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FROM
THE AUTHOR

 


Downhome, Tennessee, a town in need of
doctors, has landed pediatrician Chris McRay. Although nursing home
director Karen Lowell once loved him, his testimony sent her
brother, Barry, to prison for a crime he didn’t commit. Now he
begins to realize he might have been wrong.

None of them has considered that even in a
close-knit town like Downhome, the real killer might still be on
the loose. They have to set aside their divided loyalties and work
together if they want a happy ending.

I hope you enjoy their story!

Jacqueline Diamond, Brea, California
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CHAPTER ONE

 


 


Through the gathering dusk, Karen Lowell
stared through her car window at the one-story brick pediatric
clinic in the Green Hills area of Nashville, Tennessee. She had to
summon the courage to march inside that building, even if it meant
making a complete fool of herself.

She had to stop Dr. Chris McRay from ruining
her life.

And her brother’s. And a lot of other
people’s. Maybe even his own.

She opened her car door and stepped into a
blustery February wind that buffeted her dark green coat. She
should have come here months ago, she reflected as she hurried
across the parking lot. She’d blamed work and family pressures, but
in all honesty, cowardice had kept her at bay.

Chris had no business returning to his
hometown, even if it did desperately need a pediatrician. Karen had
opposed hiring him, and now he’d set a date less than three weeks
from now for his arrival.

Before he completed the move, someone had to
change his mind. Karen couldn’t delay any longer.

She knew practicality wouldn’t sway Chris,
who must have already weighed the reduction in income he’d suffer
by moving to Downhome. Instead, she had to hope he’d retained a
shred of common decency.

It was a lot to ask of a man who’d lied on
the witness stand. A man who’d sent her innocent brother to prison
to cover up a crime he himself had committed.

A man who’d gotten away with murder.

Although her hands felt clammy, Karen refused
to let nerves get the better of her. Murderer or not, Chris posed
no immediate danger. In fact, to a casual observer, he no doubt
appeared quite likable.

He’d been all smoothness and charm when he’d
interviewed for the clinic job. As director of the town’s nursing
home, Karen had served on the three-person physician search
committee, which meant she’d had to sit there acting civil.
Afterward, she’d voiced her opposition forcefully, but the other
committee members had prevailed.

No wonder, considering how few applications
they’d received. Chris was clearly the best qualified, on the
surface. And few people in town wanted to confront the miscarriage
of justice he’d perpetrated fifteen years earlier.

Karen stepped through the glass door into the
inviting warmth. At this hour—a few minutes past five—no one
occupied the front counter, which was festooned with red crepe
paper and Valentine’s Day hearts. A waiting room opened on each
side, one marked for well-child checkups and the other for ailing
youngsters.

She hadn’t intended to arrive so late.
However, her justification for taking a day off work and making the
hour-and-a-half drive to Nashville had been to attend a
continuing-education seminar at Vanderbilt University. The seminar
had ended half an hour ago, and then she’d become mired in traffic
on Hillsborough Road.

Childish laughter and a whiff of cinnamon
issued from the waiting room to her right. Above the din, a man
urged the youngsters to settle down. Despite the calm words, that
voice sent chills through Karen.

Cautiously, she eased into the doorway.
Through clusters of balloons, she spotted a group of enthusiastic
toddlers and preschoolers gathered around a white-coated figure who
sat on the carpet.

Even with his back to her, there was no
mistaking Chris’s shaggy brown hair. Then his achingly familiar
tenor launched into “The Wheels on the Bus.” With his right hand,
he conducted the children in an impromptu chorus, while his left
arm cradled an infant.

The children joined in with gusto.
Instinctively, Karen hummed along until she realized what she was
doing. Did the man’s good humor have to be so infectious?

Finishing the song, he turned and flashed a
smile at the applauding mothers. The groove in his cheek stirred
memories as sharp as glass.

Karen could almost smell the scents of her
childhood: sultry wildflowers from summer fields where she used to
tag along with her brother, Barry, and Chris, his best friend, as
they explored; pungent rainy days in the attic, when they’d donned
old clothes and Chris had led the play-acting; the roses he’d
helped her prune during their teen years, when she’d watched the
boy grow into a man. She’d feared he would never notice her—but
then he had. One magical night that she’d expected to cherish
forever.

Instead, for many years, she’d regretted it
with all her heart.

“Would y’all like some cider?” The question,
close to Karen’s ear, startled her from her reverie. A young woman
indicated a steaming Crock-Pot, the source of the cinnamon
scent.

“Thanks.” Gratefully, Karen accepted a cup of
the hot liquid. Glancing around, she noted that all the mothers
were quite young. “What’s this group?”

