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			“Karon knits Mitford’s small-town characters and multiple story lines into a cozy sweater of a book . . . 4/4 stars.”

			—USA Today

			“Jan Karon reflects contemporary culture more fully than almost any other living novelist.”

			—Los Angeles Times

			“Loyal fans of Karon’s Mitford novels and Father Tim will be delighted once again to spend time in this quintessential American village with its leading citizen and his colorful coterie of friends, family, and dependent souls.”

			—Booklist

			“With the homecoming of much-beloved characters and a few new additions, Karon’s latest provides a return to a setting readers have been clamoring to revisit. Longtime readers will not be disappointed by the author’s latest cozy redemption tale.”

			—Library Journal

			“The faster and more impersonal the world becomes, the more we need . . . Mitford.”

			—The Cleveland Plain Dealer
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			I know the plans I have for you, says the Lord, plans for good and not for harm, to give you a future and a hope.

			—JEREMIAH 29:11
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			Oh, the inexpressible comfort of feeling safe with a person: having neither to weigh thoughts nor measure words, but to pour them out. Just as they are—chaff and grain together, knowing that a faithful hand will take and sift them, keep what is worth keeping, and then with the breath of kindness, blow the rest away.

			—DINAH MARIA (MULOCK) CRAIK, 1826–1887
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			Chapter One

			His wife was determined to march him to the country club this Saturday evening. Worse, he’d have to stuff himself into his old tux like sausage into a casing.

			The Irish breakfast—more properly, a resplendent banquet on a plate—was the culprit. He had tried to restrict himself to three such repasts during their stay in County Sligo, but ended up devouring seven, two of them out of view of his wife. He didn’t know about Saint Paul, but the grim baggage of diabetes was definitely this cleric’s thorn.

			‘I’m still jet-lagged,’ he said.

			‘Jet-lagged? After ten days? Try again, sweetheart.’

			There was a busy silence. They sat in his study, finishing a second cup of coffee. Rain gleamed on the leaves of the maple outside the vast window; fog capped the mountains beyond. ‘Our observatory,’ he reasoned, when faced with the alarming cost of so much glass.

			‘It’s an important occasion, Timothy. Your doctor is retiring after decades of sleep loss and patients who won’t do what the doctor ordered.’

			So? Hardly anyone ever did what the priest ordered, either.

			‘Then he’s volunteering to serve in one of the worst areas of famine in the world.’

			She pressed her case as he wrestled an unsettling truth—with Hoppy Harper out of the picture, he would fall into the hands of Dr. Wilson, who, in his opinion, was yet the unlicked cub, medically speaking.

			‘And Father Timothy Kavanagh,’ she said, ‘highly esteemed friend and longtime priest of the guest of honor, wants to sit home.’ The cocked head, the raised eyebrow, the gathering of hoarfrost.

			‘You’re absolutely right,’ he said.

			‘So you’re going!’

			‘Cynthia, Cynthia. I didn’t say I’m going, I said you’re right that I want to sit home.’ He gave forth a sigh.

			‘You’re so southern.’

			His Massachusetts-born spouse was keen on the notion that southerners were over-fond of sighing, something apparently beneath the dignity of Yankees. ‘You won the war,’ his father would have said, ‘what’s to sigh about?’

			Did she have so much time on her hands that she could spend it conducting his business? Since she had started a new book, she should be insensible to life’s vagaries for at least ten or eleven months.

			‘I just read an article,’ she said, ‘on what can happen to priests when they retire. Some of them end up refusing to leave the house.’

			‘I have left the house religiously,’ he said with feeling.

			And there she went, hooting with laughter. It was very hard to have a dispute with a woman who wouldn’t stay aggrieved, but was ever looking to put a shine on things.

			‘I suppose it doesn’t count,’ he said, ‘that I went to see Hoppy on Tuesday and we had a long talk and I prayed for him and wished him well and promised we’d stay in touch with Olivia and Lace whenever he’s away.’ He watched her eyes; this was clearly not enough.

			‘I gave him a nice pair of nail clippers,’ he said. No need to say it was a pass-along gift from his cousin. ‘In a leather case.’

			The blank look.

			‘That was lovely, I’m sure, but it will honor him to have people there, like at a funeral. How would you feel if no one came to your funeral because they’d already said lovely things before you croaked?’

			‘Okay, okay, I’ll do it. Peace be with you, Kav’na. Where are my studs?’

			‘In the right-hand section of your top bureau drawer. And also with you.’

			He thought she looked pretty pleased with herself.

			•   •   •

			HE HEADED UPSTAIRS to try on the tux, to look Veracity in the face, and assemble the required paraphernalia.

			His dog lay sprawled and oblivious on the landing, warming himself in a patch of sunlight.

			Barnabas raised his head, blinked.

			Soon, he would have to move the Old Gentleman down to the study, as stairs were increasingly nonnegotiable for his twelve-year-old Bouvier/Irish wolfhound. He had put off doing it; it would be unsettling for all, even for his wife’s cat, Violet.

			When Cynthia moved into his bed on their wedding night, Barnabas, ever sensible of common courtesy, had excused himself to the hall and staked new territory. Later, when they moved from the rectory to her house next door, Barnabas again established his night watch in the hall. Even with the increase of arthritis in his hind legs, he had lately made it home base, declining any comforts offered on the ground floor.

			Perhaps he would engineer the shift today—carry down the water bowl, the dog bed and blanket, the raccoon with the stuffing gone. He squatted on his haunches, gave a good scratch beneath the wiry coat.

			‘What do you think, buddy?’

			Barnabas gazed at him, solemn—morning light picked out flecks of amber in the dark pupils.

			He couldn’t do it today. He could not. They would make the trek again tonight, downstairs for food and a trip to the hedge, and up again, slowly, each step a challenge and then a small triumph. Tomorrow, then.

			He stood, trying to focus his attention on the blunt instrument of retirement and how and why the blow still left him reeling. Five years had passed since he’d departed the active priesthood, and as busy as he’d remained, the stunned sense of loss or deficit wouldn’t entirely go away. Cynthia was right. If he didn’t keep after himself, he could easily disappear into his armchair in the study and not be found again. ‘To withdraw someplace,’ read a sixteenth-century definition of retirement, ‘for the sake of seclusion.’

			Retirement, of course, hadn’t been his idea—he had been urged by his doctor for health reasons. Cynthia had agreed and in the end, so had he.

			As for his retiring doctor, Hoppy was as fit as a forty-year-old with no such health reasons. Weren’t doctors, like clergy, called to run the race to the all-consuming end? Only then could the crown of laurels be legitimately received. In his own case, diabetes, overwork, and stress had forced him out to pasture at age sixty-five, though he’d supplied pulpits hither and yon ever since.

			He remembered how things had progressed. When his bishop announced to the parish the news of Tim Kavanagh’s retirement after sixteen years as the chief laborer in their vineyard, he observed more than a few mouths dropping open like the doors of roadside mailboxes. He heard a sharp intake of communal breath, primarily on the gospel side; a polite handkerchief or two fluttered out. That was expected.

			Following the initial shock, however, came something altogether unexpected: their yawning indifference.

			At the coffee hour, everyone crowded around, laughing, slapping him on the back and wishing him all the best, and then, like a shot, they fled home to their pot roast, as if no central loss had just occurred.

			Where were the emotional breakdowns he’d dreaded, or even, perhaps, guiltily fancied? Where was the long, mournful line at the end of the service, with at least one or two flinging themselves upon him, possibly sobbing, and begging a reversal of this cruel decision?

			Dream on. In truth, it was goodbye, Charlie, and have a swell time lounging around the house in your sock feet.

			No one had warned him that something quite other would follow. On the heels of indifference came their anger and resentment. The sheer insult of his retirement raced along Main Street like a brush fire—oh, yes, he remembered.

