see.

			He reached for the phone and dialed James’s work number. He needed to ask him what he should make for dinner.

			And what meat did you serve with magic wine?

			—

			Claire arrived at Anna Chapel’s home late that afternoon. Anna lived in a cul-de-sac neighborhood just outside Orion College, and the only way to get to it was through the campus. The neighborhood had been for the instructors at the college, the houses built at the same time the campus was constructed a hundred years ago. The intention was to keep the academic community as insular as possible. A wise move, considering the opposition to a college for women at the time. Today, the chancellor still made his home there, and a few professors, including Anna, lived in the original houses. But the neighborhood was dominated now by young families who had no association with the college. They simply liked the privacy and security of the place.

			“Claire, welcome,” Anna said when she opened the front door to find Claire on her porch, carrying a cooler of things that needed to be refrigerated immediately. She stepped aside and let Claire enter. “You know the way. Do you need help?”

			“No, thank you. I’m fine,” Claire said, though late spring and summer were her busiest seasons and the time when she had the least help. She usually hired first-year culinary students at Orion to help her during the school year. They, after all, were not from Bascom and the only questions they asked were culinary ones. She’d learned the hard way to avoid hiring anyone local if she could help it. Most of them expected to learn something magic or, at the very least, get to the apple tree in the backyard, hoping to find out if the local legend was true, that its apples would tell them what the biggest event in their lives would be.

			Claire went to the kitchen, put away the things in the cooler, then opened the kitchen door and brought in the rest of the things through the back entrance. Soon the farmhouse-style kitchen was alive with the steamy warmth and crafty scent that eventually flowed through the house. It welcomed Anna’s guests like a kiss on the cheek from their mothers, like coming home.

			Anna always wanted to use her own dishes—heavy pottery ones that she’d made herself—so Claire arranged the salad on the salad plates first and was ready to serve when Anna told her everyone was seated.

			The menu tonight was salad, yucca soup, pork tenderloins stuffed with nasturtiums and chives and goat cheese, lemon-verbena sorbet between dishes, and the violet white cake for dessert. Claire was kept busy, monitoring the food at the stove, arranging the food on the plates, serving and then deftly and quietly taking plates away when the guests had finished a course. This was as formal as any affair she catered, but these were art professors and their spouses, casual and intelligent people who poured their own wine and water and appreciated the creativity of the meal. When she had to work alone, she didn’t focus on the people, just what she had to do, which was painfully exhausting that evening considering she had slept the night before on the hard ground of her garden. But it had its positive side. She was never very good with people.

			She was aware of him, though. He was seated two places down from Anna, who was at the head of the table. Everyone else watched the food as it entered the room, as it was placed in front of them. But he watched her. His dark hair almost touched his shoulders, his arms and fingers were long, and his lips were fuller than she’d ever seen on a man. He was…trouble.

			As she was serving dessert, she felt something almost like anticipation the closer she got to sliding his plate in front of him. She wasn’t quite sure if it was his anticipation or hers.

			“Have we met?” he asked when she finally made it to his place. He was smiling such a nice, open smile that she almost smiled back.

			She put his plate in front of him, the piece of cake so perfect and moist, the crystallized violets spilling over it like frosted jewels. It screamed, Look at me! But his eyes were on her. “I don’t think so,” she replied.

			“This is Claire Waverley, the caterer,” Anna said, happy with wine, her cheeks pink. “I hire her for every department gathering. Claire, this is Tyler Hughes. This is his first year with us.”

			Claire nodded, extremely uncomfortable that all eyes were on her now.

			“Waverley,” Tyler said thoughtfully. She started to move away, but his long fingers wrapped gently around her arm, not letting her move. “Of course!” he said, laughing. “You’re my neighbor! I live beside you. Pendland Street, right? You live in that large

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	
		Keep reading for the original deleted prologue and topics for reading group discussion!

	
		First you had to make it over the nine-foot metal fence with its sharp finials. Then you had to jump past the jungle of honeysuckle vines so dense that it swallowed blue jays and carpenter bees, and small children could get lost in it and not be able to find their way out until they were teenagers. Then you had to walk past the lavender and the nasturtiums and the anise hyssop and the chicory until finally, finally, at the back of the Waverleys’ yard you could see the old apple tree, cranky but mostly self-sufficient, like an elderly house cat. If you could manage to get to the tree and steal an apple before someone saw you, you still had to make your way past the flowers and the honeysuckle and over the fence again. But then you could eat your apple at your leisure.

