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Burnt Offerings

“There were no tears in her.

The wound went too deep, or she was

not so constituted to give way to it.”

Winston Graham

Ross Poldark
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Emma Larsen had been known to cry over animal
shelter commercials and ads about starving children, so it came as
a shock to find she had no tears to shed when her mother died. The
ambulance came and went, leaving behind the empty wheelchair and
pink, vacant rooms that suddenly felt even larger without
Evangeline’s oversized presence. Emma drifted numbly through the
aftermath, the clearing up, and the funeral arrangements. She
answered condolence cards every night until she could no longer
keep her eyes open and, more from force of habit than anything
else, rose each morning in the silvery dawn hours to pull weeds in
her kitchen garden.

The reading of the will changed all that.

Whatever emotions Emma felt or wanted to feel burned
themselves away as she watched the video in the lawyer’s office.
And she was left with an anger so incandescent it made her hair
crackle and sent a sizzle of electricity through the air.

She wasn’t an angry person. She didn’t want to
be.

Only how was it that in the nearly twenty-five years
of Emma’s life, Evangeline Larsen hadn’t managed to realize that
her daughter was not a character in one of her best-selling romance
novels? Someone to be shaped and manipulated to suit the plot that
Evangeline was writing?

Regardless of what Evangeline had seen fit to put
into her will, Emma had no intention at all of marrying Treave
Nancarrow. Treave was her best friend—just about her only friend
after four years of having no life to speak of—but she didn’t love
him. When it came to that, she wasn’t even certain that love
existed. A lifetime of watching Evangeline jump from one
relationship to the next before the accident hadn’t exactly given
her much faith in happily-ever-afters.

She was barely able to look at Treave as they left
the lawyer’s office together, and he cast her wary, worried glances
with increasing frequency as he drove her home. Easing the Ferrari
to a stop at a red light on M Street, he finally shifted around to
look at her.

“Right,” he said in the upper-crust British accent
he’d never lost in all the years since he’d left his family’s
castle on the coast of Cornwall. “Out with it. How upset are you,
really? On a scale of one to ten?”

“Eighty-seven and a half. Possibly an eighty-eight,”
Emma said, sitting stiff as a hardcover spine in the passenger
seat.

Treave grinned, that grin that had always been
infectious and endearing and was now suddenly just embarrassing.
But his gray eyes were still worried in his slightly hawkish,
handsome face, and his hands gripped the steering wheel too
tightly. “I don’t suppose it’s a good time to wonder what you think
of the idea, then?” he asked. “Would you mind very much?”

“Would I mind?” Emma should have been beyond
humiliation, especially with Treave. His friendship had been her
lifeline since the moment she’d met him at the hospital where he’d
been comforting Evangeline in spite of having just lost his father
in the same accident. The very fact that he’d been Evangeline’s
lifeline, too—had been Evangeline’s lifeline first—made him
too much like family to ever be anything else.

Treave had seen Evangeline at her worst, helped Emma
get Evangeline through the worst. He’d heard the most awful and
heartbreaking of Evangeline’s rants and caught glimpses of the
computer screen over Emma’s shoulder before she’d managed to erase
the hours of I hate you, Emma’s and You’re useless,
Emma’s and Why won’t you just let me die, Emma?’s that
Evangeline had scattered between the pages of the novels she
dictated into her microphone when the pain had gotten to be too
much.

Maybe it was because of that, because Emma had
counted on Treave to be the one person she didn’t need to pretend
with, that the ache of embarrassment now cut all the way to the
marrow of her bones.

“You don’t have to offer to marry me,” she said, her
voice muffled as though she was speaking through a mouthful of
pebbles. “I don’t want you to.”

Treave shifted gears and the engine revved. “But we
could give it a try, you know. We’d be good together.”

“Absolutely not.” Emma stared straight ahead,
unwilling to look at him. Unwilling to see him pitying her.

“What about the money?” He glanced at her sharply,
turned in his seat to study her. “What are you going to live
on?”

“I’ll figure something out.” Emma hesitated, not
wanting to hurt him, but at the same time, she’d had as much as she
could take. “Look, I’m sorry, but would you just drop me off, and
I’ll meet you later at the funeral home?”

“You don’t want me to stay? Or come back to get you?”
Treave stole a look at her from beneath hooded eyes, and for an
instant—there and gone again—something oddly like panic made the
bones stand out beneath his skin.

“I’ll be fine driving by myself.” Emma squeezed his
hand where it rested on the steering wheel. It was easier to convey
gratitude and regret that way than it was to say the words aloud.
“I’m tired, that’s all,” she said, “and I don’t want to talk about
this anymore.”