			In the how-could-you category, there was everything from the pained look and refusal to wish him a decent good morning, to full-blown righteous indignation. He was theirs, he belonged to them, they had got used to him, and now they were forced to go searching about for a total stranger, never a pleasant task, and God only knows what they’d come up with in this day and time. And it wasn’t just his parishioners, but the Baptists, the Presbyterians, the Methodists, and every other Tom, Dick, and Harry who felt wantonly betrayed. A veritable Benedict Arnold, he skulked along in the shadows for weeks before the whole thing blew over and they liked him again. Small wonder that retired clergy refused to leave the house.

			This missionary impulse of Hoppy’s was, of course, noble; he, Timothy, had had such impulses himself—but wasn’t being a small-town doctor in today’s world noble enough for anybody?

			He fought his way to the rear of their overstuffed closet that was once, they suspected, a nursery, and, in the dim light of the bulb they’d been meaning to convert to a blinding spotlight, found the morose thing in its dusty wrap. He took the wrap off, sneezed, and dragged the tux into their bedroom.

			He laid it on the bed and stared at it, unseeing. When was their last black-tie affair?

			Miss Sadie’s party for the newly wed Harpers, of course. How extraordinary that the frugal Miss Sadie had done such a wondrous and extravagant thing, even having Fernbank’s shut-away ballroom restored for the occasion. He recalled tables shining with crystal and silver, the music of the eight-piece orchestra, the coved ceiling swarmed by painted angels with gilded wings—and all of it bathed in the glimmer of candlelight. It had been an evening unlike anything Mitford had ever seen, and would almost certainly never see again.

			He took the pants off the hanger, inspired. All would be well—the tux would be a tad form-fitting and in need of pressing, but nothing more; he was overreacting.

			He glanced toward the corner of their room at the full-length mirror, which presented Absolute Truth morning, noon, and night, whether you wanted it or not. Indeed, unless the need to know was critical, he seldom looked into it.

			The need being critical, he shucked out of his clothes and walked to the mirror in his shorts and socks.

			It was an inarticulate sound, like a small animal surprised in the woods.

			Heaving a fairly shuddering sigh, he set about doing what had to be done. The pants wouldn’t zip all the way, much less button; any promise the jacket might have afforded was nil; and the cummerbund, albeit with Velcro, was toast.

			He went to the bedroom door and closed it. This wasn’t something he wanted even his dog to witness. As for Saturday night, it was obvious that he wasn’t meant to leave the house.

			•   •   •

			HE FOUND CYNTHIA in the kitchen and confessed only ‘a slight gain since Miss Sadie’s party nearly a decade ago, but enough to, you know . . .’

			‘I can let it out,’ she said. As far as he knew, she had never used a needle in her life. Having Cynthia Kavanagh do his alterations was as reckless as letting their son, Dooley, cut his hair.

			‘Puny could help,’ she said, earnest. ‘She’s very good at that sort of thing.’

			‘We don’t have a sewing machine,’ he said.

			‘Right next door! Remember Hélène has a sewing machine. It’s in the living room by the piano, with all those sheets of music stacked on it. Maybe Hélène sews.’

			‘People who sew don’t stack things on top of the machine.’ He knew that much, for Pete’s sake. ‘Besides, it’s an antique, it doesn’t actually work.’ His sense of doom was literally breathtaking.

			‘We would use it over there,’ she said, oblivious. ‘It would be too heavy to carry through the hedge. It was her grandmother’s.’

			‘Have you ever . . . ?’

			‘Never. I would only show Puny or Hélène the inseams and tell them how much to let out. They would do the rest.’

			For years, Puny Guthrie had kept house for him as a bachelor and thereafter for the two of them, yet he’d never heard her mention any sewing skills she may possess.

			‘Have you checked the inseams?’ he asked.

			‘I’ll go up and do it now. Where is it? And by the way, it’s time for your raisins.’

			‘Hanging on the door.’ He was too weary to say which door. She gave him the raisin box and he emptied a few into his hand.

			If he were a drinking man, it would be a double single-malt scotch, straight up—he could be that specific. Or, not wanting to betray his Irish bloodline, maybe a Paddy’s.

			•   •   •

			SHE FOUND HIM STARING OUT the window of the study, still cupping the raisins in his hand.

			‘It doesn’t have inseams,’ she said, pale.

			‘Of course it has inseams. What else would hold it together?’

			‘No, I mean, it has them, of course, but they’re so narrow . . .’ She looked desperate.

			‘Cheap,’ he said.

			‘What?’

			‘It was cheap. It must cost extra for inseams that can be let out.’

			They sat on the sofa, where so many details of life had been threshed.

			‘The Internet,’ she said. ‘Overnight shipping, which gives us time to hem the pants.’

			‘No way,’ he said.

			He didn’t want to talk about the last time they trusted the caprice of shopping on the Internet, and the thing arriving without screws to assemble it. He would never mention again how he had tracked the screws through a jungle of recorded phone messages, which eventually led to a real person who said he would take care of it immediately. He would never again speak of the many additional phone calls unanswered by the real person, and the weeks that ensued before the screws were delivered—not to his door, oh, no, but to the Local down the street, where the minuscule package had somehow fallen into a basket of California avocados and remained for a further week.

			‘Why are we doing this at the last minute?’ he said.

			‘Because I thought all along you were going. Why wouldn’t you go to the retirement party of a man who was your parishioner for sixteen years, your doctor for as many, a close personal friend, and the adoptive father of Dooley’s sort-of-maybe fiancée?’

			He held a raisin between his thumb and forefinger, examined it, dubious.

			‘It’s also worth mentioning that he saved your life,’ she said. ‘Twice.’

			There was the real rub, of course. ‘Okay, okay, I said I’m going.’ He could take to his bed from this ordeal, become an invalid sipping water through a bent straw. ‘Why can’t I just wear a suit and collar?’

			She gave him a look containing its own vocabulary, then stared at the bookshelves, possibly thinking of dust; he studied his loafers, thinking of nothing in particular.

			He was thrilled when the doorbell rang. He leaped up and sprinted along the hall like a released felon.

			‘Puny!’ Her good face, freckles and all, had cheered him ever since he first saw it more than a decade ago.

			‘I know it’s my day off, but I brought you somethin’.’

			‘Where are the twins?’ He knew the older set to be in school at this hour.

			‘In th’ car, I don’t have but a minute. I jis’ come from seein’ Joe Joe at th’ station, he might git to be police chief.’

			She was radiant, dazzling him.

			‘Holy smoke. He just got to be captain.’

			‘Don’t tell nobody, just Miss Cynthy.’

			‘Of course. When will we know?’ he asked.

			‘Maybe in a week or two is what they say.’

			‘Is Rodney Underwood retiring?’

			‘Kind of.’

			‘Kind of?’

			‘It’s still a secret, but yes, he’s leavin’ to be chief at Wesley.’

			‘A big step up.’

			‘So y’all pray, okay? And here’s th’ little somethin’ I brought you.’ She handed him a small envelope. ‘Take it with a full glass of water in th’ evenin’ an’ don’t leave th’ house.’

			He pocketed the thing, feeling the heat in his face.

			‘You’re . . . kind,’ he said.

			•   •   •

			‘CHESTER MCGRAW!’ she exclaimed as he walked into the study.

			‘What about him?’

			‘He was your size exactly. I remember seeing him from behind at Logan’s in Wesley, and thinking it was you. Timothy! I said. What are you doing in the pantyhose section? But it was Chester.’

			‘What was he doing in the pantyhose section?’

			‘I have no idea, he didn’t say. Anyway, he’s, you know . . .’

			‘Morte,’ he said. ‘Last February. A good man, Chester, we were in Rotary together.’