		Why go through all of this? Because if you ate an apple from the tree in the Waverleys’ backyard, you’d see what the biggest event in your life would be. Local legend had it that fifty years ago, Seth Bagwell saw himself hitting the winning home run the first and only time Bascom High made it to the North Carolina state championship. And Janice Ramsey said she saw her wedding day. Junior Martin claimed he saw the time he was skinny-dipping in Lunsford’s Reservoir and a bear chased him out of the water and right into old Mrs. Norton’s yard. Though she’d never eaten a Waverley apple, this was probably the biggest event in Mrs. Norton’s life, as she had been married for sixty years to a Fundamentalist and had never seen a naked man in the daytime before.

		The irony was that the Waverleys themselves were all born with a severe dislike of apples, thus the old saying: Waverleys knew where to find the truth, they just couldn’t stomach it.

		The first Waverleys, the ones who built the big Queen Anne-style home on Pendland Street in 1880, tried to chop down the old apple tree that came with the property. It grew back the next day. They were immediately captivated by its power. From that day forward they ate every part of the tree they could: the bark, the roots, the leaves—everything but the apples themselves, seeking a way to live forever. When eating the tree didn’t work, they fell victim to every snake oil salesman that came through on his way west into the mountain cities, and they eventually lost their fortune. They died too, which bothered them more. Those first Waverleys planted the medicinal flowers and herbs in the backyard: the angelica, the chicory, the hyssop, and the peppermint.

		The next generation of Waverleys fought tooth and nail the construction of Orion College for Women in town because they believed women weren’t meant to be educated. The women of that generation idly planted the pretty things in the backyard, the rose garden and the lilac bushes, the violets and the lavender.

		Conversely, all of the next generation of Waverleys were highly educated, but they stopped going to church because God couldn’t be explained by science. They planted the yucca and the snapdragons, the nasturtiums and the Johnny-jump-ups, which were all very clever flowers, but not particularly glorious.

		During World War Two, five Waverley brothers died in Europe, so the Queen Anne home was passed down to Claire and Sydney’s grandmother Mary, the only child left. The girls’ grandmother had been married briefly to a dandy handyman who cheated on her with every widow who had a leaky faucet to be fixed. The day Mary saw her husband in the general store buying a Pepsi for a pretty young woman when money was tight and Mary was denying herself nylons and a new hairbrush, she kicked him out. She planted the bachelor’s buttons in the backyard, proving in some small measure that Waverleys did have a sense of humor.

		Early in their marriage, Mary and her husband managed to have one daughter, Lorelei Waverley, Claire and Sydney’s mother. Lorelei was the only known Waverley to actually eat an apple from the tree in the backyard. It took her six hours and twenty-two minutes, but she sat under the ancient tree and steadfastly ate the entire apple, which tasted like ink, was as sharp as glass, and smelled like the riverbank after a flood. No one knew until her death what she actually saw. She was ten when she ate that apple, and from that day forward she did everything in her power to cause the biggest commotions, the biggest dramas, the biggest headaches the town of Bascom, North Carolina, had ever seen.

		She let all the cows out at the Hopkins’ farm and single-handedly herded them onto the campus at Orion College. She broke into the shoe store and put a pair of shoes in every mailbox within a three-mile radius. She broke all the bottles of her mother’s honeysuckle wine, which a Waverley had made and brought to every Fourth of July celebration in town since the turn of the last century. Everyone that Fourth of July walked around bumping into each other and stumbling over curbs because the Waverleys’ honeysuckle wine gave you the ability to see in the dark, a particularly handy skill to have that one night out of the year when everyone in town was out at night and staring up at the sky instead of looking where they were going.

		But it was never enough to satisfy whatever it was that Lorelei was trying to satisfy. As she got older, she started sleeping with boys, each one older and more dangerous than the next. Lorelei dropped out of school at seventeen, when every big event she could possibly have cooked up in Bascom had been done twice. Her mother had turned anxious and nervous over the years and had gotten to the point that she couldn’t leave the house at all. She could only watch helplessly as Lorelei packed up her things in a small yellow patent-leather suitcase and left.