Honestly, she didn’t even want to think about it.
Much less about the dozens of details she still had to attend to
before the funeral and reception so that Evangeline could have the
send-off she’d requested. Spending the afternoon smiling and
listening to people telling her how wonderful Evangeline had been
now seemed an impossibility.

It didn’t help that Evangeline’s face was everywhere
inside the house: on awards and in photos with various celebrities,
and on the back covers of various ornately framed book jackets that
hung upon the walls. Emma kicked off her shoes and threw them at
the stairs, then padded down the long corridor to what had, these
past years, become her sanctuary. Decorated when Evangeline had
first bought the house, the kitchen was the only room Evangeline
hadn’t since redone in shades of lavender or pink. After leaving
college to come back and take care of Evangeline, Emma had made it
into her own, softening the sealed brick floor with rugs in warm,
neutral colors and relieving the austerity of the stainless steel
countertops with a collection of herbs and edible flowers in
simple, hand-painted pots. The air still held the lingering aroma
of spices and fresh-baked bread.

She felt calmer the moment she walked through the
door, and she breathed in deeply as she brewed herself a cup of
chamomile tea, reminding herself that staying angry with Evangeline
wasn’t helpful. In any case, the funeral and the reception were
less for Evangeline’s benefit than for the Angels, the most loyal
of Evangeline’s readers. For them, Evangeline had been a hero,
someone they truly loved and believed they knew. Many of them had
already planned to brave the heat and dizzying DC traffic to say
their goodbyes. Emma didn’t want to let them down.

Swallowing the last of her tea, she simultaneously
squashed the remnants of her pain and fury into a neat, tight ball
and hid them out of reach. She phoned the caterer to make sure the
food for the reception was still on track and checked over the
three pages of single-spaced notes that Evangeline had dictated
about the arrangements. That done, she went upstairs to tame her
untamable blond waves into an acceptable bun, wiggle her hips into
what Evangeline would have considered a stylish black crepe dress,
and wedge her feet into three-inch heels. Early enough that she ran
no risk of being late, she drove to the funeral home to read the
eulogy that Evangeline had written for herself, and after the
burial, she drove home again.

All of that without letting herself give in to
anger.

She even managed to stay calm through most of the
funeral reception despite a constant stream of Angels and local
writers and Treave hovering at her elbow, worried and trying to
pretend he wasn’t.

But by six o’clock, with two hours still to get
through, she was ready to stand on a chair and scream if anyone
else mentioned how kind Evangeline had been. It was very
nearly a relief to turn and find the caterer rushing toward
her.

“Julia, is something wrong? Do you need me in the
kitchen?” Emma asked with a shameful twinge of hope.

Julia Hurley, a sweet-faced young woman from the
local battered women’s shelter whom Emma had met at Costco, looked
like she was about to cry, and there was a streak of something that
looked suspiciously like soot across her cheek. “I think the oven’s
broke,” she said in a hissing whisper. “Everything’s cooking too
fast and the last batches of Gruyère puffs are charcoal. I’m so
sorry. What do you want me to do?”

“The oven?” Emma repeated, and as the realization
sank in, a bubble of near-hysterical laughter tried to push its way
up her throat.

Julia blinked at her as though she’d gone mad. Which
was, frankly, entirely possible.

“Want to come and look?” Julia asked, still gaping at
her.

Her heels clicking on hardwood, Emma worried at the
pearls strung like moons against her black sheath dress while she
and Julia hurried toward the kitchen. And as they drew closer, the
stench of burning appetizers seeping from beneath the swinging door
struck her suddenly as all too appropriate. The broken thermostat
was just one final blow on top of the others, fire and brimstone
and sulfur, and by this point, Emma wouldn’t have been surprised to
learn that it was Evangeline’s ghost behind that, too. She could
just picture Evangeline perched somewhere on a cloud of motherly
disapproval, surrounded by bare-chested romance cover models and
still—still—unable to resist getting in one final parting jab at
Emma.

Shoving the door open harder than strictly necessary,
Emma marched into the kitchen. Instead of the habitual order in
which she had left it, the room now had every surface littered with
trays and baking sheets, most of them half-empty and the rest
either not yet baked or blackened around the edges. A thin, acrid
haze of smoke hovered beneath the ceiling despite the hastily
opened windows.