			‘Who was at the door?’

			‘Puny.’

			‘Really? What about?’

			‘Just checking in, says Joe Joe might be made police chief.’

			‘Wonderful. When?’

			‘We don’t know,’ he said. ‘Don’t tell anybody, it’s a secret. Have a raisin.’

			‘No, thanks. He had a tux.’

			‘Joe Joe?’

			‘Chester. Chester had a very nice tux.’

			‘Whoa, now, Kav’na.’

			‘He wore it to the Children’s Hospital benefit last year, remember? When he gave that huge check. So if Irene hasn’t thrown it out . . .’

			‘Wait a minute . . .’

			‘Why not? He made a barrel of money in the timber business, it would be a very nice tux. I’ll call Irene, she’s a darling woman.’

			He felt a provoking urge to flee to Lord’s Chapel and kneel at the railing.

			•   •   •

			‘IRENE DIDN’T ANSWER, she’s probably in the garden.’

			How his wife knew so much about Irene McGraw was beyond him. He knew only that Irene was said to look like a film star whose name he didn’t recognize. He scanned his mental file on the McGraws: Baptists. Florida residents for the annual requisite of six months and a day. A lot of grandchildren.

			‘Shouldn’t I . . . that is . . .’ If he was going to wear another man’s getup, shouldn’t it be that of somebody in his own parish? ‘Maybe somebody at Lord’s Chapel . . .’ he said, hating this.

			‘Nobody at Lord’s Chapel is your size, Chester was an absolute duplicate.’

			Useful beyond the grave—it was everyone’s hope.

			‘Besides,’ she said, ‘anyone who has a tux at Lord’s Chapel will be wearing it Saturday night.’

			His wife knew everything. An honors graduate of Smith, of course—he wondered if all Smithies were like this.

			‘Ride with me,’ she said, taking her keys off the hook at the kitchen door.

			‘Why?’

			She gave him a doting look. ‘Because I love your company.’

			But there was nothing at all to love about his company. He was a certified crank these days. Not that he wanted to be, but he seemed unable to control the mean streak that had cropped up somewhere over the Pond, possibly around Greenland.

			‘Besides,’ she said, cheerful as all get-out, ‘that’s what retirement is for.’

			‘I’m still trying to hammer out what retirement is for.’

			‘It’s for jumping in the car and going somewhere on impulse.’

			‘I’ll stick around here,’ he said, loath to beg handouts from a recent widow.

			‘Irene won’t even see you, I’ll park in front of the hedge instead of in the driveway. Take your newspaper, I’ll just be a minute. Then we can run by the Local.’

			She gave him the look that was code for the rare pint of Ben & Jerry’s. He was suddenly cheered.

			‘I’m in,’ he said.

			•   •   •

			SHE BACKED HER MAZDA out of the garage.

			‘What if she gave it to the Salvation Army?’ he asked.

			‘Too soon, I think.’

			‘So there’s a timeline for cleaning out the spousal closet?’

			‘Usually six months to a year. Some people do it immediately after.’

			He chewed on this arcane information, especially curious about the marital revelations of ‘immediately after.’

			‘By the way,’ she said, ‘if I croak first, my clothes go to Puny and my jewelry to Lace, except for your mother’s ring.’

			‘Where does that go?’

			‘If Dooley and Lace marry, to Lace. If not, it could pass to your next wife.’

			He refused to comment.

			She made a right onto Main. ‘Just kidding, of course. Do you think you’d marry again?’

			‘Absolutely not. I was barely able to marry the first time, much less again.’ She had just asked him this ridiculous question in Ireland.

			He could sense her staring at him.

			‘What?’ he said.

			‘I know how you hate hearing this, but . . .’

			‘But.’

			‘You need a haircut.’

			‘I just had a haircut. Two or three weeks ago.’

			‘That was a trim, not a cut. They left it too long.’

			His wife needed a steady, paying job, not one in which she could do as she pleased, with time left over to mind his business.

			‘Merely a word to the wise,’ she said.

			He turned his attentions to Main Street, which was literally sparkling after a good wash by morning rain. He realized again how Mitford wasn’t unlike an Irish village—colorful storefronts, hanging baskets, benches, a brisk early business in the shops.

			‘The big news while we were gone,’ she said, ‘is that Avis painted his bins.’

			How had he missed that on his two wimpy morning runs through town? Beneath the green awnings of the Local were the famed outdoor produce bins, now as red as any tomato and filled with pots of yellow chrysanthemums.

			‘Very Irish, all that color, don’t you think?’

			‘I do.’ There was Avis Packard, standing outside his grocery store, smoking a cigarette.

			In the end, the real difference between Mitford and the Irish village was pretty profound—Mitford was home, Main Street was his beat. After a year in Whitecap, a year at Meadowgate, the long sojourns in Mississippi and Memphis, and the trek to Ireland, it felt good to ease his foot into the old shoe.

			‘Irene is a gifted artist,’ she said. ‘Paintings of children. We’ve talked about doing a show together, a benefit for the Children’s Hospital.’

			‘You hadn’t mentioned it.’ Children’s Hospital in Wesley was his all-time favorite charity. Never one to relish asking for money, he had nonetheless helped raise $350,000 in the last campaign and thanks be to God for the Florida people who summered in Mitford and environs.

			‘Sort of waiting ’til we know more about her schedule. Her daughter lost a baby last year, but now there’s another on the way. Then there are two little ones in California and four in Texas and one in Germany. She’s very busy.’

			‘Blow the horn,’ he said.

			He rolled down the window. J. C. Hogan, editor of the Mitford Muse, was legging it across the street to Town Hall.

			‘Tea shop, noon tomorrow!’ he shouted.

			A thumbs-up from J.C.

			He didn’t like blaring it all over town that he was headed to the tea shop, tomorrow or any other day. They needed to change the blasted name, make it friendlier to the Mitford demographic.

			He left the window down, inhaled rain-washed September air into his lungs. ‘Maybe we should try a new flavor this time.’

			‘It took decades for you to upscale from vanilla to butter pecan.’

			‘One cannot upscale from vanilla to anything. Vanilla is the crème de la crème, and butter pecan merely passing fancy. However, I have felt the call of a completely different flavor for a couple of years, but never had the guts to buy it. How about Cherry Garcia?’ Carpe diem.

			She patted his knee, laughing. ‘You are a wild and crazy guy.’

			He didn’t know how he felt about being patted. When she did that, and she often did that, he felt four years old, or possibly one up from a small-breed canine.

			He moved his knee away, impatient, and opened the Mitford Muse. The local weekly had grown considerably thinner of late, but the front page still gave forth a blare of four-color process.

			‘Timothy?’

			‘Speak, Kav’na.’

			Mule Skinner was running a quarter-page real estate ad below an ad for residential sewage treatment. Not a good placement. And there was the Helpful Household Hint for the week—he’d never admit to anybody but Puny that he looked for it each Thursday.

			‘Are you listening?’ she said.

			‘I am, I am.’ Shoes can be shined with a banana peel. Clean off mess with a dry cloth.

			She wheeled right on Lilac—a little sharply, he thought.

			‘Do you think you might try what Puny suggested yesterday?’ she asked.

			Never one to mince words, Puny Guthrie had told him that what he needed was a good . . .

			He buried his face in the newspaper.

			. . . purgative.

			•   •   •

			HERE HE WAS SITTING in a car when he might be running up to the stone wall and looking upon life in the valley—the train hammering through the gorge, with a winding river and blue mountains beyond. It was a mild and perfect day, golden with sunlight after rain—one of his favorite weather conditions.

			How would Irene McGraw feel about him bowling around town in her husband’s gear? He considered that Irene may even be at the party. In times past, the spouse left behind waited a year before rejoining the social gambol, but the way things were going these days, this had likely been tempered by half.

