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Prologue

Henry Adams Heaven

Rachel Eddings, whose surveyor skills helped found Henry Adams in the 1880s, was seated on the blue velvet settee with her friends Daisy Miller and Lucretia Potter. “Are we ready?” she asked.

Daisy and Lucretia nodded eagerly.

“Who shall we check on first?”

“When is our restaurant going to be finished?” Lucretia questioned, instead.

“Will you stop worrying about the restaurant,” Daisy scolded. She’d been the secretary for Henry Adams’s first AME church. “It’s opening soon.”

Lucretia, a milliner by trade and owner of the town’s first seamstress shop, never liked being reprimanded. “As one of the Three Spinsters, I believe it’s about time we were shown some appreciation. We helped build this town.”

“I agree. A restaurant is a fine tribute,” Daisy replied. “And Henry Adams hasn’t had a fancy sit-down place for a long time. Remember when—”

Rachel cut her off. “Stop. The last time you took us down memory lane we almost missed Bernadine and Mal’s wedding. Focus, ladies. Now, who’s first?”

“Riley and Cletus,” Lucretia offered, looking pleased.

“No!” Rachel and Daisy shouted back.

Rachel added, “To quote Riley’s ex-wife Genevieve, I don’t want to see that hog again until he’s turned into an Easter ham.”

“That’s mean.”

“But true,” Daisy pointed out. “Either a ham or the pokey. Take your pick.”

Lucretia’s lips thinned. “Well, who do you suggest? And don’t say Devon, because I’m tired of his antics.”

“Devon just needs understanding,” Daisy explained.

“And Riley doesn’t?” Lucretia countered testily. “He had a terrible childhood.”

“And a hog that killed someone,” Daisy shot back. “Besides, Riley’s a full-grown man. Devon’s a child.”

Rachel eyed them both. “Are you two done?”

Lucretia and Daisy folded their arms and sat back in a huff.

“Since you can’t agree, I’m picking Tamar. Any objections?”

In the century they’d been friends on earth and in Heaven, neither Lucretia nor Daisy had ever won an argument with Rachel, so they chose silence.

“Good. We’ll begin with Tamar. I think she may need to call on a lot of blessings before this is over.”

“Just so she doesn’t wreck Olivia while driving like someone in the Indy 500.”

“Or wield that shotgun like she’s starring on Gunsmoke.”

Rachel shook her head. “Okay, settle down. It’s starting.”

Henry Adams, KS

The Past

Tamar July’s wedding day had finally arrived. Three months had passed since Joel Newton’s proposal, and for a woman in her thirties who never thought she’d find love, she was over her heels happy. Her parents were as well. They’d even bought her a new dress for the occasion. She viewed herself in the old stand-up mirror. Not even its cloudy surface marred how fine she looked in the blue dress, with her long black hair pulled back and knotted on her neck and a small amount of makeup on her ebony skin. Tamar lived with her parents, and to help make ends meet, she drove the school bus for the neighboring town of Franklin and hadn’t had new clothes or shoes in a dog’s age. Her father worked for the railroad, and her mother cleaned homes. Neither were paid much, and for them to spend their hard-earned pennies on the dress as their wedding gift spoke to their love.

“You look beautiful, Tammy. Joel’s going to want to eat you up with a spoon.”

Tamar turned to see her best friend Agnes Jefferson standing in the bedroom doorway. Agnes had taken the weekend away from her studies at Oberlin to return to Henry Adams to be Tamar’s maid of honor.

“I can’t believe I’m getting married.”

“Me either. Especially at your age,” Agnes joked before asking in a more serious tone, “Are you happy?”

“I am.”

“Good. Hopefully, I’ll be next.”

They’d shared secrets their entire lives, but this was Tamar’s first hearing about her having a new beau. “Have you met someone?”

“I have, but we can talk about it later. Today is your day. Everyone’s here and waiting. Are you ready to become Mrs. Joel Newton?”

Tamar took a final look at herself in the old mirror and nodded approvingly. “Yes ma’am.”

“Then follow me.”