“We’re the Teen Mom Cooperative,” was the
cheerful response. “Dr. Chris sponsors us.”

His application had listed the group as one
of his volunteer activities, Karen recalled. “I’m surprised he
wants to leave Nashville,” she blurted before considering that the
other woman might not be aware of his plans.

However, her hostess merely shrugged in resignation.
“He means to spend more time with his crippled grandmother. We’ll
miss him like crazy, but I think it’s sweet. That poor old lady
deserves a little love.”

Karen suppressed a smile. Poor old lady
indeed! Mae Anne McRay might live at the nursing home and get
around in a wheelchair, but the eighty-one-year-old former school
principal served on the town council and tutored students for their
SAT tests. She also had a tongue tart enough to sour milk.

In the play area, Chris disentangled the
children gently and arose. “I suppose you guys will be expecting a
grand finale. Anybody know what a finale is?”

“They go flip-flop in the pool!” cried a
little girl.

“That would be swim fins. Very close.”
Receiving no further guesses, he explained, “A grand finale is a
fancy way to end a show. Sometimes it involves fireworks, but that
wouldn’t go over well indoors.”

“Why not?” demanded a toddler.

“It’d start a fire,” returned a little
girl.

“Poof!” Another youngster waved his hands to
illustrate.

“So I thought we might—” Chris broke off as a
trail of soap bubbles escaped from his sleeve. “What was that?”

Karen heard a few giggles. As more of the
shimmering orbs appeared, the children began to shout with
glee.

“Oh, for Pete’s sake.” The doctor pretended
to grumble. “How did those get there?”

“You’re making them!” protested a boy.

More bubbles shot into the air, followed by a
steady stream of them. Little hands batted them higher and higher.
Only a few shy kids hung back, until Chris aimed some directly at
them, and then they, too, joined the fun.

Dancing around the room, the kids looked
adorable. The nursing-home residents would love to watch this,
Karen thought, wishing she dared shoot a video. Solely of the
children, of course.

“Oh, I figured out what caused all these
bubbles,” the doctor declared solemnly. “I took a bath today. Guess
I didn’t rinse off well enough, huh?” Laughter greeted this absurd
statement.

Tears filled Karen’s eyes. How could this
charismatic man be the cruel boy who’d fooled her, fooled Barry
and, above all, fooled a jury?

Bringing the event to a crescendo, he
whirled, releasing a torrent of glistening globes. All semblance of
order vanished as the kids gave chase around the room.

As Chris spun, Karen fixed on his face—the
dark eyes keenly alive, the full mouth quirking with merriment. The
strength of his personality hit her.

She averted her eyes. Never, ever would she
fall under his spell again.

As the hilarity faded, he clapped his hands
for attention. “Your moms have a jar of bubble mix for each of you.
But—” he waited until the gleeful response died down “— you have to
fetch your coats and leave quietly. That’s the rule. Okay,
everybody?”

“Okay, Dr. Chris!” little voices chorused.
After hugs all around, the race was on to pull on outer garments
and exit quickly so they could claim their prizes.

Masterly, Karen reflected. The man had always
had a gift for calculating his effect and arousing the desired
response.

She’d learned that lesson the hard way.

The young moms and their children filtered
out amid calls of “Happy Valentine’s Day,” and promises to see him
before he left Nashville. Along the way, they collected plates of
cookies and the Crock-Pot, and tossed disposable plates and cups
into the trash receptacle. A tidy bunch, she thought with
approval.

Karen felt Chris’s assessing gaze flick over
her. He was clearly aware of her presence, although he gave no sign
of acknowledgment.

Finally, the outer door closed behind the
last mother and child. Chris stood amid a jumble of balloons, his
expression wary. A few leftover bubbles escaped one sleeve.

To break the silence, Karen asked, “How did
you do that?”

He glanced down. “There’s a tube,” he said
distractedly. “I ordered it on the Internet.” After an awkward
pause: “Care to have a seat, or do you plan to challenge me to a
duel? I’m afraid my sword arm’s rusty.”

“No duel.” Although her instincts urged her
to stand and fight, Karen knew she would be wise to enlist the
man’s cooperation, instead. Tucking her tweed skirt beneath her,
she perched on a sofa. “Chris, the reason I’m here—”

He raised one hand to stop her. “Are you
speaking on behalf of someone else or on your own account?”

“Nobody put me up to it,” she assured
him.

She had no idea how her brother would react
if he learned she’d come here. He might consider the gesture
touching, or he might snarl that she should let him fight his own
battles. Such anger was understandable, considering what he’d
endured.