			The tux business was beyond him, he couldn’t think about it anymore. He crossed himself and gave kit and caboodle to the creator of all that is seen and unseen.

			Good News At A Cut Above

			Mrs. Fancy Skinner of A Cut Above Hair Salon, has announced TWO new additions to her shop starting next Monday.

			One is Wi-fi service (bring your iPads and laptops!) and last but not least, here’s the biggie—a new stylist, Ms. Shirlene Hatfield, formerly of The Hair Loft in Bristol, Tennessee, and a sister of Ms. Skinner!

			Ms. Skinner says Ms. Hatfield will offer a full-complement of beauty services including spray tanning. In a phone interview with the Muse, Ms. Hatfield said: “I will be proud to introduce spraytan to Mitford. With spraytan, everybody in the mountains can look like they just drove up from Florida.”

			Not a good marketing tactic. Mountain folk wouldn’t aspire to looking like the tanned horde arriving from Florida every May to take up all the parking spaces.

			A hearty Mitford welcome to Ms. Hatfield! See below for the “Shirlene Hatfield $2.00-off haircut coupon” from the popular Cut Above Hair Salon where walk-ins are always welcome. Another $$$- saving bonus from the Muse—we print GOOD news!!

			No expiration date on the coupon; he would clip it for Dooley’s long weekend home in October. A coupon in the Muse was as rare as hen’s teeth; the Wesley weekly was eating J.C.’s lunch by giving readers an entire page of coupons every Friday, not to mention a crossword.

			In his shirt pocket, his cell phone did its marching band number, very festive.

			‘Hello?’

			‘Hey, Dad . . .’

			Static. 

			‘Dooley? Can you hear me?’

			‘ . . . out . . . thinking . . . got to . . .’

			‘Dooley, you’re breaking up. Can you . . . ?’

			Gone.

			They were pretty high on the mountain, no service up here, he supposed. He hated to miss a call from his boy.

			Chelsea TEA shop Adds Children’s Plate

			He refolded the newspaper, read on.

			Clearly, the tea shop was being forced to go with the times and expand their customer base. Only yesterday, he’d heard the new ownership said there would be no more fancy names the average customer couldn’t pronounce, including croissant. More to the point, the ruffled pink curtains had vanished during their Ireland trip, the flowered wallpaper had disappeared under a coat of green paint, and the radio was tuned to Top 40 instead of Easy Listening. Now here was the children’s plate, which he hoped grown-ups would feel free to order when short on cash or not very hungry. But the real work had yet to be done—in his opinion, they needed to dump the name of the place, pronto, give it more of a family flavor. Who took their kids to tea? Nobody that he knew of.

			Cynthia appeared at the car window.

			‘She’s not in the garden, and the front door is open. I went in and called, but no answer, and I looked in her studio out back.’

			‘There’s a car in the garage.’ He’d seen it as they drew up to the hedge.

			‘That’s not her car, it’s Chester’s. I wonder if I should go upstairs and look for her.’

			‘Maybe she’s in town, or visiting a neighbor.’

			‘Remember what happened to Norma Jenkins.’

			Norma’s front door had stood open for two days as she lay upstairs following a stroke, unable to cry for help and paralyzed throughout her left side.

			‘I’m sure she’s fine,’ he said. How many times had he left his own doors wide open as he worked in the backyard or the basement? Of course, those were his early years in Mitford; things were different now, as they were everywhere.

			‘I don’t think she’s the sort to leave her door open if she isn’t home.’

			‘You seem to know her pretty well,’ he said.

			‘We’ve had three art classes together. I taught two of them, she taught the other.’

			‘What about household help?’

			‘Her housekeeper goes back to Florida around the first of September, she said, and Irene goes back late October.’

			‘I have an idea—why don’t we head to the Local and forget Chester’s tux? I’ll rent one from Charlotte, they could put it on the plane to Hickory.’

			She wasn’t listening. ‘I’m going inside and look for her, I feel creepy about this.’

			He glanced farther along Bishop’s Lane. Only one neighboring house in view, perhaps half a block away.

			‘Go in with me,’ she said. ‘Remember what happened to Norma.’

			‘Okay. I’ll wait downstairs and make feeble excuses when she comes home.’

			But she didn’t come home. While Cynthia called Irene’s name upstairs and down, he ambled about the living room off the foyer, peering at a series of five large oil paintings of what appeared to be the same young girl, signed Irene McGraw. He saw in the faces an interesting detail so small that he surprised himself by noticing it at all. The eyes of each subject contained a subtle, but compelling, reflection: the nearly minuscule image of the subject. He adjusted his glasses and leaned close. It was as if the large subject were looking at herself dressed in different clothing—a yellow dress. The painted pupil was a miniature gem—to render such a feat required inordinate skill and, perhaps, the merest hair of a sable.

			He looked at his watch, heard Cynthia calling Irene’s name.

			On the grand piano, family photographs in silver frames. A lot of grandchildren, a perfect flock of them. He had missed having grandchildren, but Puny’s two sets of twins had stood in the gap very well.

			He thought of his brother, Henry, so recently known to him after all these years, and of what they’d gone through together in Memphis and Holly Springs, and wondered what his Kavanagh family portrait would look like now, with Henry among them.

			In a large photograph of the McGraws in this very room, the couple was surrounded by roughly two dozen good-looking progeny dressed to the nines. A life had been lived here—all those grandchildren tumbling and laughing, someone shouting, Don’t run in the hall, someone playing the piano, cousins kicking around a football. Like a lot of people who also live in tropical places, they probably spent Christmas and Thanksgiving here, hoping for snow. Now one was missing from this glad company. As for Irene, she would go on and things would be good again—but different, very different.

			He’d always thought Irene an unusually attractive woman, but with a subtle air of sorrow or distraction, as if she were actually living elsewhere and had beamed in a likeness for a fund-raiser. He remembered that she played tennis and wore what his mother had called ‘good’ pearls.

			He was turning away from the photograph when he realized that Chester—ha!—was sporting the much-talked-about tuxedo.

			He moved into the hall as his wife came downstairs.

			‘She’s not here.’

			‘I think we should go,’ he said. ‘You could call later.’

			‘This doesn’t feel right, Timothy. You should see her bedroom. Things thrown all over the place. Not like her. Come and look.’

			Clothes tossed on an unmade bed, drawers pulled out, closet doors standing open, clothing on the floor, an exercise mat with an open bottle of water beside it.

			‘What do you think?’ she said.

			He shrugged. ‘This is the way a lot of people’s bedrooms look.’ Dooley’s room in the early days of living at the rectory, for instance.

			‘It doesn’t feel like Irene, she’s fastidious. Always cleans her brushes and palette and puts them away in her carryall.’

			‘She’s plenty gifted,’ he said. ‘The paintings . . .’

			‘Yes, and she’s never shown or sold anything. I was thrilled when she said she’d consider the Children’s Hospital benefit.’

			‘Who’s her best friend?’ he asked. ‘We could call somebody.’

			‘Everyone likes her, but I don’t know about best friends.’

			He looked around again, paying attention. Message light blinking on a phone by the bed, windows raised a few inches, empty hangers on a closet door pull. They walked into the bathroom. Windows open a couple of inches. Drops of moisture on the glass door of the shower. A towel on the floor.

			He stooped and felt the towel—damp—then looked out to the rear lawn. That would be the studio, surrounded by a fairly ambitious garden with an open potting shed. Beyond, a dense thicket of rhododendron and oaks.

			‘What do you think?’ asked his wife.

			‘I think she’s in town or maybe she drove to Wesley; we need to get out of here.’

			‘I pray she’s all right. Should we close the front door?’