The service would take place in the cleared field behind the July house, a homestead that had been in the family for nearly a century. The yard was filled with neighbors and a good-size contingent of Julys from the Oklahoma clan. Tamar smiled seeing her other best friend Mabel Franklin, granddaughter of the founder of the town of Franklin, standing with another good friend, local farmer James Redding. Tamar knew their Klan-supporting families were undoubtedly displeased by their attendance, but she was glad to have them with her on her wedding day. Holding a bouquet of spring flowers, she felt both shy and proud as applause broke out when she took her father Trent’s offered arm for the solemn walk to the flower-laden wooden bower where Joel stood looking so handsome in his dark-blue suit. Her older brother Thadeus, Joel’s longtime friend, stood with him, as did Agnes and the Reverend Andrew Mosley, pastor of the local AME church.

Upon reaching them, her father placed a kiss on her cheek and told Joel, “Treat my baby girl good, you hear?”

The crowd tittered. They hoped Joel listened, because they all knew Trent July wouldn’t stand for any shenanigans from his new son-in-law. Her father stepped back, and Tamar and Joel faced the reverend. The Julys were tall. Tamar herself stood just over six feet. Joel was shorter by four or five inches, but he didn’t seem to mind the difference in their height—much to her delight, because some of the few beaus in her past had. The reverend began speaking the words. Tamar was focused on how wonderful she felt standing beside the man who’d soon be her husband, when a woman’s voice rang out. “Joel Newton! What the hell are you doing?”

Tamar turned. There stood an angry-looking, brown-skinned lady with a little boy on her hip and holding the hand of a girl not much older. Flanking the woman were two scowling, burly men wearing plain workmen clothes.

“Lisa?” Joel croaked, his eyes wide as saucers.

Murmurs spread through the crowd.

Confused, Tamar asked, “Who is she, Joel?”

Before he could respond, the woman stormed forward. “He can’t marry you, ma’am. He already has a wife and two children!”

Tamar’s jaw dropped, and she spun back Joel’s way. He refused to meet her eyes. Thadeus wouldn’t either. She grabbed Joel’s arm. “Is this your wife?”

“Look, let me explain.”

She raised her voice. “Is this your wife?”

Lisa replied instead, “Yes, I am. So, you might as well send these folks home. There’ll be no wedding today. Joel, my brothers are here, and Daddy’s in the car. Come on! You’re going home. Don’t make them drag you.”

Humiliated, furious, and about to lose her mind, Tamar yelled at her brother, “Did you know he was married?”

“Tammy. I—” Whatever else he had to say was cut short by the right cross she hit him with that knocked him out cold.

The brothers charged forward. Lisa shouted at Joel. Tamar’s father roared and had to be restrained. Lisa’s father came running up, pushing people aside, and the Oklahoma Julys met his bad manners with their fists. Chaos erupted. Tamar was sure she’d broken her hand, but the pain in her heart ached more. Hoping her father filled Joel’s backside with birdshot and vowing to never be foolish enough to fall in love ever again, she struck out across the field. She heard her mother and Agnes calling her name, but she kept walking and didn’t stop until she reached the banks of the creek at the foot of the July land. There in the quiet silence, she made another vow, to never speak to Thad again. Determined not to cry, she furiously dashed away the tears filling her eyes. Joel Newton could go straight to hell. He’d play no role in her future, or the future of his child growing inside.





Chapter
 1

Henry Adams, KS

April—the present

Tamar July awakened groggy and disoriented. Pushing the bedding aside, she sat up and slowly swung her legs over the side of the mattress and leaned forward to draw in a deep breath. She’d dreamt about her wedding again. The events of that awful day had been haunting her dreams on and off for the last few weeks, and she had no idea why. Not that she needed a reminder of the occasion. Her son Malachi was the spitting image of the man who’d sired him, and every time she saw Mal, she saw Joel. Having always been a believer in signs, she assumed the nightly trips back in time meant something; she just didn’t know what. She dragged her hands down her sleepy face, pushed her feet into her slippers, and stood.