After a soul-searing stretch in prison for
manslaughter, he’d struggled to complete a college degree and land
work as a journalist, with only sporadic success. Then, nearly six
years ago, their mother, Renée—publisher, editor and chief reporter
for The Downhome Gazette since their father’s death—had
suffered crippling injuries when a tractor hit her car.

Barry had returned to fill in for her at work
and, when the permanence of her injuries became evident, he’d
assumed the position full-time. While the town had more or less
accepted him, he’d developed an obsession with clearing his name.
And he’d never relinquished his dream of becoming a world-class
international reporter.

“Well?” Chris interlaced his fingers.

“I’m sure you’re aware that I opposed hiring
you,” she began.

“My grandmother keeps me current.”

“I don’t doubt that you’re a good doctor,”
she added. “And Mae Anne would love to have you close by…”

“But you still think I should have lied on
the witness stand,” he finished, leaning forward intently.

She blinked, trying to figure out what he
meant. “About what?”

“Don’t act coy. It doesn’t suit you.” Tension
roughened his voice. “You insisted I deny what I saw that night,
and when I refused, you cut me off.”

How could he twist the situation so
completely? Karen struggled to summon the right words. “Maybe
that’s what you’ve told yourself all these years. Maybe that’s what
you’ve needed to believe.”

Anger burned in Chris’s gaze. “You and your
family blame me for everything that went wrong. That’s unfair,
although I’m willing to accept my share of the guilt.”

That was news to her. “You didn’t say so on
the stand.”

“I never denied that I was at least
half-responsible for the prank,” he answered grimly. “And it was my
dispute in the first place. Do you think I don’t have sleepless
nights over the fact that a man died and my best friend went to
prison? But I’m not the one who—” He stopped abruptly. “This is
futile. It’s just easier to cast me as the villain because I
wouldn’t get up on the witness stand and pretend I didn’t see your
brother strike Norbert Anglin with a shovel.”

“Barry only hit him once, not three times
like the police said,” Karen retorted. “You’re the one who sneaked
back later. You’re the one who finished him off.”

“What?” He stared at her in disbelief. “What
kind of nonsense is that?”

Barry says…The phrase died unspoken.
Karen had heard her brother’s theories so often she’d almost
forgotten how far they strayed from the account presented at the
trial.

In the past few years, Barry had undertaken a
personal investigation. After interviewing secondary witnesses,
he’d pieced together an alternative scenario in which Chris must
have struck the fatal blows after Barry had fled.

Karen hesitated. She wasn’t sure when she’d
begun accepting her brother’s speculation as fact. How embarrassing
to have relied on it, when she’d hoped to play the diplomat.

Chris forged ahead. “It just goes to prove
what Mae Anne says—your family’s been blackening my name. That’s
one of the reasons I decided to go back, so I could reestablish my
reputation. But accusing me of murder? Give me a break, Karen.
That’s a reach, even for you Lowells.”

“I apologize.” Although it irked her to utter
those words, she had to focus on her goal. “I didn’t intend to
level accusations.”

“You came to tell me to stay away from
Downhome.” A trace of pain showed on Chris’s face. “Do you think I
didn’t realize that the minute I saw you?”

Although she wondered at his reaction, Karen
focused on her case. “You’ve built a reputation and a patient base
in Nashville. And established a lot of friendships, I’m sure. If
you want to be closer to your grandmother, we can arrange
that.”

“I don’t want to ‘arrange’ anything. I love
Mae Anne more than anyone else in the world.” The statement emerged
ragged with emotion.

Karen found the remark odd, considering that
Chris had a mother and sister living in Boston. Still, she
understood how much he cared about the feisty old lady.

The truth was, Mae Anne and Karen had become
friends, too. The whole nursing-home clientele was like family to
her, in addition to her own mother’s decision to live there. The
outspoken Mrs. McRay had become such a favorite that Karen often
accompanied her to council meetings and other activities.

They’d grown apart these past few months,
ever since Chris had applied for an opening at the town clinic.
Karen missed their closeness.

Doggedly, she resumed her argument. “I know
you visit her on the weekends when I’m off duty.” Her mother had
mentioned it several times. “There’s no reason to be so discreet.
I’m happy for you to drop by whenever you like. I could also
arrange for her to travel to Nashville more often.” Plenty of
people would be happy to provide the popular lady a ride on their
business and shopping trips to the city.

Chris waved away the offer. “Thanks, but no.
Besides, that isn’t the only issue.”

“You don’t need to clear your name,” Karen
said desperately. “Nobody believes Barry.”