“You see? Ruined! Every one of them.” Julia picked up
what was meant to be a Gruyère and caramelized onion pastry from
one of the baking sheets and waved it at Emma. Dropping that, she
picked up a rubbery meringue cookie from another tray. “These, too.
I opened the windows and the humidity turned them limper than my
drunk ex-husband’s you-know-what, so that’s no dessert and no more
appetizers. The guests will all stand ’round the next hour and a
half with their stomachs growling, and I may as well go start
flipping burgers. No one’s going to want to hire me,” she said,
bursting into tears.

Trying to stay calm herself, Emma pulled Julia into a
hug. “Oh, honey, don’t worry. We can figure this out.”

She spoke with as much certainty as she could muster,
but she couldn’t help acknowledging that Julia wasn’t wrong.

Most of the Angels and guests would neither care nor
notice if they ran out of food; many had driven long distances or
stopped briefly before hurrying back to work or going home to
chauffeur kids to dance practice or lacrosse. Others, though, those
who lived in the neighborhood, would stay until the last possible
minute, talking and reminiscing. Eating. Emma had taught herself
how to cook feeding them at Evangeline’s monthly book nights, and
because they all did a lot of entertaining themselves, she’d hoped
they would be willing to help Julia get her business off the
ground. Unfortunately, a handful of them—Regina Humphries in
particular—wouldn’t overlook a single flaw. And Regina would share
her opinion with anyone and everyone who’d listen.

Emma had been trying to help Julia, not ruin
her reputation. And all right, maybe when Evangeline had instructed
her to “hire a real caterer” instead of “playing at doing the
cooking” herself, giving the job to Julia had seemed a bit like
poetic justice. Julia was an excellent cook, though.

Really, it came down to the oven. That was clearly
Emma’s fault. If she’d only scraped up the courage to stand up for
herself, she’d have had the oven replaced years ago. Instead, she’d
coaxed it along with mail order parts and instructions she’d
downloaded from the Internet because, if she’d so much as hinted at
replacing it, Evangeline would have swept in, hired a decorator,
and made the whole kitchen as modern and perfect and pink as
the rest of the house.

In four years, hiring Julia and choosing not to
replace the oven were the two things Emma had done that came
closest to defiance. The broken thermostat was clearly a message
from behind the grave. Punishment for both transgressions delivered
in a single, Machiavellian master stroke that left Julia paying for
Emma’s lack of courage.

No, Emma wasn’t about to let that happen.

Hoisting her chin, she marched over to the equally
ancient refrigerator, flung the door open, and scanned the nearly
naked shelves. The past weeks had left her little time for
shopping, so the choices were slim: a few staples, some yogurts
approaching their sell-by dates, the usual jars of her homemade
jams and pickles, and the remnants of three casseroles brought by
well-meaning neighbors. But the refrigerated air cooled her cheeks,
and by the time she took out butter, milk, and a half-empty carton
of chicken stock, she had begun to devise a plan of salvage.

“Okay, so here is what we’re going to do.” She
rummaged in a nearby drawer for a lemon-zester and dropped it into
Julia’s palm. “You scrape away the blackened bits, and I’ll make up
a cream sauce to add back a little moisture and sweetness.
Genevieve can circulate fast so that no one gets too much of
anything, and by the time we’re done, no one will know there was
anything wrong.”

“Honey.” Julia raised both eyebrows high
enough to make her forehead wrinkle. “Unless you’re planning on
putting medical marijuana into that sauce, I could scrape these
cheese puffs until they disappear, and people would still know they
were eating charcoal. Come to think of it, making them disappear
would be the best thing we could do.”

Emma laughed—she always felt better with a plan.
“This will work, believe me. Burning things is the one cooking
skill I mastered right away, so I’ve learned a few tricks here and
there.”

She disappeared into the butler’s pantry and emerged
again with an armload of ingredients that she dropped beside the
stove. Then she let herself out into the garden, where brick walls
draped in a tangle of moonflowers and climbing roses enclosed her
carefully tended beds of vegetables and herbs, of yellow sunchokes
and red nasturtiums, of bright orange marigolds and purple-blooming
chives. She snipped a few sprigs each of roseroot and lemon balm to
give the sauce a mood-boosting lift and took them back with her
into the kitchen.

She was standing at the stove tying on a checkered
apron when the kitchen door burst open. Half-expecting Treave, she
turned with a sinking feeling, but it was only Julia’s niece with
an empty serving platter and a hurricane of bouncing corkscrew
curls.

“Man, have you seen the way those skinny women can
eat? It’s crazy.” Genevieve dropped the empty serving tray on the
counter with a clatter. “Tell me you’ve got a way to get more food
ready. That oven was so hot I was about to call the fire
department. No way we’re going to use that again.”