			‘Best to leave things as we found them. I’m sure she’s fine.’

			How did they manage to everlastingly insinuate themselves into other people’s business, Ireland being a prime example?

			She sighed; he declined to mention it.

			‘Maybe we should do our shopping at the Local,’ she said, ‘and come by again before we go home?’

			‘Good. Let’s do it, let’s go.’

			‘I’d really like to check out her closet to see if Chester’s tux is in there.’

			‘Good Lord, woman, leave off.’

			He took her hand and led her to the top of the stairs, and down they went. Cherry Garcia.
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			Chapter Two

			If not for her, he would eat the entire pint at one sitting. But she would seize it at the halfway point, preach him a homily, and stick it in the freezer behind lamb chops wrapped in butcher’s paper. A week might pass until she deemed it timely to let him finish it, straight from the carton.

			He hated this monitoring business, for her and for him, but where would he be without surveillance? Lost, he supposed, in some diabetic coma, as twice before. Lord knows, he hoped Wilson would be up to it if anything dire ever happened again. With Hoppy in South Sudan, he could be as morte as Chester McGraw with a mere slip of the fork.

			She waited for a northbound van to pass, and turned right on Main. ‘Remember you have an appointment with Dr. Wilson on Monday.’

			‘Got it,’ he said.

			He hiked his pant leg and surveyed his right ankle. No swelling. Same with the left. What a life, when a man had to check his ankles and shoot himself with a needle and leave half a pint moldering behind the chops.

			‘I meant to tell you,’ she said. ‘Olivia called. Lace will be home for fall break on October eighteenth.’

			‘And Dooley comes in on the twenty-sixth and out on the twenty-ninth.’ He mused on the unfortunate juxtaposition of dates. Being in separate schools with different holiday schedules was tough on romantic, not to mention sleep-deprived, relationships. On the occasional long weekend, the round-trip drive time between UVA, where Lace was a sophomore, and UGA, where Dooley was a junior, was fifteen or sixteen hours.

			‘We’ll have him all to ourselves for two days and three nights,’ she said. ‘And he seems happy about it.’

			‘No mention of going out to Meadowgate?’

			‘Not a peep. I think he misses us.’

			He couldn’t remember when they’d had Dooley’s company for two days running—given the boy’s fondness for disappearing out to Meadowgate Farm and honing his veterinarian skills.

			‘What do you think about two dinners?’ she said. ‘One for Dooley and the young siblings, and Buck and Pauline, of course. I think it would be good for Dooley to spend more time with Jessie and Pooh. We know Sammy and Kenny won’t see their mother, so we could have Sammy and Kenny the following night.’

			‘There’s Harley,’ he said.

			‘He could come both nights.’

			‘And what about Hélène the first night? She’s a terrific landlady, he says.’

			‘Fun. How many is that?’

			She nosed the Mazda into a parking spot across from the Local, a pretty good grab.

			‘Dinner One, nine. Dinner Two, six.’

			‘Dinner One, burgers, coleslaw, and baked beans, two pots,’ she said. ‘Dinner Two, your special ham, Puny’s potato salad, and we’ll have the second pot of beans.’

			‘I’ll get Esther to make the OMC,’ he said. ‘It’ll serve both nights.’ He loved doing this stuff. ‘I’ll just take my low-fat yogurt and enjoy it in the garage.’

			He could see the whole thing—the gathering in the study around a long folding table laid with Nanny Howard’s tablecloth, the view to Baxter Park, sunlight slanting through the window on Esther Bolick’s unbeatable orange marmalade cake . . . and Dooley, there was Dooley wolfing his food and glad to be home but never letting on, and laughing, Dooley laughing, and later they would shoot pool in the dining room, and on the night of Dinner Two, Sammy would hammer the lot of them. Which reminded him . . .

			‘Which reminds me,’ he said. ‘I promised Sammy I’d learn to shoot pool.’

			‘Sammy being your instructor?’

			‘May as well learn from the best.’

			‘When Lace comes home, we’ll have her over,’ she said. ‘Lunch, I think. We’ll get to see the ring.’

			Ah, the ring. Lace’s ring from Tiffany was being resized when they traveled up the mountain the other night from the airport. Not exactly a friendship ring, Dooley had said, but not exactly an engagement ring, either.

			‘Excellent,’ he said. ‘Yes.’ He needed to talk with the bright and beautiful girl whom he first met at Fernbank. She had worn a battered felt hat and carried a mattock and sack; he’d surprised her in the act of stealing Miss Sadie’s ferns. Now she was the adopted daughter of the town doctor and his wife, an honor student at the University of Virginia, and Dooley’s ‘intended,’ as they used to say in Mississippi. Things seemed to be coming up roses, albeit with a fair amount of thorns.

			Cynthia took the key from the ignition. ‘Remind me to get treats for Violet.’

			Heaven knows, his wife’s white cat was the biggest breadwinner in the family. In addition to being the star of the long-famous Violet books for young readers, Violet was a winsome and agreeable creature whom he’d come to like very much.

			There had been, so far, a total of four white Violets to pose for and inspire the work of the author/illustrator, all but the current Violet now deceased. In their fictional incarnations, one or the other had gone to Paris, visited the Queen, attended school, vacationed in the country, played the piano, lived in a bookstore, you name it. Out rolled the Violet books and in rolled the dough.

			‘Will do,’ he said. ‘Let’s keep Violet happy.’

			•   •   •

			IMPRESSED BY THEIR RECENT international travel, the proprietor of the Local checked them out personally.

			‘Buy one, get one free,’ said Avis, bagging the two pink grapefruit.

			‘Great. Thanks.’ He pulled out his wallet. ‘You should do coupons in the Muse.’

			‘Too expensive,’ said Avis. ‘A Magic Marker, a sheet of butcher’s paper, and a little tape to stick it on the window—that does it for me. How about today’s special?’

			‘Missed that.’

			‘Medley of Root Vegetables. Beets, turnips, parsnips, carrots—already washed an’ in a reusable bag—four bucks. A little olive oil, a little thyme, rosemary, and sea salt; roast on four twenty-five for twenty minutes.’ Avis kissed his fingertips in the Italian fashion.

			‘We’ll take a bag. But four bucks?’

			‘Fresh and full of flavor, not wilted and half dead like in some stores I could name.’

			‘Can we get fingerlings instead of parsnips?’

			‘No substitutions,’ said Avis, punching around on the register screen.

			‘How about a ham?’ he asked Avis. ‘Bone in. Third week of October.’

			‘How about a valley ham you can cut with a fork—old-fashioned flavor, low on sodium, and exclusive to the Local? Free-range hogs, meat succulent and sweet. Bottom line, the best ham between here and Smithfield . . .’

			Avis leaned into the clincher. ‘. . . bar none.’

			‘Book it,’ he said. ‘Ten to twelve pounds. Do you have a spoon, by any chance?’

			•   •   •

			‘IF WE GO BY IRENE’S, the ice cream will melt,’ he said, piteous.

			She gunned the engine. ‘We spent an eon in there. We hadn’t really stocked up since we got home.’

			‘I have a spoon,’ he said, taking it out of his jacket pocket. He held it forth, awaiting her pronouncement. He had made sure that the bag with the pint was within easy reach on the floor of the backseat.

			She eyed the spoon, sighed. He would let this one pass, too, but one more and she could never again call herself a Yankee.

			She pulled out into early afternoon traffic. ‘You want to eat it now, in the car?’

			‘I do,’ he said.

			‘And let the rest melt?’

			‘No, I want to eat half in the car and go home and put the rest in the freezer, and call and see if Irene answers, and if she doesn’t, I’ll ride up with you.’

			‘That’s very sweet,’ she said. ‘Really it is.’