In the kitchen she started the coffee maker and walked to the patio door to draw open the blinds, but when she took hold of the strings, she hesitated. For the past few mornings, a large great horned owl had been perched on the shed in the yard. Owls were nocturnal, so why it had been showing up at her place was anyone’s guess. She finally went ahead and opened the blinds, and sure enough, there it sat, squatting motionless under the pale pinks and purples of the early dawn sky. As on each previous occasion, it turned its luminous eyes her way and, after taking a good long look, raised its magnificent wings and flew off.

Owls, like hawks, eagles, and falcons, were raptors, and the Julys believed raptors were tied to their Spirit. On a dream world visit a few years ago, Tamar encountered her great-grandmother, First Tamar, in the form of a huge harpy eagle. Present-day Tamar walked back to the coffee maker wondering if the riddles of the owl and the dreams were tied, but of course, she had no answer.

After breakfast, dressed and ready for her day, she left the house and got in her old green truck, Olivia. The day was sunny and bright, but it was mid-April, so the morning air still held the chill of the retreating winter. Driving slowly down the thin dirt road that connected to the paved one maintained by the county, she passed the three double-wides the town leased on her land. The first one housed town pastor Reverend Paula Grant; the second, recent arrival Chef Thornton Webb. The third was home to the young family of Bobby and Kelly Douglas and their twin toddlers.

Upon reaching the blacktop, Tamar sped up. For most of her driving life, she and Olivia cruised at seventy miles per hour plus, but after a plethora of speeding tickets and a firm talking-to from Deputy County Sheriff Davida Ransom, Tamar stayed nearer the speed limit of fifty-five. In her alto voice, she sang Sammy Hagar’s “I Can’t Drive 55.” Upon approaching the road’s long, racecourse-like curve, she was tempted to put the pedal to the metal, but that was usually where the deputy sheriff’s cruiser sat waiting, so she kept an eye on the speedometer. And there was the cruiser. Feeling smug at outsmarting the young officer once again, Tamar waved. Davida smiled and gave her a thumbs-up, and Tamar drove on. Although she grudgingly agreed with Davida about the dangers of driving like a bat out of hell, it didn’t mean Tamar had to like it, so she pushed Olivia’s speed up a few more notches for the remaining quarter of a mile.

Reaching her destination, she pulled into the semi-full parking lot of the town’s only diner, The Dog and Cow, co-owned by her son Malachi and longtime Henry Adams resident Rochelle “Rocky” Dancer James. Mal had recently married town owner Bernadine Brown, and although some people in the area couldn’t understand why the newlyweds chose to sometimes live apart, Tamar saw nothing wrong with them wanting to hold on to their separate homes. She’d want her own space too; not that she planned to marry anyone. Last night’s dream resurfaced in her memory, and she hastily shoved it aside.

The morning rush hadn’t begun in the diner, since it was still relatively early, so the place wasn’t as packed as it would be in another hour or so. Sarah Vaughan was on the jukebox, and her familiar voice brought back how much Tamar’s mother loved the great Sarah. Tamar’s son, Mal, served as host most mornings and upon seeing her smiled and said, “Morning, Tamar. You want to sit, or you ordering to go?” He, like everyone else in town, knew she preferred to be addressed by her first name.

“Morning. Think I’ll sit.”

“Okay. Follow me.”

He escorted her to one of the booths by the windows that looked out onto Main Street. “You want coffee?”

“Please. How are you?”

“Not bad. Be right back with your coffee.”

Although Tamar was not one to overtly show affection to her only son, she did love him. It had been difficult to do so, though, when he came back from Vietnam overwhelmed by nightmares that him made him seek refuge in alcohol. He’d been sober for decades now, and she was proud of the hard work he’d put in to reclaim himself.

He returned with a pot of coffee and poured her a cup. “What can I get you?”

“The usual, but bring me two strips of bacon instead of three. The little girl who calls herself my doctor wants me to give up bacon altogether, but that’s not going to happen.”

He studied her.

“And don’t look at me that way. Two strips of bacon, Mal.”

“Got it.”