“Your aunt and I are working on a solution now. Do
you think you can help us stall? Walk through quickly with the next
batch and don’t let anyone catch your eye,” Emma said.

“Tease them don’t feed them. Cool. I’m on it.”
Genevieve’s grin was wicked. She set down her platter and started
filling it with the last of the polenta and prosciutto chips, prawn
and chorizo skewers, and stilton and chutney rarebit minis from the
half-empty baking trays.

Julia scraped at the Gruyère puffs, sending furious
clouds of soot in a fine layer across the countertop. “I still
don’t see how this is gonna work. But that’s the problem right
there—I don’t know enough.” Her face crumpled, making the
worry lines even deeper. “What am I doing, thinking I can start a
catering business? I’m hopeless.”

“You’re the opposite of hopeless,” Emma said. “You’re
taking a risk, being brave. Taking care of your family. The rest of
the food was perfect, and that oven was on its last leg, so put
this down to Murphy’s Law.”

Or Evangeline’s retribution.

Julia didn’t deserve to fail. Not only would the
catering let her reduce the money she had to pay for child care,
but she could cook, truly cook. The rest would come. Thinking back
to that first panicked book night when the regular caterer had
stormed out after a shouting match with Evangeline, the tight
tangled knot of Emma’s anger threatened to surface again. Over the
course of fifty-odd book nights, she’d moved slowly from hastily
doctored frozen appetizers to gourmet food, and it hadn’t even
struck her until the reading of the will that she would never get
to hear Evangeline pass along the Angels’ compliments or give Emma
any little bit of acknowledgment for the work. Now that Evangeline
was dead, all the things Emma wished she could have heard her say
had been buried with her, along with all the things she should have
said in return.

Emma didn’t even know what those would have been
exactly. “I love you” and “I hate you” didn’t begin to cover it.
When she’d gone away to Stanford, she had never meant to come back.
If not for the accident, she never would have. But how could she
have left her mother’s care to strangers?

She’d never regretted that choice until the moment
the lawyer had pressed the button on the DVR and Evangeline’s face
had appeared on the screen. Even then, for the first few moments,
Emma had simply been happy to see her mother’s face again, the
remnants of her smile still beautiful as her head lolled back on
the high black support pillow of the wheelchair, her long hair
pulled up into the coronet she’d had Emma braid for her each
morning.

“Emma,” Evangeline had said in her breathy, wavering
voice. “If you’re seeing this, I’m dead. And about time, too. If
you’d understood me at all, you’d have helped me die on my own
terms years ago, but you’ve never had either courage or
imagination. The truth is, you’re far too earnest, which is why I’m
not leaving you my money. You’d only let it lie around in a bank
vault or let yourself be taken in by some useless charity.

“You need someone to take you in hand, get you to
stop being such a stick-in-the-mud. I want you to get married. Now,
before you get fat and lose your looks. Hopefully, Treave will
marry you. He’s always seemed to like you well enough. If not
Treave, then it’ll need to be someone the lawyer approves of, and
it needs to happen within a year. None of this waiting around, not
being able to make a decision. I’ve no patience with that. Also,
the house will be turned into a museum—the lawyer has all the
instructions—so you won’t be able to hide away in there. Get
married within a year, and you can have the rest of my money.
Otherwise, it’ll fund an annual writing conference and memorial
writing scholarships in my name. So that’s it. Your choice. And
Treave’s. Treave, I promised you’d have something in my will, so
I’m leaving you my Daphne du Maurier pen and $50,000. If you want
more, you’ll have to take Emma with it.”

Emma had sat frozen after the video was over, her
nails dug into the arms of her chair. All she’d wanted to do was
escape and go somewhere to scream and scream, but Treave had come
over and crouched in front of her, drawn her into his arms and held
her, trying to sweep away the awkwardness.

Realizing she was beating the whisk too hard in the
pan, Emma slowed the motion before she broke the sauce beyond
repair. She made herself concentrate, stirring chicken stock and
balsamic vinegar into the roux, letting the lemon balm and roseroot
steep in the cream and remaining ingredients and simmering them
together until the sauce was unctuous and sweet.

By the time it was ready, Julia had half the Gruyère
puffs scraped off and back to a reasonable semblance of golden
brown. Emma sauced one lightly and handed it over. “Better?”

Julia took a bite. “Okay.” Then her eyes opened wide.
“No, wow. That’s edible.”

“See?” Laughing, Emma used a fork to drizzle the
remaining puffs.

The door swung open again on a wave of distant
conversation, and because she was expecting Genevieve, Emma turned,
still smiling.

Only it wasn’t Genevieve.