“You do,” he pointed out. “Now I gather he’s
gone so far as to suggest I’m the killer. Apparently, my
grandmother’s protestations haven’t been enough to safeguard my
reputation.”

“Oh, yes, they have!” she insisted. “The
other two search-committee members supported you, and the city
council followed their recommendation. You can’t be uprooting your
career because you care whether a few people listen to my brother’s
grumbling!”

“Your brother runs the newspaper.”

“He’s printed nothing about this.
Nothing!”

In the stillness, Karen became intensely
conscious of Chris’s rapid breathing and the sheen of perspiration
on his brow. She waited, hoping he’d rethink this cruel plan to
impose his presence on her town.

“I have other reasons for why I choose to
return.” All the light in the room seemed focused on his face. “I
left a couple of things…unfinished, and I mean to finish them.
Frankly, I have no idea what I expect to happen or how long I’ll
stay. At least a year—I owe the town that much for hiring me.”

She tried to muster an argument. No words
came.

“I’m not going to hang my head or keep a low
profile, either.” Chris picked up momentum as he went. “I didn’t do
anything wrong, but some people I cared about turned against me.
Believe me, I’ve paid for it in ways you can’t imagine. Well, I’m
sorry if my presence inconveniences you and Barry, but you’ll have
to deal with it.”

Karen flushed with anger. How embarrassing
that she’d nearly let this man win her over with a few parlor
tricks and a smile. She’d been an idiot to expect him to
cooperate.

“You’re sorry if you inconvenienced Barry by
sending him to prison?” she repeated. “I wish you’d look a little
harder at why those issues trouble you. Maybe it has something to
do with a guilty conscience!”

Chris folded his arms. “I’m sorry you wasted
your time driving to Nashville. If anything, you’ve only affirmed
my decision.”

Karen gathered her purse and headed for the
door. She wished she could utter some zinger—a grand finale of her
own—if only to ease her sense of failure, but nothing sprang to
mind.

All she managed to say was, “Don’t worry, I
didn’t travel all this way for your sake. I had to attend a
seminar.”

Out the door she went. It closed with a bang
and a loud jangle, as if she’d childishly slammed it.

Cheeks flaming, Karen hurried to her car. Not
only hadn’t she succeeded, but she’d provided Chris with ammunition
to use against her family.

And she ached as she hadn’t in ages. She
recognized the feeling as grief for lost dreams and lost trust.

Sliding into the driver’s seat, she lifted
her chin with resolve. Maybe Chris’s return wasn’t entirely a bad
thing. It would certainly force Karen to face her own unfinished
business.

After so many years, she might finally free
herself to love someone else.

*

Chris moved around the waiting room, picking
up a dropped pacifier and a toddler’s shoe. After setting them on
the counter to be reclaimed, he tied the balloon strings together
to take for the children in his apartment building.

With her bright hazel eyes and fiery spirit,
Karen still had the power to make his heart beat faster. And to
infuriate him like no one else.

Years ago, she’d awakened something in him
that refused to die, although she’d done her best to kill it. As
had he.

When he saw her today, he’d been tempted to
touch her soft, red-brown hair. But just when he’d hoped they could
reach a new, mature understanding, she’d outraged him and shocked
him.

Chris hadn’t imagined the Lowells would stoop
to claiming he’d slain Norbert Anglin. Couldn’t they see that he’d
tried to protect Barry on the witness stand? He’d testified that
his friend had acted in self-defense after Anglin attacked them
with a pitchfork. They’d only been two foolish eighteen-year-olds
releasing a few chickens, nothing that merited getting stabbed.

But a man had died, leaving his widow with a
farm to run. No matter how much Barry had gone through, Mrs. Anglin
had suffered more.

In his office, Chris replaced his white coat
with a corduroy jacket. He toured the clinic, making sure the
medicine cabinets and examining rooms were locked. Then he clicked
off the lights, set the alarm and exited through the back.

Silhouetted between buildings, stark trees
raised bare arms to the night sky. He inhaled the chill winter air,
in an effort to calm his agitated spirit.

Chris’s thoughts shifted to Downhome. He
hadn’t harbored any illusions about the possibility of resuming old
friendships. He only wished to make peace, for everyone’s sake.

Apparently, that wasn’t going to happen.

Much as it galled him to dig up old hurts, he
had to leave no doubt in anyone’s mind about the events of that
night. Karen had forced his hand.

As soon as he got settled, he resolved, he
would ask to review the old police reports. The new chief, Ethan
Forrest, had served on the physician-search committee and seemed
like a reasonable fellow. Once Chris had all the facts in hand,
he’d be armed with proof against Barry’s wild accusations.