Shaking his head, he set out for the kitchen. She knew he wasn’t happy with her stance, but she was ninety years old, give or take a few years, and if she wanted bacon, she should be able to have it without folks fussing or giving her looks. They should be glad she hadn’t ignored the little girl doctor altogether and asked for her usual three strips. Knowing that getting agitated wouldn’t help her blood pressure, she sipped her coffee and looked out the window at the sunny day. She also noted the other diners filing in for their breakfast. Thanks to the excellent kitchen staff, the Dog was well known for the quality of its food and drew in people from all over the county: members of law enforcement like Davida Ransom and her boss County Sheriff Will Dalton, and now that the weather had warmed, the construction crews were back competing for booths and tables with the local citizens and people who lived in the neighboring town of Franklin. Everyone ate at the Dog.

“Hey. You want some company?”

She looked up into the familiar ebony face of Bing Shepard. Tamar was the town’s matriarch, and Bing, being the oldest male resident, was the patriarch. “Please, join me. How are you this morning?”

“Not bad for an old World War II vet. How are you?” He took the seat opposite her and put his cane beside him.

“I’ll be better when I stop dreaming about my wedding.”

He stilled. He’d been in attendance that day.

Tamar showed a wry smile. “Yes, that wedding.”

“Not sure how to respond to that.”

“Not sure how to respond to the dreams. Plus, there’s been a great horned owl on my shed the past couple of mornings too.”

The arrival at their booth of the waitress interrupted their conversation. “Morning, Tamar. Mr. Bing, do you want coffee and your regular breakfast order, sir?”

“Yes to both.”

“Okay. Be right back with the coffee. Tamar, your order’s almost ready.”

“Thank you.”

She left them and returned promptly with his coffee, before leaving them alone again. Bing added his usual cream and sugar. “A great horned owl.”

“Yes.”

He took a sip of coffee and eyed her again. “You Julys and your raptors. What’s it mean?”

Tamar shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine. Disconcerting is all I know.”

“Good Scrabble word, disconcerting.”

“Don’t tell Mal. His head’s already big enough.” Mal was the town’s reigning king of the Scrabble board.

Bing’s eyes sparkled with amusement. “I want to say maybe the dreams will eventually stop, but I know that’s too simple.”

“Exactly. Something’s coming. I just wish I knew what.”

“You’ll figure it out. You always do.”

Tamar hoped he was right.

OVER AT THE Henry Adams subdivision, Devon Watkins July was in his bedroom getting dressed for school. Checking himself out in the mirror, he approved of his choice of the blue, long-sleeved hoodie shirt and jeans, but one thing was missing. He picked up his hairbrush and after running it over his short-cut hair a couple of times, he gently lifted his James Brown wig from its foam head and put it on. After adjusting the glossy hairpiece until it was just so, he viewed himself and gave his smiling reflection a thumbs-up. He looked good, like he knew he would. He did a fancy spin and, facing the mirror again, gave himself an even bigger smile. He liked wearing the wig because of the dope swagger it gave him. His mom, Lily, had shown him how to wash it, blow-dry it, and use the curling iron so it stayed perfect. His brother Amari hated it, as did most of the other kids in town, but he didn’t care. The haters could skate. The hairdo gave him the identity he craved. No one in town wanted him to be the preacher. He couldn’t be Amari. And he didn’t want to be the son of a mentally disabled mom who’d given birth to him after being sexually assaulted. That part hurt too much to even think about, so he’d rather be the Devon who reminded everyone of James Brown, because people all over the world loved James Brown.

Devon entered the kitchen for breakfast and nodded good morning at his sixteen-year-old brother Amari already seated at the table. Their parents Lily and Trent were slow dancing by the stove again, and Devon cringed with embarrassment. The tune was an old-school one. “Reunited,” by Peaches & Herb. He knew the title because they danced to the song a lot. Back in the day, they’d been high school sweethearts. When they graduated, she went away to college and broke his heart. During Devon and Amari’s first summer in Henry Adams, the two reunited, buried the drama, and got married. Thus, the song. Devon knew they loved each other but wanted them to act like normal parents. When he had kids, no way would he be dancing with one arm around his wife’s waist while holding a long fork in his free hand to tend to the sausages in the skillet on the stove.