“There you are,” Treave said. “I might have known
you’d be hiding out in here. But people are asking for you.” He
stepped the rest of the way into the kitchen and straightened to
his full, considerable height. In his well-cut suit, he looked
solid and comfortingly familiar, the same dark hair, the same gray
eyes that saw too much, the same handsome face. But he was also
different. No longer just Treave, her friend, but someone she was
seeing through the filter of her mother’s instructions.

Marriage.

The humiliation of it made Emma furious all over
again. That and the fact that Evangeline had put Treave, too, into
this position so that he’d felt honor-bound to offer Emma his
help.


Plot Twist

“Here is one with a gift for loving and a gift for
hating,

and when he hates,

God help the man who earns his hatred.”

Rosemary Sutcliff

Tristan and Isolde
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Treave took another step into the kitchen, his
expression growing worried as Emma didn’t answer. “Earth to Emma?
Are you all right, sweetheart? Did you hear what I said?”

Emma looked away, unable to meet his eyes. “Sorry. I
was thinking about something else. I left you to the Angels with no
protection, didn’t I?”

“That’s no hardship, but they’re asking questions
about the plans for the museum and Evangeline’s last book, and I
don’t want to presume to answer for you. Not to mention that there
are more people arriving all the time who’d like a chance to see
you.” He turned his smile on Julia with an apologetic shrug. “Sorry
to have to steal her away.”

That smile made Julia suck in her stomach and stand
up a little straighter. “It’s all good,” she said to Emma. “I can
finish myself.”

Emma shook her head. “A few more minutes won’t change
anything. Treave can hide out in here with us if it’s awkward for
him. Or he could go on home,” she added, forcing herself to look at
him. “You could, you know. You’ve more than done your duty.”

“You think I’d abandon you? Loyal unto death,
that’s the Nancarrow family motto, isn’t it? Now step away from the
food and leave the catering to the caterer.”

That was close enough to something Evangeline would
have said to sting a little, but Emma laughed as he’d intended, and
Julia waved her toward the door. “The man’s right, honey,” Julia
said. “You’re supposed to be out there. Just tell me what to do
about dessert. Want me to skip it?”

“What about making some chocolate cups to replace the
meringues?” Emma peeled the apron from around her waist. “You could
fill those with the fruit and cream you’ve already made up, and
everything you need for that is in the pantry. Or you just dip
dried apricots in melted chocolate. That would be easier.” She
paused with the apron in her hand. “No, it’s still too much to do.
I should stay and help.”

“Stop it.” Julia leaned in close. “Even I can manage
to paint melted chocolate on some cupcake liners.” Glancing at
Treave again, she added in a whisper, “And I’ll tell you, if that
gorgeous man was looking at me the way he’s looking at you, I
wouldn’t keep him waiting. Go.”

Emma bit her lip and glanced at Treave, then quickly
looked away again. She smoothed her dress down over her hips and
checked for food spills, but there wasn’t a thing she could do
about her hair. Given the humidity, short of a flat iron or a
razor, there was no smoothing that.

“You still look beautiful,” Treave whispered, holding
the door open for her. Beyond the door, the fuchsia wainscoting of
the corridor gleamed in the evening light cast by the recessed
lamps overhead. The door swung shut, and he turned her toward him,
his expression both drawn and serious. “So tell me—honestly. Did
everything get too overwhelming, or is it only me you’ve been
hiding from in there? How worried should I be?”

“That was burnt canapés, not hiding,” Emma said.

He ducked down so that she couldn’t avoid his eyes.
“I know you. You’re hurt and confused, and I realize I muddled
everything this morning about the will, only please don’t shut me
out.”

“Not now, all right? And definitely not here.”

He straightened with a sigh. “You’re forcing me into
drastic measures, aren’t you? Ice cream and a film as soon as this
lot leaves.”

“Fine, as long as it’s not another soppy Nicholas
Sparks movie.”

“If you’re going to insist on explosions and car
chases, I’ll insist on pistachio ice cream.”

“Deal,” Emma said, and because pistachio ice cream
was her favorite, not his, that was no concession. For a moment as
the two of them walked down the hall of the old house and slipped
in side by side among the guests, she could almost forget that the
will had changed things between them all.

The house was one of the old grande dames on the east
side, where the roots of ancient oak trees pushed up the sidewalks
and the branches dappled spotless streets removed from most of the
city rush. A granddaughter of Martha Washington had built the home
with her husband, and the front still had the twin parlors that had
doubled as a ballroom in a pinch—or as a perfect place to hold a
big reception.