		Eight years later, eight years full of mystery and darkness, Lorelei came back to town nine months pregnant and with a six-year-old clinging to her leg. Mary fainted dead away when she saw her daughter on her doorstep, and she didn’t wake up for a week and a day. It was only when she heard six-year-old Claire playing jacks in the hallway with the invisible friends who lived in the old home that Mary opened her eyes. The sound of Claire’s voice made Mary remember when Lorelei was young, before she grew so far out of her mother’s reach that Mary couldn’t touch her, no matter how hard she tried. Babies were back in the house. Her baby was back.

		For the next six years, Lorelei did an admirable job of not causing havoc. She helped her mother bottle wine and can jellies, though she would never again step foot in the garden. Fred at Fred’s Gourmet Grocery gave her a job as a checkout girl, and she was never late and was always polite and apologized to anyone who told her they were hurt by one of her many antics when she was young. The money she earned helped patch the old roof on the Waverley home when a corner on the turret rotted through and songbirds came in and perched on the furniture. Lorelei made sure the girls always had nice shoes and enough clothes to get dirty and not worry, and she hugged her mother and kissed her cheek every night before she went to bed, all good things, all decent things. But Lorelei was lightning in a bottle, and one day when Claire was twelve and Sydney six, the lid fell off and Lorelei shot out into the night, and was gone again.

		After that, Mary raised her granddaughters as best she could, but she was a heavy woman and rheumatism began to get the best of her. Claire took over, running the errands and weeding the garden and caring for her grandmother and for Sydney, though Sydney never wanted or needed Claire, and vice versa. From the time Sydney was born, Claire had made her feel as unwelcome as possible. She chased Sydney out of the garden when Sydney wanted to see what Claire and their grandmother were doing; she hid recipes on high shelves and never let Sydney be alone with their grandmother, lest she tell Sydney something that Claire didn’t know. Claire’s resentment was as old as her sister, and she didn’t understand it at the time, she only knew that she had to fight for everything Sydney had been handed. Claire went to school and did what was necessary, but she didn’t make friends easily and always ran home after school because that was where she really wanted to be, there with her grandmother. Claire was pretty, but she was unapproachable with her shy nature and her dark eyes that looked like water at night, the kind of cool, deep water that if you dropped something in it, you’d never find it again.

		Sydney, though, was beautiful in a way that was all light and confidence, having been accepted from her birth as being from Bascom. Sydney was a cheerleader and played field hockey and belonged to the most exclusive sorority in high school. She had an attitude of superiority, because she was so different from the rest of her family, and she took that to mean better. She spent weeks at a time at her girlfriends’ houses, sleeping in guest rooms and on couches. She didn’t like to spend time in the musty old Waverley house, and Claire always acted as if their grandmother and the Waverley house were hers anyway. That was fine by Sydney. She was going to get out of Bascom, just like their mother.

		When Sydney turned eighteen, the phone rang while she and Claire and their grandmother were in the sitting room. Claire was helping their grandmother mend a favorite quilt and Sydney was doing her math homework on the floor, as she did on the Sunday evenings she spent at the Waverley house to please her grandmother.

		It was news everyone had dreaded, yet expected every day since Lorelei left. In a dense fog caused by a pulp mill near Chattanooga, Tennessee, more than one hundred cars crashed on I-75, leaving hundreds injured and twelve dead, including Lorelei Waverley. It would be written about for years to come, lawsuits would be filed, state-of-the-art fog warning systems would be installed, and environmental concerns would be brought to the forefront.

		That night Mary tried to set fire to the apple tree in the backyard. She understood now that when Lorelei had eaten that apple, the historic pileup was what she had seen, and Lorelei had tried everything in her power to cause something bigger to happen in her life, just to make what she saw not come true. Claire and Sydney watched from the kitchen window while their grandmother threw gasoline and kerosene and nail-polish remover on the tree, then she went through all seventy-two matchbooks Lorelei had brought home from bars she’d been to around the country. But the tree wouldn’t burn. Finally, exhausted and barely able to breathe, Claire and Sydney helped her back into the house. She never left her bed again.