“Eww,” Devon called out to announce his entrance.

His brother rolled his eyes. “Quit hating.”

The dancers turned and smiled. “Good morning, Devon.”

Luckily, the song’s last notes faded away and they parted, but not before his dad placed a kiss on his mom’s forehead.

On Mondays, Dad cooked breakfast. The usual menu was eggs, grits, toast, and sausage. He was a great cook, but his sons secretly enjoyed breakfast more when it was their mom’s turn, because that meant soft, fluffy waffles, bacon, and lots of syrup. It was probably the only thing the two of them agreed on. As Devon took his seat, he saw Amari disdainfully eye his wig, but he was used to the hate, so he ignored it. Dad set the plate of sausages on the table and took his seat. “Devon, would you say grace, please?”

Devon lowered his head and offered up a short verse of thanks. After the amens were said, they helped themselves to the food.

“Anything special going on today?”

Devon looked at his mom. “The band’s rehearsing after school for the Franklin town birthday party. It’s next month, but we’re starting practice early because Zoey wants us to be perfect.”

“You all played great at the library’s talent contest last week,” his dad replied.

“But they should’ve come in first, instead of behind the Taylor Swift–singing girl, and the kid that tried to cover ‘Fast Car,’” Amari pointed out while putting salt and pepper on his scrambled eggs.

Devon agreed. “I know. Zoey was really mad.”

“She should’ve been. I think the Swiftie girl is the library director’s niece. She sang okay, but not good enough to win.”

“Thanks, Amari.”

“Anytime.”

Devon liked it when his big brother offered up praise. “I want Zoey to change our name.”

“What name?”

“The band’s name. I want us to be called Devon the Anointed and the Exodusters.”

Everyone paused.

Amari chuckled. “Excuse me, what?”

“Devon the Anointed and the Exodusters. I’m the star.”

Amari laughed.

Their mom stared Amari into silence before asking, “Have you run this by Zoey?”

Devon forked up another sausage and placed it on his plate. “Not yet. Going to do it today. It makes sense, though.”

“Why?”

“People come to hear me, so my name should be out front.”

Amari said, “Way too early in the morning for you to be drunk, Devon.”

“I’m not drunk.”

“You must be if you think Zoey’s going to change the name to that. Might as well call it Delulu Devon and the Exodusters.”

“I’m not delulu!”

“Sounds like it to me.”

“Shut up!”

“And that’s what Zoey’s going to say.”

“Time out,” their dad said. “And delulu means?”

“Delusional,” Amari replied, taking a sip of his orange juice and watching Devon with amusement.

Their mom studied Devon. “But it’s her band, honey.”

“She’s just playing the guitar.”

Amari added, “And the piano, and writes the songs, and is so good at songwriting, she writes for people who win Grammys.”

“Yeah, well. I’m going to win Grammys, too, when I get older.”

“But right now, you’re just a kid in a bad wig in Smallville.”

“Stop talking about my hair!”

“What hair? You have hair? Show me.”

“Amari,” their dad warned.

“I’m sorry, Dad. It was just lying there, I couldn’t resist.”

The angry Devon resumed eating. He hated it when Amari made fun of him, but he was certain Zoey could be convinced. People always talked about how good he was on the stage. Zoey and the rest of the band were more like his backups. Without him there probably wouldn’t even be a band. Devon looked up from his plate to see his mom’s concern, but he didn’t respond. After school, everyone would owe him a big apology when he came home and told them Zoey agreed with his plan. His late grandmother claimed he was anointed, and the anointed were always right.