			The cruise along Main Street was the best thing since his first milkshake in the backseat of his Grandpa Yancey’s touring car in Holly Springs. He thought he hadn’t recently been happier—and then he thought again of his doctor.

			Hoppy Harper was heading for South Sudan to do good in this broken world, and here he was with nothing better on his agenda than going after a block of Cherry Garcia with a plastic spoon. He realized he’d been greatly pestered by the idea of Hoppy’s bold future, for it made him despair of his own. He had a future, God willing, but bold?

			He wished Irene McGraw would get herself home ASAP and shut her blasted dadgum door.

			•   •   •

			HOPE WINCHESTER MURPHY stood at the window of Happy Endings Bookstore and watched the Mazda go by with Father Tim in the passenger seat. He was eating something, maybe with a spoon, and looked happy.

			She had walked past Lord’s Chapel the other day on her way home and for the first time in ages, popped into the rose garden.

			She wouldn’t say a word to Father Tim, for it would disappoint him to know that the rose garden he’d planted behind Lord’s Chapel had gone to ruin. Aphids, Japanese beetles, you name it, they had all enjoyed communion and left the leaves in shreds.

			The Malmaisons, the thorny Gertrude Jekylls, the Pink Dawn that had shot so joyously up the side of the old Sunday school building—maybe they would make it, and maybe not. She had looked around for a hose and found one buried in weeds and attached it to the spigot and watered the beds, which made her feel somehow victorious over death and destruction.

			Soon after his Ireland trip, Father Tim had dropped in to shop her annual S for September Sale, which gave fifteen percent off all titles beginning with S.

			She had looked up from Pat Conroy’s memoir of his reading life, and there he was, smiling in that boyish way that had caused her to have such a crush on him before she met Scott Murphy and went head over heels for the first time in her life.

			‘No fair buying by author name, as I recall.’

			‘No, Father, sorry. Just titles.’ She knew he knew that, and was only teasing. ‘What author?’

			‘Strindberg.’

			‘Strindberg! I can’t imagine you reading Strindberg.’

			He laughed. ‘Just thought I’d see if you were paying attention. I believe it was Strindberg who wrote, “No matter how far we travel, the memories will follow in the baggage car.” Not bad, you must admit.’

			‘And there’s what he said,’ she countered, ‘about people who keep dogs. He called them cowards who don’t have the guts to bite people themselves.’

			How good it was to laugh with him. He was the only customer she knew who could quote Strindberg, who had read Steinbeck’s complete works, and was an expert on Wordsworth, Cowper, and even the poor deranged plowboy poet, John Clare.

			With all his fondness for the old and familiar, he was also willing to take a chance on authors he’d never read—not often willing, of course, but she had introduced him to Gabriel García Márquez and he had thanked her, and gone on to Jorge Luis Borges. She remembered him standing by the shelf with the Borges volumes and copying something in a little notebook he carried. He had shown it to her when he checked out.

			All that happens to us, including our humiliations, our misfortunes, our embarrassments, all is given to us as raw material, as clay, so that we may shape our art. JL Borges

			‘Biblical,’ he had said, smiling.

			She couldn’t imagine that he’d known misfortune or embarrassment or humiliation, but her notion of clerics was at that time unrealistic at best. She was blinded by the pomp of the office, and could scarcely comprehend the humanity of those ordained to it until she came to know Father Tim. It had been oddly inconvenient to see, if only so far as literary tastes allow, into the day-to-day life of a religious—more inconvenient than she had then cared to undertake, for as Mr. Emerson had pointed out, changing one’s mind was nothing if not vexing. Though she was once content to view the cleric as a blurred figure in the background of a photo, knowing Father Tim had brought such imagery into sharp and agreeable focus.

			It was he who had hired Scott as chaplain of Hope House, and he who had performed their wedding ceremony at a lovely old mountain church with the smell of beeswax and apples, and a view to Tennessee. He had even baked a ham for their reception.

			Above all, he and Cynthia had been two of her biggest supporters when, scared out of her wits and not knowing how she could possibly make it, she bought the bookstore and moved upstairs and hung curtains at the windows and came to believe in God.

			Margaret Ann leaped onto the bench at the window and settled into a patch of sunlight.

			She reached to stroke her yellow cat, and there it was—the warmth of her blood trickling down as if from a tap. It had been like this for days. She had missed two appointments with Dr. Wilson because a fill-in for the store was hard to find and the money for a fill-in harder still. For some reason she couldn’t comprehend, she had declined to talk about the baby with anyone except Scott and Louise and Dr. Wilson—it seemed natural to keep such news private and close until it was made obvious. Hoping to please, Scott had agreed. If her sister still lived in Mitford, she would tell her about the bleeding, but Louise was in Charleston, in a stressful job, and she wouldn’t wish to alarm her.

			And why hadn’t she told Scott about the bleeding, or called the doctor’s office to make an appointment? She was nearly four months, and surely this was not the time for secrets. What was she waiting for?

			She pressed her forehead against the cool pane of the window. She was waiting to grow out of the terrible fear of too much happiness, or too much sorrow.

			•   •   •

			THEY HAD PUT AWAY four bags of provender, made a hasty lunch, and checked on Barnabas, then lay on the study sofa—his head to the south, hers to the north.

			They woke at three, disbelieving.

			‘You see,’ he said, ‘jet lag doesn’t disappear overnight.’

			‘Let’s call Irene,’ she said.

			Irene Schmirene, who, he’d bet anything, had come home from her own shopping expedition and was putting away her own provender, or possibly waking up from a nap . . .

			No answer at the McGraws’.

			‘What does her phone message say?’ he asked.

			‘The usual. You’ve reached the McGraw residence, no one can come to the phone right now, please leave a message.’

			‘Did you leave a message?’

			‘I hung up.’

			‘You could have left a message and when she comes in, she would call back.’ His wife didn’t know everything, not by a long shot. ‘Call her again at five o’clock.’

			She sat up, took Violet in her arms, and wandered to the window, staring out. When his wife stared out windows, wheels were turning—walls may get glazed, chandeliers removed and replaced by lamps, draperies changed to a more seasonal color, and now what? Irene McGraw’s door was driving her crazy.

			For years he had mildly resented her ardent labors at the drawing table, which for months on end took her out of his life into another. He must have developed a kind of mental callus, for now he wished her there at the table in her small studio—the familiar sight of her bowed head as he walked down the hall, the crick in her neck that he would willingly rub out, her struggle to produce a higher work than she had produced before—even the rice bubbling and then burning on the stove would be a consolation compared to this meddling business.

			He never thought he’d hear himself say it. ‘Go work on your book, Kav’na.’

			‘Okay,’ she said, obliging, and turned and disappeared down the hall with her cat.

			He couldn’t believe she was actually doing something that wasn’t her idea. This woman could take charge of his life like a house afire, but she had the poignant and childlike side, too, that moved his heart every time.

			•   •   •

			IT WAS QUIET next door.

			After he and Cynthia remodeled the yellow house a few years ago and moved through the hedge from the rectory he’d purchased from the diocese, he had rented the place to Hélène Pringle. Hélène was a French-born piano teacher and, to his everlasting surprise, a half sister of the deceased Sadie Baxter—a circumstance which turned out to be more rose than thorn, thanks be to God.

			Subleasing the basement apartment from Hélène was Harley Welch, a sixtysomething reformed moonshine runner and gem of a mountain fellow, who once acted as self-appointed guardian to Lace Turner before her adoption by Hoppy and Olivia Harper—all that being an opera of considerable magnitude with many arias yet to be sung. Indeed, the basement had become home, also, to Dooley’s two younger brothers, Sammy, seventeen, and the nineteen-year-old Kenny, recently returned from the four winds to which they’d been flung as children.