The crowd had thinned now, but a few dozen Angels
remained, some newly arrived, others lingering, talking, fanning
themselves with paper napkins or memorial leaflets in the heat that
drifted in each time the front door closed and opened. Regina and
another of the locals had designated themselves as unofficial
greeters, chatting with everyone who came and went, pointing out
the drink station, the guest book, and the photo album that Emma
had put together before the will was read.

Treave was still the only male. Not a single one of
Evangeline’s husbands or lovers had bothered to come. Not even
Emma’s father, though Emma had tracked him down and left a message
on his voicemail. That didn’t surprise her much. After the divorce,
he’d sent birthday presents for a few years, but those had stopped
by the time that she’d turned eight.

It struck her, as she looked around now, that the
people who had remained in Evangeline’s life the longest were the
ones who knew her least. Those who, like the Angels, loved an image
of her that wasn’t real.

The Angels had become the closest thing Evangeline
had to family. They’d become Emma’s family, too. She knew the names
of their dogs and children, knew which of Evangeline’s stories were
their favorites and which characters they loved to hate. For the
first time, she realized that she was saying goodbye to them
tonight, too, and she couldn’t help wondering what was going to be
left of her once all these farewells were over. She was like a
supporting actor in a play where the star and all the other
characters had disappeared, suddenly left on stage not knowing what
to do or where to go.

“Emma, Treave! There you are!” Regina Humphries,
wearing a perma-frown and a steel gray Chanel suit that matched the
force of her personality, waved from across.

Regina was the one Angel whom Emma wouldn’t miss.

Groaning, Emma ducked behind a group of people who
stood beside the grand piano. “Head her of, would you?” she said to
Treave. “You’re good at charming her.”

“No one’s good at charming Regina. Except possibly
with a flute and a turban and a large basket with a snake-proof
lid,” Treave said, heading for the exit.

“Chicken. Think of your family motto.”

“That’s about loyalty, not courage. We Nancarrows
have been proudly embracing cowardice since the English Civil War.”
Grabbing Emma’s arm, Treave steered her with him into the other
parlor. “As a survival mechanism, I highly recommend it.”

He guided them through the crowd toward the drinks
cart and started to pour himself a Scotch with an exaggerated look
of relief that Emma realized was meant to make her laugh. But then
Regina caught them.

“Well, there you both are! No one knew where you had
gone. And Treave, you’ve been so busy that I haven’t managed to
catch you all day. I’ve been calling your office all week. Haven’t
you gotten any of my messages?”

“Oh, Regina. Hello.” Treave turned and stooped to
kiss the crepe-paper cheek Regina offered. “No, I haven’t gotten
any messages. I’m only just back from St. Petersburg and Moscow,
and I’ve been with Emma all day. As you can imagine, under the
circumstances.”

“Well. Yes.” Regina colored lightly, her helmet of
steel-colored hair not moving as she nodded. “Evangeline’s death
has been a shock, hasn’t it?” She sniffed and turned to Emma. “For
all of us, though I must say, Emma, you’re holding up very well.
You didn’t cry once at the service. I suppose that’s better than
making a scene, though, isn’t it?”

Emma counted to five very slowly. “Evangeline
wouldn’t have appreciated a scene,” she said. “She wanted a
dignified service.”

“It was quite nice, actually.” Regina shifted
forward, the lapels of her suit flapping as she peered at Emma
through the shadows cast by the grand piano in the corner of the
room. “She was worried about you being able to manage it all, you
know, but I thought it went off rather well. The reception is more
disappointing. Still, I don’t imagine you were able to get her
regular caterer on such short notice. I suppose one can’t
complain.”

Treave’s lips tightened. “One shouldn’t.
Especially given that it was Emma who usually catered the food for
book nights.”

“Emma?” Regina’s eyebrows rose. “But Evangeline never
said . . . ”

“She didn’t like to call attention to it,” Emma
responded hurriedly. “And I thought the food tonight was excellent.
The caterer is just starting out, and her rates are a bargain. I
expect she might still have time in her fall schedule if you’d like
to try her. Maybe for the Historical Society picnic?”

Regina raised her head slowly, nose first like a smug
sort of puppet with the string positioned very badly. “I’ve had
that planned for months. One does, you know, if one wants an event
to go off smoothly. Things always go wrong if one hires someone
willy nilly at the last possible moment.”

“Not always,” Emma said, smarting from the jab in
spite of herself. Then it hit her that she didn’t actually have to
stay and listen to Regina anymore—that Regina was one person she
wouldn’t miss having in her life. She bared her teeth in
something she hoped would pass muster as a smile and edged around
the end of the drinks cart ready to bolt for freedom. “Oh, gee.
Look, there’s someone I desperately need to talk to. Excuse
me.”