After the ride to school with their mom, Devon and his brother entered the Marie Jefferson Academy with the rest of the arriving students, and his day immediately brightened. He liked school. The one he’d attended down south before moving to Henry Adams had been as poor as the community it served. There’s been no money for art classes, music, or laptops. The teachers had been dedicated and loving but were forced to teach from old textbooks passed down from wealthier school districts, while doing their best to provide the classroom supplies struggling families could not. The Academy didn’t have those problems. In addition to all the perks, they did dope things like having star nights where they gathered outside and used telescopes to see planets and comets. There was also a large aquarium filled with all kinds of small, colorful fish that he and the students maintained. Each kid was assigned a week to look after it, and this week was his. He was proud to have earned a spot in the rotation. Students had to be at least twelve years old and pass the class Mr. James gave on how to do all the things needed, like checking the gauges measuring the water temperature and oxygen levels. Devon also knew when the filters needed changing, how much food to sprinkle in the water, and what to do if any fish turned up dead. One of the final duties was to write all the gauge numbers into the aquarium’s ledger. There was also a page for how many fish were alive each day. When he finished all that, he took a final look through the glass at his charges, smiled, and went to his classroom.

Devon and the other kids his age were in the classroom taught by Ms. Clark. She was new. Their old teacher, Mr. Abott, left after Christmas. Ms. Clark was the stepmom of Tiffany Clark and her older sister Leah, who was in the class taught by Mr. James. Amari and Amari’s best friend Preston were also in that class. Devon and his crew would be moving to Mr. James’s room in the fall.

The first thing they did each morning was sing the Black National Anthem. Next came the Mexican National Anthem, played on the piano by Maria Acosta. Devon didn’t think she was very good, but he kept his mouth shut and listened politely because Zoey and the others would fuss at him if he didn’t. He considered Zoey his best friend, and when they got older, he was sure they’d get married even though they had a sometimes rocky relationship. She’d beaten him up twice in the past but had also helped him paint Ms. Marie’s fence that time he’d gotten in big trouble for stealing money so he could go down south and visit his grandmother’s grave. Yet another reason why she’d say yes to changing the name of the band. She always had his back.

OVER AT THE Power Plant, Bernadine Brown sat at her desk poring over the lengthy prospectus detailing the terms of a potential partnership between Henry Adams and a data company called Dark Horse. The group handled cybersecurity, network services, IT consulting, hacking recovery, and more in a very hush-hush way for major corporations and governments worldwide. Bernadine had never heard of them until Mayor Sheila Payne brought the company to her attention, and according to Sheila, Dark Horse preferred it that way. Operating under the radar allowed them to conduct business nearly anonymously, thereby protecting their clients and the firm from unwanted scrutiny. Building a new facility in an out-of-the-way place like Henry Adams played into that anonymity as well. Bernadine thought back on the FBI thinking along similar lines when they secretly embedded a married couple in Henry Adams as part of their witness protection plan and how well that went, but she set that debacle aside. Partnering with Dark Horse would be her town’s first major step in its quest for growth. Logically, she knew the move was needed. Growth and expansion were necessary if Henry Adams wanted a future, but she didn’t have to like it. She worried that an influx of new people would be detrimental to the town’s soul and spirit. There was an old saying that men and babies didn’t like change. She added town owners to that.

“Morning, Bernadine.”

She looked up to see her admin, Lily Fontaine July, standing in the doorway. Lily was both a colleague and a sister of her heart. “Morning, Lil. How are you?”

“I’m good. Have you heard from the good reverend?”

The question pertained to town pastor Reverend Paula Grant, who was on a ten-day tour of Europe with her new beau, Chef Thornton Webb. “Yes, got an email earlier. They landed in Florence last night and are going to see the statue of David today. Wonder if she knows he’s seventeen feet tall?”

“I sure didn’t the first time I saw it in person. Blew me away.”

“Me too. I’m so glad she agreed to go with Thorn, though.”

“So am I. He seems to be just the man she needs in her life. Hope they have fun. What’s on your plate for the morning?”

“The Dark Horse paperwork. Have you finished reading it?”

“I did. Impressive. Seems like a good fit. Are their people still coming tomorrow to meet with us?”

“As far as I know, yes. Sheila hasn’t come in yet. She’ll let us know if anything has changed. Things okay on the July home front?”

“May need an ambulance at the school later when Zoey puts Devon in the hospital.”

“For what?”

Lily shared Devon’s desire to change the name of the band, and Bernadine sighed. “He knows the band is hers, right?”

“He does. That grandmother of his loved him to the moon and back, but she did him no favors telling him he’s anointed. Boy is way too entitled.”