As he tucked the balloons into his trunk, the
breeze tugged at them. Chris wedged them firmly inside and shut the
lid with a snap.

He’d learned long ago to keep his life under
tight control. Medical cases, personal finances,
relationships—anything could spin into chaos if you didn’t pay
attention.

Including the matter of Karen and Barry
Lowell, Chris reflected as he got into the car. He needed to tie up
those strands as well.

If Karen didn’t like the results, she had
only her brother’s obsessive antagonism to blame.

 


 


 


CHAPTER TWO

 


 


On a sunny Saturday at the beginning of
March, Chris drove his packed car into Downhome, Tennessee. Along
the highway, the verdant open countryside and the well-kept dairy
farms had reminded him of how much he’d enjoyed growing up
here.

On the outskirts of town, construction had
begun on a housing development. Closer in, along Tulip Tree Avenue,
the windows of redbrick shops displayed colorful spring
merchandise. To see the town prospering pleased Chris. He still
felt he belonged here, although his family had moved to Boston
during his college years.

His parents had felt the repercussions of
Norbert Anglin’s tragic death keenly, despite the fact that Chris
had escaped prosecution. George McRay, Chris’s father, had once
been Fred Lowell’s best friend, but after the trial, the two men
had barely spoken to each other. Then, after Fred died of a heart
attack that some people attributed to the stress of the case, the
McRays decided to move.

Chris had never completely cut his ties,
however, thanks to his grandmother. Unfortunately, she no longer
owned her fondly remembered clapboard house with its wraparound
porch. Chris hadn’t given much thought to a rental until a few
weeks ago, when he’d had difficulty in finding a place. But most of
the town’s few apartments were located in a run-down area, and he
didn’t relish the idea of renting an entire house.

Then Mae Anne had made a tantalizing
suggestion, and he’d jumped at it. What starving bachelor could
resist a unit located over an Italian restaurant? Newly vacated
when the proprietor had married and moved into his wife’s home, it
was situated next to the town’s central park, and within easy
walking distance of City Hall, the library and the Tulip Tree
Nursing Home. And, it was only one block from the Home Boulevard
Medical Clinic. Which meant Chris could roll out of bed, grab
breakfast and stroll across the Green to work. He’d clinched the
deal by phone and had signed the month-to-month lease by fax.

Now, reaching the town center, he drove
between Rockwell Farm Supply on his left and, on the right, the
Rockwell Emporium, which carried dry goods. Both belonged to
pharmacist Archie Rockwell, Downhome’s mayor.

Past the emporium, Chris swung into the
driveway of Pepe’s Italian Diner. The owner, Pepe Otero, an
Argentine of Italian descent, had married Rosie O’Bannon, the
proprietor of the beauty salon, shortly before she’d given birth to
their daughter. Rosie already owned a fully furnished house; Pepe
had moved in, leaving his stuff at his old flat.

At two o’clock in the afternoon, the lot
behind the building offered plenty of empty spaces. However,
following Pepe’s instructions, Chris took one of two marked
Reserved.

After exciting, he skirted the building and
went into the diner. Amid the scents of garlic and fresh-baked
bread, he surveyed the colorful decor.

The main attraction besides the food was the
new murals, which he’d heard about from Mae Anne. Where once the
walls had displayed faded images of grapes and wine bottles, they
now bristled with fanciful paintings of Pepe and his three grown
children from his first marriage, picking grapes and stomping them
for wine.

The wail of a baby drew Chris from his art
gazing. “Oh, there you are, Doctor!” Pepe, a compact man with dark
coloring, wended his way between the tables, which were mostly
unoccupied at this hour. “Welcome, welcome! Rosie wants to ask you
about Maria Wilhelmina’s rash.”

“Sure.” Chris had grown used to being
peppered with child-rearing questions wherever he went.

“Pepe! Don’t give him the wrong impression!” chided
his bride, a black-haired woman in her late forties with a tiny
baby tucked against her shoulder. “Chris, he didn’t rent to you to
have a pediatrician on the premises.”

Rosie hadn’t changed much since his youth,
Chris mused, although of course in those days he’d considered
anyone over twenty to be old. And she was old to have given
birth. Fortunately, all had gone well.

“Who says?” Her husband punctuated the
question by snapping a dish towel. “I like having a doctor live
upstairs.”

“Well, you got one.” Grinning, Chris turned
to the baby. “What a cutie! May I?” Maria Wilhelmina’s mother
yielded her without hesitation. In his arms, the little girl
stopped crying and regarded him with wide, dark eyes.