Treave caught her elbow and moved to follow. “I’d
better go with her. Lovely to see you, Regina.”

“Wait.” Regina caught his other arm. “I really do
need to speak with you about my investments, Treave. I’ve been
worried, and my husband—”

Feeling only mildly guilty, Emma didn’t try to save
Treave. She peeled his fingers off her arm and smiled at him as she
rushed away. The doorbell ringing a few moments later gave her a
legitimate excuse, and she want to answer it.

Evangeline’s longtime editor from Ransom House stood
on the threshold in an outfit that screamed New York: a short black
dress, burgundy lace tights, and spike-heeled shoes that made Emma
wince just looking at them. Marie Jackson swept inside as the taxi
that had deposited her in the driveway backed away. After giving
Emma a perfunctory hug, she glanced around the room, and a frown
marred the smooth brown skin beneath the tightly crimped curls that
the she wore cropped close to her head.

“God, it’s sweltering out here,” she said. “And isn’t
this thing nearly over? I assumed nearly everyone would be gone by
now. You’ve got to be exhausted. In your shoes, I’d be half-drunk
in self-defense by now.”

Emma laughed and eyed Marie’s stiletto heels. “In
your shoes, I’d fall down and break a leg without the need for
alcohol. Anyway, if I start drinking now, I’ll never stop. How are
you? I didn’t think you were going to make it.”

“I caught the train after that lunch meeting I
couldn’t cancel, and here I am.”

“I’m glad you made it. Thank you for the flowers, by
the way,” Emma said. “They were beautiful. Enormous and beautiful.
Please thank everyone for me.”

“They all send their condolences. I know it’s been
expected, but it still seems unbelievable. She was so brave about
it all.” Lightly, Marie touched Emma’s arm with an unusually timid
movement. “This is a little embarrassing to admit,” she said, “but
honestly, I’m here for your sake as much as Evangeline’s.”

Emma glanced at the portrait paused beneath an oil
painting of her mother. “What do you mean?”

“The company—by which I mean Patricia—sent me down
with instructions to camp out on your doorstep until I could get
you to sit down for a conversation. It’s awful to do this now, I
know, but do you have any time tomorrow? Breakfast? I have a
million and one things I have to get done this week, so you’d be
doing me a huge favor if you’d give me an hour or two so I can get
back.”

“An hour or two for what? I don’t think I can handle
many more surprises these days.”

“Oh, Em, I’m sorry.” Marie caught both of Emma’s
hands. “Of course you can’t. Listen, I know it’s early days yet,
but you haven’t made any decisions about what you’re going to do
next, have you? Apart from the museum? You’d mentioned wanting to
go back to finish school at one point, and—”

“I haven’t had time to think much yet.”

“Good, because that’s why I wanted to talk to you.
I’ve loved working with you since your mother’s accident. I don’t
know what we would have done without you running interference with
her, and the truth is, her manuscripts have ended up stronger since
you started helping. Warmer. More compassionate—I think that’s the
word I’m looking for. Not that I could ever have said so to
Evangeline, but it was obvious how much time and work you must have
put in beyond just transcribing her dictation and keeping her on
deadline. To make a long story short, we’d love to have you
continue publishing with us.”

“Publishing?” Emma asked, not quite processing what
Marie was saying. “Books?”

“Of course books,” Marie said, smiling faintly.

Emma blinked. “What kind?”

“Romances would obviously be ideal. What we’re hoping
is that you’ll be willing to finish this last book Evangeline was
working on, which is the reason we’re rushing this a bit. I’d give
you whatever help you needed, of course, and we could publish it
under both Evangeline’s name and yours. Then the next one would be
under your name alone. You’d bring a lot of Evangeline’s fans along
with you that way and get a nice fat sales bump.”

A visceral shudder ran through Emma at the image of
herself trying to step into Evangeline’s shoes—into Evangeline’s
life—like a little girl playing dress-up in her mother’s clothing.
She opened her mouth to say that she was thinking of going back to
college and maybe medical school—something sensible and grounded—if
she could find a way to pay for it, but what came out instead was
an idea she hadn’t even realized was forming in her brain.

“I’m going to open a catering business,” she said as
Treave stepped up beside her. She smiled both at him and Marie, and
now that she had said the words they filled her with bone-deep
certainty. Excitement tingled across her palms, and she turned to
Treave wanting him to be as excited about the idea as she was.
“What do you think? It’s perfect, isn’t it?”