That was something else Bernadine agreed with. “What are we going to do with him?”

“I’m hoping his quest with Tamar will be helpful, but who knows.”

“When are they going?”

“Toward the end of the month. Speaking of Tamar, I want to throw her a surprise birthday party.”

“A surprise? You know there are no secrets in this town. How are you going to keep her from finding out?”

Lily shrugged. “I don’t know, but I’m willing to try.”

“I’m not big on surprises, and I’ll bet she isn’t either. She’s going to fill our behinds with birdshot.”

“Aw, come on, Bernadine. Stop being a party pooper. We can figure this out. I’m going to talk to Sheila. I’m sure Madam Mayor can come up with a plan.”

“What kind of plan am I coming up with?” Sheila asked, suddenly appearing beside Lily in the doorway.

Lily explained.

Sheila took in Lily’s enthusiastic face and the doubt on Bernadine’s. “I’m in.”

Lily grinned. “That’s the spirit.”

Sheila added, “But when she pulls out her shotgun, I’m telling her this was all your idea, Lily July.”

“Traitor.”

“Say my name. I’m going to my office. See y’all later. Bye.”

Bernadine asked, “So how old is Tamar?”

“Trent thinks somewhere between ninety and ninety-two. She was born at home, so there’s no official birth certificate. He said they’ve always celebrated on Jan first, but you can’t have a big birthday blowout in the middle of a Kansas January.”

“True. Well, let’s get the Ladies Auxiliary involved and see what we can come up with.”

“Thanks, Bernadine. We’ll call it Tamar Day. We should give her flowers while she’s with us. Not after she’s gone.”

“You’re right.” Tamar was the keeper of all things Henry Adams—from its history to its traditions. Not to mention keeping the residents in line. Celebrating her would be a touching tribute whether their feisty matriarch agreed or not.

Lily headed to her office, and Bernadine went back to the Dark Horse packet. That the company had sought them out and not the other way around had been surprising. Even more surprising was that Henry Adams had been recommended to them by NASA administrator Dr. Margaret Winthrop, the birth mom of Sheila’s adopted son Preston. Winthrop recommended Henry Adams because of its state-of-the-art infrastructure and out-of-the-way location. Leafing to the back of the document, Bernadine studied a drawing of the proposed building. It was one story and very nondescript. Once built, there would be fifty employees on-site initially. They and any family members would be housed in double-wide trailers the company planned to purchase, until homes or apartments could be constructed. Lyman Proctor, mayor of neighboring Franklin, would be present at the meeting tomorrow because the increase in population would affect his town as well. Sheila had no plans to reveal the company’s true nature to him, just that it handled data. Bernadine agreed that he didn’t need to know more than that unless it became necessary.

Sheila entered a short while later. “Can I talk to you about something?”

“Sure. Have a seat.” She was dressed to the nines as always. Today’s outfit was a gray wool pencil skirt paired with a silk blouse and fashionable black leather boots. She’d come a long way from the timid, mousy woman she’d been when she and husband Barrett first moved to town. “What can I help with?”

“When we get together to plan Tamar’s party, can we also plan a going-away party for Preston and Leah? Also, we haven’t had a formal welcome circle for the Herman kids. Now that Gemma has them settled in, I think it’s time for one.”

“You’re right, and recognizing Leah and Preston is a great idea. Do we want to do everything on the same day?”

“Not sure, but if we get Tamar involved with the planning for the going-away festivities and welcome circle, maybe that will keep her distracted while we pull her celebration together on the down-low.”

“That might work.” And if anyone could make everything come together, Sheila was the person. After Bernadine’s purchase of the town five years ago and her investments in its infrastructure and residents, the election of Sheila as mayor provided the vision the community needed to take it to the next level. “I think Dads Inc. should be involved in the Tamar party. They can be trusted to keep a secret.”

“Let’s ask Lily to talk to Trent, but I don’t think we should say anything to the kids about it, though. The moment they know, she’ll know.”

“So true. We’ll have a hard enough time keeping it from her ourselves.”

“Agreed. She’ll give us that look, and we’ll spill our guts.”