She had good color and appeared to be a
healthy weight for a two-month-old. Since he wasn’t about to peel
off her diaper in a restaurant, he asked a few questions about the
rash. It didn’t sound serious.

“Change her more often and clean carefully.
You can use a little petroleum jelly to protect against moisture,”
he told the parents. “I’d like to see her at the clinic on Monday
to be sure everything’s okay. So tell me, how did you choose the
name?”

“Maria for my mother and Wilhelmina for
William Rankin, our obstetrician,” Rosie responded. “Have you met
him yet?”

“Yes. He seems terrific.” As part of his
application process, Chris had been introduced to the other two
physicians during a visit to the clinic.

“Play your cards right and we’ll name the
next kid after you,” Pepe said.

“Another one? At my age?” According to Mae
Anne, the baby had been a surprise. From her previous marriage,
Rosie also had a grown son, Mark O’Bannon, a lieutenant on the
police force.

“Okay, maybe the first grandkid,” Pepe
conceded.

Chris handed Maria back to her mother. “I’ll
look forward to seeing you and your daughter at the clinic. Now I
was hoping to collect my key.”

“Of course!” Pepe fished it from his pocket.
“I hope the guests don’t raise too much racket tonight. The
Cornishes are throwing a party in the rear dining room.”

“Jeremiah’s celebrating his company’s
expansion,” Rosie added. “They have a beautiful house but Amelia
prefers to entertain here when it’s a large group. Lucky for the
restaurant!”

Amelia was Norbert Anglin’s widow. About a
year and a half after his death, she’d married Jeremiah Cornish,
the well-to-do owner of Antiques Anew, one of the town’s largest
employers. The factory manufactured antique-style furniture and
shipped it to stores around the country, and there was also a shop
on the premises.

Chris made a mental note to avoid the
restaurant this evening. He had no wish to cause Mrs. Cornish any
distress.

“Noise doesn’t usually bother me,” he said.
“I learned to sleep through almost anything during my
residency.”

“I doubt they’ll get rowdy,” Rosie responded.
“But of course we’ll have our usual Saturday night crowd, as
well.”

“Anyone who acts up, I’ll spray ’em with
seltzer water,” Pepe joked.

“See you later.” Key in hand, Chris headed
outside and retrieved a couple of bags from his car.

A long staircase led up to the apartment.
When Chris opened the door, he was pleased to see the place was
flooded with light and comfortably decorated. Overstuffed sofa.
Bookshelves. Posters of Buenos Aires, Venice and Florence. In the
kitchen, a table for two, along with a full-size refrigerator and
stove. In the cupboards, Pepe had left a few dishes and basic
cookware. Perfect.

From the kitchen window, Chris had a splendid
view of the Green. The dogwood trees budding into early spring
glory helped compensate for his one regret about living in an
apartment: it didn’t allow for a garden.

The Lowells used to plant a big vegetable
patch behind their two-story house on Heritage Avenue. He’d enjoyed
digging in the soil, an activity his own parents had apparently
never contemplated.

One year, Barry had conned Chris into helping
put in a pumpkin patch with the goal of selling their produce.
After battling an astounding array of bugs and plant diseases
through the season, they’d discovered that the local farmers sold
pumpkins much too cheaply for them to compete. Instead, they’d
donated the crop to the elementary school for Halloween
jack-o’-lanterns.

Chris hadn’t minded the financial
disappointment. His main pleasure that summer had been wandering
over to help Karen tend the rosebushes. Since then, any whiff of
roses reminded him of the way her unruly chestnut hair had haloed
her face in the sunlight.

She hadn’t looked so angelic last month when
she’d marched into his waiting room. Unless you counted avenging
angels, of course. Yet maturity had added an instinctive sensuality
that, he reflected with a pang, probably drew plenty of masculine
attention.

Chris made additional trips to the car,
lugging in books, bedding and his entertainment system. More boxes
contained car seats, along with other baby and child equipment
received unsolicited from manufacturers.

He rarely recommended purchases to his
patients, as the makers no doubt hoped he would, but he appreciated
having items to donate to young mothers. In Nashville, he’d shared
stuff with the Teen Mom Cooperative, and he felt certain there’d be
a need for it in Downhome.

After he finished unloading, he washed his
hands and considered what to do next. He had no desire to waste
what remained of the sunny day by unpacking. Also, although he’d
grabbed a hamburger en route, it had worn off long ago. Good thing
he lived over a restaurant.

Softly whistling a tune that reminded him of
Italy, he went out. Inside the restaurant, he discovered he was
whistling the same song playing over the sound system, although he
hadn’t been aware of hearing it upstairs.