			Suffice it to say, the trio made the occasional racket. In addition to the keyboard melodies pouring from Miss Pringle’s studio windows, ten until four, there was the racing of the engine of a derelict pickup on which the tenants labored into the night. No less clamorous was the hammering at the back stair treads which were slowly but surely being replaced. Through it all ran the threnody of country music from a boom box, turned full blast while reclaiming a rectory toolshed formerly lost to briars.

			It was the stuff of life over there, though something of a blow to the neighborhood.

			How the seemingly prim Hélène Pringle could bear all this, he didn’t know. She said a few weeks ago, when he found her weeding along her side of the hedge, that ‘they’ kept things ‘cheerful, more like a home.’

			‘Pardon moi, Father, but before they congregated down there, I found the old place a bit . . .’ She looked up at him, apologetic. ‘. . . morose,’ she said in the French way.

			Now you could hear a pin drop. Before they arrived home from Ireland, Harley had taken the boys to visit a branch of the Kentucky Welches, and Hélène had flown to Boston to settle her mother’s estate.

			He found himself pacing the floor, as if waiting for something unknown.

			•   •   •

			HE PORED OVER HIS CALENDAR and a stash of notes scribbled to himself.

			A Rotary meeting. A Kiwanis Club dinner. Cleanup day on the lawns at Children’s Hospital.

			Return the call from the mayor—he was pretty sure Andrew Gregory wanted him to run for town council, an idea he’d dodged for years.

			A request to speak to a clergy group in Holding.

			The cure in Hendersonville looking to fill their pulpit for a month.

			And there, of course, was the unopened letter from the new bishop. The new bishop. He had liked the old bishop.

			He wasn’t busy enough, pure and simple. And yet such a list didn’t engage him at all. Dashing uphill and down, his tongue hung forth like a terrier’s, had lost its luster.

			In the years he was heaped with responsibility and a flock that buzzed about him like bees, he’d been fine—except, of course, for the two diabetic comas. He had never lacked for something to do, some problem to solve, someone to try and make happy. Then came the course in clergy counseling, and the contemporary notion that he couldn’t possibly make someone else happy, such business was entirely up to the other person.

			He wished, albeit briefly, that Emma Newland was still his erstwhile secretary. She would call around and cancel or decline as he directed, and leave most of them afraid to try again.

			In sum, he wanted more out of life than meetings and dinners and confabulations of every sort and kind. He had thought Holly Springs and Ireland might give him some answers, but both seemed only to emphasize the questions, What now? What next?

			He supposed he would do as he had always done—he would perform whatever duty his calendar dictated, and he would try to like it.

			•   •   •

			SHE MADE YET ANOTHER CALL AT SIX-THIRTY.

			‘Still no answer,’ she said. ‘I left a message.’

			‘The towel was damp when we were there this morning around nine,’ he said, musing.

			‘So let’s say she left soon after. It’s six-thirty now; that would be—at least nine hours. Would you leave our front door open for nine hours?’

			‘Only if I forgot it was open when I went out through the kitchen to the garage and drove somewhere.’

			‘Maybe she drove to the airport and is gone for two weeks to . . .’ She threw up her hands, unable to think of a destination.

			‘Ibiza,’ he said.

			‘Do you think we should call the police?’

			‘I do not. You know Rodney Underwood. He would rope off the house with yellow tape, and such a crowd of squad cars and theatrics you’d never see again. The poor woman couldn’t get in her own driveway when she comes home.’

			‘It’s a good thing there’s a glass storm door, at least the bugs and squirrels can’t get in.’

			He opened the Muse to finish what he had started hours ago.

			‘But since it will be dark soon,’ she said, ‘don’t you think we should go up and close her door? Wouldn’t that be the neighborly thing to do?’

			Here was his all-time favorite Muse column, Mayhew’s Mitford. Worth the cost of the paper right there, as Hessie Mayhew knew everybody’s business and wasn’t afraid to tell it.

			‘Timothy?’

			He glanced up.

			‘This is Mitford, after all. Remember what we say about ourselves.’

			‘“Mitford takes care of its own!”’ He quoted their longtime, albeit former, mayor’s classic slogan.

			She made a beeline for the key rack. ‘I’m going up there.’

			‘I’ll just get my shoes on,’ he said.

			•   •   •

			THEY HAD HOPED for the welcome surprise of seeing Irene’s car garaged next to Chester’s, but it wasn’t there. They pulled into the driveway. In the approaching dusk, a nearly full moon had risen; the house had a vaguely lost look.

			‘We should have called the post office and asked if she put a stop on her mail.’

			‘I wonder,’ he said, ‘about the message light that was blinking. Maybe there’s a phone message that would give us a clue.’

			‘We could try it. Should we?’

			‘Maybe,’ he said, getting out of the car.

			They stood on the front stoop, indecisive. There was a definite drop in temperature, as often happened when the sun dipped behind the mountains.

			They stepped into the dark entrance hall. He wasn’t feeling so good; something in the pit of his stomach. What was it about an empty house, any empty house where the human or even canine spirit was absent? He looked up to the stair landing, nearly vanished in the shadows.

			‘I just remembered,’ he said. ‘We don’t have a password to pick up her messages. Besides, I don’t really want to go up those stairs.’ They were not his stairs to go up.

			‘How about her windows being open? What if it rains? Did you hear a weather forecast? It’s hurricane season.’

			‘They were up maybe two inches, for Pete’s sake.’ He was curt without meaning to be.

			She looked at him, wounded. ‘Sometimes rain blows sideways.’

			She appeared twelve years old in the diminished light. Though she’d recently had her sixty-fourth birthday, she was occasionally mistaken for his daughter.

			‘I’m leaving,’ he said. ‘This is it for me.’ He took her arm, felt her stiffen.

			‘Did you see that?’ she said.

			‘What?’

			‘Something moved out there.’

			‘Like what?’

			‘A person, maybe. To the right, in the driveway.’

			They were fresh from a burglary in Ireland, and a lawless freak jumping from the armoire in their room . . .

			He saw movement, too, then; a blur through the glass door. The sudden impulse to run with his wife out the back door came forth as paralysis. He couldn’t move.

			‘Deer,’ he whispered, hoarse.

			‘Yes?’

			‘As in doe and buck. They’re after what’s left of the hosta.’ They came in families most nights to the Kavanagh hosta, but only after they finished off the azaleas.

			She was trembling, an ash leaf; his heart hammered. Dear God, for the comfort of home, the innocence of his dog’s snore . . .

			Maybe She Who Always Had an Idea would come up with something; he didn’t know what to do.

			‘We can’t stand here all night,’ he said. It was fish or cut bait. ‘Stay there, don’t move, it’ll be fine, I’m going out.’ But only if he could walk with knees turned to water.

			The movement of the door latch was nearly inaudible.

			His wife’s shriek; an inferno of white light emptied into his face.

			‘Put your hands where I can see ’em.’

			He said something unintelligible, his vital forces blinked off.

			‘Father Tim?’

			Another blaze of light, a young face, a gun.

			‘Joe Joe?’ he said, aghast.

			Joe Joe grabbed him as he fell and stood him against the doorjamb like a cooked noodle.

			‘I can explain everything,’ he said. But why bother? Let his wife do the talking.
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			Chapter Three

			I’m off,’ she said, giving him a kiss on the cheek.

			‘To?’

			‘Concrete World, for a birdbath and two frogs under an umbrella.’

			‘Don’t do the frogs,’ he said. ‘Go and be as the butterfly.’

			Out she went to the garage, in breezed Puny from the stoop.

			‘It’s your short day,’ he said. ‘You don’t have time to torment me.’

			‘I’ve always got time for that, Father.’

			She was mischief itself, he could see it coming.

			She removed her sweater, rolled it into a ball, stuffed it in her bag, put the whole business under the counter, and stood up, grinning.