Bernadine smiled.

“I also wanted to know what you think about the partnership with Dark Horse?”

“On paper it looks great.”

“But?”

Everyone knew Bernadine had misgivings about expansion. “Don’t worry about my buts. You keep riding point, because you’re doing an excellent job. Even though I’m whining like a toddler, your plans have my full support.”

“Going to hold you to that.”

And Bernadine knew she would. “Anything else?”

“No.” She got to her feet. “Thanks for having faith in me, Bernadine. You’ve no idea how much it means and has meant. The women in this town have given me the courage to be the person I always wanted to be, and I’ll be forever grateful. I like this new Sheila. She’s so much better than the old version.”

“Watching you transform yourself has been a joy. Thanks for helping me turn the world.”

“You’re welcome.”

As Sheila left her office, Bernadine admitted she liked this new Sheila much better too. When she counted Henry Adams’s blessings, she counted Sheila twice.

Bernadine’s next task was to send a text to her friend Tina Craig. Tina was having a B&B built in Henry Adams. She was planning on coming to town to view the progress on the build, and Bernadine wanted to know if she’d set a firm date for her arrival, but as she picked up her phone, her twenty-one-year-old daughter Crystal entered the office.

“Hey, Mom.”

“Hey, Crys. Good morning. What’s up?”

She sat in the chair Sheila had just vacated. “I’m moving to Denver.”

WHAT! The news caught Bernadine totally by surprise. She fought to keep her voice even. “Really?”

Crystal nodded. “Yes. My friend Mona and I are going to get an apartment.”

Bernadine had met Mona on several occasions and liked the young woman. She was also an artist. “You have jobs lined up?”

“Not yet, but we’re searching online.”

That’s good. “What happened to the art store you wanted to open?”

“I don’t think I’m really ready to be tied down by a business right now. Does that make sense?”

“It does. A business takes a lot of self-investment, and you’re still pretty young for that if it’s not your true passion.”

“I still like the idea, but I want to check out being a young adult before I become a real adult.”

“Understood.”

“And I can’t do that here. I love you, and this place will always be home, but it’s real real slow here, Mom. There’s nothing to do if you’re my age.”

Bernadine sighed inwardly. That nothingness was why the town’s dynamic young teacher Kyrie Abott left his position this past winter. He found the lack stifling. Being unable to provide outlets of any type for young people Kyrie’s and Crystal’s age was yet another reason Henry Adams needed to embrace growth.

“In Denver I can go to concerts and see shows. There’s an art museum, and malls, and people.”

“All the things that aren’t here.”

“Yes. I’m sorry.”

“No need to apologize. It’s reality. When are you planning on moving?”

“Our lease starts middle of next month. We already sent the landlord our deposit.”

“So soon?” Bernadine wanted to weep.

“Yes.” She must have seen how Bernadine felt. “Please don’t be sad, Mom. It’s only a little over five hours away, and we can always FaceTime.”

“Moms are always sad when their kiddos leave the nest. You’ve been living on your own for a while now, but you’re here. I could get a hug whenever I wanted. I can’t do that if you’re living in Denver. My being sad is not a reason to stay, though. It’s time to spread your wings, Crys.”

Crystal walked over and gave her a hug. “I love you so much,” she whispered, her voice thick with emotion. “You gave me a life I never dreamed I could have.”

“And you’ve been an awesome sidekick.”

Both had tears in their eyes as the hug ended. Bernadine grabbed a tissue from the box on her desk and passed the box to Crystal. “You go and be the best Crystal you can be.”

“That’s the plan.”

“I’ll help with whatever you need. Just let me know.”

“Okay, thanks.”

Crystal gathered her belongings. “I’m going to be okay because you raised me right.”

“I just guided and handed over the credit card. You did all the hard work.”

Crystal’s affection filled her brown eyes. “I love you, Mom.”

“Love you back. Keep me posted on the move, okay?”

“Will do. I’ll see you later.” She headed to the door.

“Bye, Crys.”

“Bye, Mom.”

A second later she was gone.

Bernadine and her broken heart sat in the silence.
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