At the counter, he ordered spaghetti with
clam sauce. Pepe refused to let him pay. “You answered our
questions about the baby,” the proprietor told him as he brought
the plate. “You didn’t charge me and I won’t charge you.”

“There’s nothing seriously wrong with your
daughter.” Chris doused the pasta with Parmesan.

“To a parent, everything is serious,” Pepe
retorted.

“All right, I accept, with thanks. But just
this once.” Chris preferred to pay his own way. Otherwise, he’d
feel obligated to restrain his appetite to avoid bankrupting his
landlord.

He was finishing when a mild draft from the
front door whispered across his neck. A slim, familiar figure in a
white sweater and blue slacks hurried past him to the cash
register.

Karen’s cheeks were pink from exertion.
Specks of white glitter clung to the hair she’d tucked behind her
ears.

Perfect timing, Chris mused. He’d landed in
town a little over an hour ago and already they were bumping into
each other. Either fate intended them to be together or the cosmos
enjoyed provoking quarrels.

“I’m here to pick up some pastries,” she told
the hostess, a young woman whose name tag read Nola. “One of our
residents ordered them for our Winter Theme party.”

“I’ll go check.” Nola disappeared into the
back.

Catching Karen’s eye, Chris gave her a
friendly nod.

“Just arrive in town?” Judging by her
conversational tone, she’d decided to try to get along with him, at
least in public.

“Yup.” To keep the conversation going, he
added, “Did I hear you say you’re having a party at the nursing
home?”

“We’re in the middle of it.” She gestured in
frustration. “I thought I had everything under control. Then Junior
Ferguson—he’s our social butterfly—announces that he ordered
pastries from Pepe’s and forgot to tell anyone. I decided the
simplest thing was to trot over here and pick them up.”

Pleased that she was willing to chat with
him, Chris pursued the subject. “What’s a Winter Theme party and
why are you having one in March?”

“Some of our residents were sad that it
barely snowed this year, so we’re making up for it. Also, it’s an
excuse for games, crafts and refreshments,” was the frank response.
“Folks get depressed and many lose their appetites as they age. I
like to keep them active and tempt them to eat. However, I prefer
to serve healthier foods than—what on earth is that?”

Chris followed her gaze as Nola emerged from
the kitchen, carrying a large rectangular box. Behind her, Pepe
brought a second one.

“I’m glad you’re picking these up,” remarked
the owner. “We need the space in the refrigerators.”

Karen’s mouth hung open for a few seconds
before she managed to speak. “What exactly are those?”

“Ice-cream sheet cakes.” Pepe set his burden
on the counter. “Mr. Ferguson paid for them by credit card.”

“What’s in them?” Although Chris had felt
full a few moments before, he always had room for dessert.

“Pistachio ice cream between layers of
vanilla cake, with strawberry icing,” Pepe explained. “It’s my own
invention.”

It sounded weird but delicious, Chris
decided.

Karen regarded the large boxes in dismay.
“I’ll have to go fetch my car.”

Seeing an opportunity, Chris jumped in. “Why
bother? I can carry them.”

She appeared less than thrilled at the
prospect of his company, but apparently, convenience won out.
“Thanks. You probably planned to stop by and let your grandmother
know you were here anyway, right?”

“Exactly.” He’d intended to wait until
evening, when Mae Anne was less likely to be busy, but a party
sounded like fun.

It felt incredibly natural to walk out beside
Karen, the top of her head barely reaching his chest as she held
the door for him and the boxes. Chris shortened his stride to match
hers as they strolled past the Green.

Tiny flowers showed here and there in the
grass. “Planting a garden this year?” he asked.

“I always do.” Karen glanced toward him and
immediately away.

“Tell me what you’re going to plant.”

She frowned. “Why?”

“Because I’d like to hear about it,” Chris
admitted. “Working in your family’s garden is one of my favorite
memories.”

Startled, she stopped at the intersection of
Tulip Tree Avenue and Home Boulevard. “I thought Barry had to nag
you into helping.”

“I let him think so.” Chris decided not to
mention how much he’d looked forward to working beside her.
“What’ll it be? Tomatoes and zucchini and…?”

“That depends.” When the light turned green,
they crossed toward City Hall. “I let the residents choose what to
plant. I also invite anyone who’s interested to help in the garden,
although a hired man handles the heavy work. Marquis Lyons, my
director of food services, does marvelous things with the
produce.”

Chris was impressed. “What a great idea. I’m
surprised Mae Anne never mentioned it.”

“She has other things on her mind,” Karen
said. “Serving on the town council is practically a full-time
job.”