“A catering business?” Treave repeated, his
expression growing remote. “I know it sounds good, but it would be
risky. And time consuming.”

Emma couldn’t help bouncing a little on her toes.
“Not so very risky. With so many events in this town, there’s
always a need for new caterers.”

“Because the old ones go out of business having lost
their shirts in the process. Most food service ventures fail within
the first five years. They make terrible investments.”

“I have the contacts to get referrals, and I can cook
well enough—or get some professional help,” she said, thinking of
Julia.

Treave’s brows snapped together, leaving deep furrows
above his eyes. “Em, there’s much more to catering than
cooking.”

“I know that.” She tried to swallow down her
disappointment and her surprise—Treave was usually the first one to
support her.

“I, for one, think it’s a fantastic idea,” Marie
said, giving Emma a warm, wide smile. “That raspberry mousse cake
you made the last time I was down here was seriously one of the
best things I’ve ever eaten. Oh, wait. I have an idea—what about
writing a cookbook? We could include some of the food Evangeline
mentioned in her books along with the recipes you’ve made for the
Angels’ book nights. Evangeline’s fans would eat that up, and it
would be wonderful publicity if you wanted to start a
business.”

“Em,” Treave said with a slow shake of his head.
“Don’t rush into anything before you’ve had a chance to think
things through. There’s too much happening for you all at
once.”

“I’m sure Marie isn’t expecting an answer right this
minute,” Emma said.

“Of course I’m not.” A flush darkened Marie’s cheeks.
“You take whatever time you need. The offer will be open when
you’re ready. Call me directly, or talk it over with your mother’s
agent. I’m sure she’d be happy to walk you through this. Only tell
me you’ll think it over?”

“I will. Of course I will.” Emma glanced at Treave,
whose eyes were suspiciously bright with something that looked like
anger.

Nursing a confusing mixture of excitement over the
idea of making a profession out of her cooking and disappointment
in Treave’s reaction, Emma managed a convincing smile. But the idea
of opening a catering business was too perfect, too luminous and
shining, to let him spoil it with talk of numbers and common
sense.

Hadn’t she envied Julia for being brave? Here was her
opportunity.

Maybe, at least in part, because Evangeline’s video
still buzzed in her head like a swarm of bees, this seemed to be
one decision that she didn’t think needed much mulling over.

It was past time she started taking some risks of her
own. After all, where had caution ever gotten her?


Proposal

 “Character is like a tree and reputation its
shadow.

The shadow is what we think it is

and the tree is the real thing.”

Abraham Lincoln
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Treave held the tray for Emma after the guests had
gone, wandering around behind her while she picked up gold-rimmed
coffee cups and lead crystal glasses from behind the potted orchids
and picture frames on top of the piano. What Emma wanted rather
desperately was to be left alone.

“You’re leading with your heart, Em,” Treave said.
“You realize that? Ordinarily, I’d stand and cheer for you, but you
haven’t had time to think through the financial aspects and the
amount of work involved.”

Emma set a glass onto the tray, the ruby red dregs of
wine gleaming like blood against the silver surface. “I don’t need
much to live on; I proved that in college. I can get a second job
or a third if I have to until the business takes off, but I want to
do this for myself. To try something that makes me happy.”

“You’d hate it if you tried and failed.”

“Which is why I need a brilliant business plan—your
specialty.” Emma swung back to face him. “Please, Treave, help me
figure out how to make this work instead of telling me why it
won’t.”

“Of course I’ll help, that’s a given. But haven’t you
given any thought to the will at all? I know that I made a proper
muddle of it this morning, and this isn’t at all how I envisioned
asking you, but I was hoping . . . I’ve always
hoped that you and I would someday marry.”

Emma stiffened. “You don’t have to say that. It’s
fine. I’m fine.”

“I’m not just saying it.” Treave set the tray down on
the grand piano that stood in the corner of the parlor. “What I’m
trying to tell you—admittedly very badly—is that I’ve been falling
in love with you for years, so gradually I didn’t even realize it
had happened. Now I try to think of my life without you, and I
can’t imagine it.”

“We’ll always be friends—it’s not as if I won’t be in
your life. You don’t have to be nice.”

“Nice isn’t something I’m often accused of being.”
Treave shook his head. “Certainly not nice enough to marry someone
I don’t wish to marry. Look, Evangeline did catch us both by
surprise, I realize that. If I’d had any inkling what she’d
planned, I’d have done my level best to talk her out of it, and the
last thing I want is for you to feel like you have to marry me—or
to marry me for any reason other than that you want to, come to
that. I’d hoped we would have the time to let our relationship
evolve
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