		The wisteria wilted that day, so Claire knew it was a time of mourning, but it also meant something had been set free, so for that, for her mother, she was relieved. Sydney kept to herself, not sharing any of her feelings. Claire, thinking that her sister was harboring grief that was so deep it couldn’t be mentioned, took all the photographs of those early years that she’d hidden in her closet, the few photos from Lorelei’s life on the road, and gave them to Sydney. Sydney thanked her and put them away, which made Claire so mad that the floorboards vibrated with a low hum whenever Sydney was in the house.

		“What did you do with them?” Claire demanded one day when Sydney came by to get some clothes.

		“Do with what?”

		“The photos. I want them back.”

		“You gave them to me.”

		“I gave them to you because I thought they would mean something to you. Obviously, I was wrong.”

		“You don’t know anything. I can’t wait to get out of here.”

		“And I can’t wait for you to leave. You don’t belong here.”

		“Thank God for that.”

		“I want those photos back!”

		“No.”

		Claire didn’t know, and Sydney would never tell her, that Sydney kept those photos in her backpack, and when she was alone she would bring them out and stare at the photos of her mother, young and carefree, in places far, far away from Bascom.

		After high school graduation, Sydney finally left Bascom. Her grandmother gave her what little money she had and her old Chevrolet, which, if nothing else, made Claire even madder. The sisters never said good-bye to each other, each glad to never see the other again.

		Christmas Eve of that year, Mary died. Claire was suddenly alone, and for months she would pray and beg God that news of their grandmother’s death would somehow reach Sydney and bring her back, because sometimes things that you don’t even like are a comfort anyway, like scratchy wool blankets on cold winter nights. But Sydney never came.

		Claire had to accept that she was the one who drove Sydney away, that she took the roots from Sydney because she’d been insecure and greedy and resentful that she hadn’t been born in Bascom like her sister. She could only hope that her sister was safe and didn’t think the only legacy left for her was Lorelei’s legacy of carelessness and flight.

		But maybe she didn’t have a choice.

		You couldn’t choose your legacy, after all.

		It chose you.

	
		Questions and Topics for Discussion

		
				Could you be persuaded that certain plants have powers, as Claire describes and uses them? If you believed you possessed the magical powers that Claire has inherited, how would you use them? What’s the first thing you would do?

				Which of the sisters resonates with you personally? Claire believes everything—everyone—is temporary. She clings to home and makes herself content. Sydney’s philosophy is “You can’t hold on to everything,” (this page) and so she has a history of very temporary, noncommittal relationships. Are their outlooks two sides of the same coin? What is the nature of the shift that occurs for each of them?

				Sydney does what she feels she has to do in running with her daughter. What is your reaction to her dilemma, and her choice?

				Sydney uses her birth name, Waverley, when she returns to her hometown, after hating the name all her life; she even gives her own daughter the Waverley surname. Why do you think she does this?

				Do you relate to Emma’s passion for Hunter John? Is it possible for someone else to manipulate personal circumstances as Emma and her mother do?

				How do you explain Claire’s attraction/repulsion to Tyler? Why do you think Claire sees violet sparks hovering around him the first time she meets him? What makes her eventually realize they are destined to be together?

				Do you think a child can have the kind of insight and sensitivity that Bay demonstrates? Could a man have it? If not, why?

				The four Waverley women in this novel (Claire, Sydney, Bay, and Evanelle) have special gifts. Which of the four gifts would you like to have yourself? Why?

				Fred observes, “You are who you are, whether you like it or not, so why not like it?” (this page) How does this statement relate to the different characters in the book?

				Claire thinks, “When you tell a secret to someone, embarrassing or not, it forms a connection. That person means something to you simply by virtue of what he knows.” (this page) Do you agree with this? Can a secret be a positive thing? A negative thing?

				Which character changes the most over the course of the book? What does he or she learn? What had to take place in order for this to happen?

				Do you consider this to be a “Southern” novel? Besides its setting, what characteristics make it so?

				If you knew that biting into a Waverley apple would reveal your future…would you bite? Why or why not?
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