Chris supposed so. On his visits with her,
he’d heard quite a bit about the controversy regarding the
construction of a shopping center, which, after months of hearings,
had won approval the past December.

There’d also been some discussion of opening
a satellite medical office to serve the new businesses and homes,
she’d told him; when he’d inquired about the possibility of
building a local hospital, she’d regretfully informed him there was
none yet. The doctors would have to continue admitting their
patients and delivering babies in Mill Valley, a dozen miles
away.

On the far side of Home Boulevard, he and
Karen reached the one-story white brick nursing home. After
entering through a rear door, they followed a short hallway to the
kitchen.

Staff members whisked away the cakes, freeing
them to repair to the recreation room. He admired the silver and
blue garlands and shimmering tablecloths that carried out the
wintry theme.

At one side, a group of seniors was holding a
snowball competition, tossing foam balls into buckets. In the
center, residents at a crafts table applied glitter to white
mittens, while several women were crocheting small squares.

“We make comforters and mittens for any
residents who need them. Old people tend to chill easily,” Karen
explained. “If there are extras, we donate them to the poor.”
Catching a signal from one of the aides, she excused herself to
help.

Standing apart from the bustle, Chris spotted
his grandmother sitting in her wheelchair. While others played, he
saw, she was reading what appeared to be some kind of report.
Probably council business.

He sneaked up to plant a kiss on her cheek.
Chuckling, she responded with a hug. “I saw you come in,” Mae Anne
said. “Getting along better with Karen?”

“We’ve struck a truce, or so I hope,” he
admitted. “Besides, I figured if I carried the ice-cream cakes, I
might get to eat a slice.”

“I’m delighted you’re here. I mean here to
live, not just to visit.” After she questioned him about his
apartment, they arranged to attend church together the following
day. At last, regretfully, his grandmother rattled the report.
“Afraid I have work to do.”

“Understood,” Chris said.

Karen had vanished. With luck, the staff
would soon set up for dessert. He could hardly wait to sample
it.

In the meantime, Chris used his phone to take
pictures of the residents. From each, he requested the email
address of a friend or relative he could send it to. “I’m sure
they’ll enjoy seeing what you’re up to,” he told them.

Most supplied their own email address, as
well. “I’d like a copy of all the photos to put in a collage,” one
woman requested.

“No problem,” he promised.

In Nashville, Chris had learned from the teen
moms that many had never sent out pictures of their children. After
he’d assisted them in doing so, the gratifying result had been to
help to bridge gaps. Several had reunited with their estranged
families, and one girl, abandoned by the baby’s father, had
received unexpected support from his parents.

As he tucked the phone into his pocket, Chris
realized another woman in a wheelchair was watching him. When he
started to take out the camera again, she waved it away
politely.

With a start, he identified the thin, graying
lady as Renée Lowell—Barry and Karen’s mother. He remembered her as
a vital, active woman, but obviously the traffic accident that
crippled her had taken a cruel toll. Still, it hadn’t dimmed her
alert expression.

As he was debating whether to approach her, a
staffer began serving the cake. He decided to leave Mrs. Lowell to
enjoy hers in peace. At least she hadn’t reacted angrily to his
presence, which he took as a good sign.

As for what was going to happen when,
inevitably, he ran across Barry, he refused to worry about it. He
had so many fond memories of their younger years that he held out
hope of becoming friends again.

But in truth, he reflected ruefully, he’d be
lucky if they didn’t come to blows.

*

Had it not been for her mother’s accident,
Karen might still be focused on a career handling the dry details
of business administration. Even after returning to school to earn
a master’s degree in public health and landing the job running the
nursing home, she’d believed she was best suited to dealing with
budgets and personnel matters.

Gradually, however, she’d discovered the
satisfaction of getting close to older folks. Becoming directly
involved in their care had enriched her life.

She wished everyone could recognize the
beautiful souls beneath the wrinkled faces. Too often, however,
visitors marched through the halls as if wearing blinders. Even
worse were the people who abandoned their parents or grandparents
altogether.

Occasionally, Karen phoned a neglectful loved
one to politely suggest a holiday visit. Often, she received a
response such as, “I can’t bear to see her this way,” or “It’s too
depressing.” Or sometimes false reassurances, such as, “Sure, as
soon as I can spare the time.”

This puzzled her, since the intermediate-care
facility accepted only patients in comparatively good condition.
Although many had physical handicaps, they were capable of dressing
and feeding themselves with minimal help. Not that ignoring the
severely disabled was okay, but at least she might have understood
the claims of emotional distress.

She’d expected Chris to be supportive, given
his closeness to Mae Anne and his experience as a physician. But
Karen hadn’t expected the sight
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