			‘Joe Joe says you fell out when he shined that light on you.’

			‘And shoved a Glock .45 in my face. Wouldn’t you fall out?’

			‘I’d drop dead on th’ spot.’

			‘The truth is, I did not fall out, as you say; my knees went weak, that’s all. I trust he won’t be spreading such foolish news around town.’

			She took the cushion off a kitchen stool, pummeled it. ‘He would never say a word, but I don’t know about Officer Greene, th’ ol’ so-an’-so. He might tell Ruby, an’ then, you know, party time.’

			‘Party time?’

			‘Everybody will know you fainted. But that’s okay, men faint a lot, it’s not just women that faint. A woman tells her husband she’s havin’ twins, an’ what does he do? He falls out. A man goes to th’ doctor an’ when he hears th’ bad news, he pitches headfirst off th’ table.’

			‘How do you know this?’

			‘I have a friend who’s a nurse in Wesley. She says men fall out all th’ time.’ She gave what-for to another stool cushion.

			‘Did Joe Joe do that when you announced you were having the girls?’

			‘He actually did, I forgot about that. Hit his head on the bedstead.’ She was having a pretty good laugh about it. ‘It didn’t hurt him none, though.’

			‘What about the second time around?’

			‘Cool as a cucumber. Lord knows, twins don’t run in that family, they gallop. It’s nothin’ that ever come out of my family, I can tell you that.’

			‘So tell Joe Joe I’ll keep quiet if he’ll keep quiet.’

			‘More coffee?’

			‘Half,’ he said, holding forth the mug.

			‘All that uproar over nothin’,’ she said. ‘Who wouldn’t git in their car an’ shoot down to Georgia with their door wide open? Especially if her daughter was havin’ a baby a whole month early an’ lost th’ last one. If one of my girls was in that fix, I’d be leavin’ my door blared open, too.’ She rattled a handful of flatware out of the dishwasher and into a drawer. ‘It’s a good thing her neighbor spotted your car over there and called th’ police. It’s nice to know people still keep an eye out for each other.’

			‘All’s well that ends well.’ He snipped the coupon from the Muse.

			‘Seven pounds four ounces and a great pair of lungs, she said when Joe Joe an’ her neighbor called down to Georgia. An’ think about it—if you and Miss Cynthy hadn’t gone over to check, who knows what criminal element might’ve backed a truck in there an’ emptied th’ place?’

			She lifted the lid on the Dutch oven, peered in. ‘Are you movin’ Barnabas down today?’

			His heart sank.

			‘I’ll help you. It’s got to git done.’

			‘No, no. I mean yes. Monday. I think Monday. He likes it up there, you know. That’s home.’

			‘But he’ll like it down here, too, once he gits used to it. Y’all are down here so much, it’ll be company for ’im. Where’s Miss Cynthy at?’

			‘Buying a birdbath and two frogs under an umbrella.’ Actually, that was his wife’s code for buying art materials in Wesley.

			‘She don’t need to buy those frogs, ever’body has frogs under a umbrella. You could not give me frogs under a umbrella. Does she want these beans cooked?’

			‘She does.’

			‘Did she soak ’em overnight?’

			‘She did.’

			‘Did she add ginger?’

			‘I believe so.’

			‘What are you doin’ today?’

			‘Lunch with J.C. and Mule.’

			‘Fancy Skinner’s sister is movin’ here from Tennessee, she’ll have ’er own chair at A Cut Above.’

			‘So I hear.’

			‘You need a trim really bad.’

			Here it comes, he thought. For a full decade, Puny Guthrie had monitored his barbering regimen—in truth, had a particular zeal for it.

			‘I had a trim a couple of weeks ago.’

			‘That was in Ireland,’ she said.

			‘How much could it grow in two weeks?’

			‘I been wantin’ to say it, but I hated to—they left it too long. It’s throwin’ money down th’ drain when they leave it too long, I can tell you that.’ Out with the mop bucket.

			‘Miserere nobis.’

			‘What’d you say?’

			‘Talking to myself.’

			How many times had he wanted to tell her to back off, he had a wife to mind his business? But he couldn’t say that to this spunky mountain girl whom he loved like a daughter. Puny had ministered to him as tenderly as any angel before Cynthia came on the scene—trouble was, she never stopped doing it, and he didn’t have the heart to rebuke her.

			‘You said you’d never go back to Fancy again in this life, an’ Lord knows, I don’t blame you, but maybe her sister would work out. It’d save you th’ trip to Wesley. You know th’ price of gas these days an’ Joe Joe says it’s not goin’ down anytime soon.’

			Talk about meddling; he was a novice.

			She ran hot water in the mop bucket and turned, green eyes wide, to pin him to the wall of the study.

			‘So?’ she said.

			‘So, what?’

			‘You know. What I brought you.’

			‘Thanks,’ he said, stiff as a board. ‘A very helpful household hint.’ End of discussion.

			‘It sure made you nicer this mornin’.’

			He fled upstairs to don his running gear.

			•   •   •

			‘I’M HAVIN’ TWO CHILDREN’S PLATES,’ said Mule, looking pleased with himself.

			‘Why a children’s plate?’ said J.C.

			‘I want to see if it’s any good; it’s their new promo.’

			‘And why two, for God’s sake?’

			He didn’t have much to contribute to the conversation, but he’d give it a go. ‘He likes children,’ he told J.C.

			‘So order one children’s plate,’ said J.C., ‘and if you don’t like it, you won’t be stuck with two.’

			‘But I really like macaroni and cheese,’ said Mule.

			‘Which comes with a grilled cheese sandwich, for crap’s sake. You want to detonate your arteries?’

			‘You only get half a grilled cheese with it.’

			‘But if you get two plates, one each with half a grilled cheese, that’s a whole grilled cheese plus a double macaroni and cheese. Why not just order a grilled cheese and a side of macaroni and save a buck fifty? I thought you liked to pinch a penny.’

			‘I want two children’s plates, one at a time.’

			‘If you ain’t th’ cuckoo clock,’ said J.C.

			‘Leave him alone,’ he said. ‘Let the man order what he wants.’

			‘But he’s not goin’ to like havin’ two children’s plates. You don’t even get a pickle with that deal.’

			‘Children don’t generally enjoy pickles,’ he said, conciliatory.

			‘And look around. Do you see any children in here? I don’t see any children in here, which tells you where this promo is headed.’

			He examined the menu card.

			‘I guess you read about Fancy’s sister coming in?’ asked Mule.

			‘I did,’ he said. ‘Clipped the coupon this morning.’

			‘She’s single.’

			‘Aha.’

			‘I heard she’s movin’ here to look for a husband.’

			‘She might want to rethink that,’ he said.

			Lunch and dinner only

			No breakfast served, you are on your own

			Soup of the day: Cream of chicken

			Pie of the day: Cherry

			Special salad of the day with our homemade poppyseed dressing

			Try our house specialty: Banana pudding—sorry about leaving out the bananas last week

			For restroom key, ask Mindy

			‘I think I’ll have the special salad,’ he said.

			‘Maybe I’ll have that, too.’ Mule looked hopeful.

			J.C. did an eye roll. ‘Every wife’s dream—for hubby to have a salad.’

			‘What’s in the special salad?’ asked Mule.

			‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘It just says special salad.’

			‘You’d order a salad and not know what’s in it?’

			‘Why not? Whatever it is, you get fiber.’

			‘You order salad just for fiber?’

			Why did he continue to have lunch with these clowns? Had he been a bona fide psychiatric case all these years and people were too kind to confront him with the truth? Lunch at home, that was the ticket. Or better still, in Wesley once a week, to get out of the house. Mule was too cheap to drive to Wesley for lunch, and J.C. went to Wesley only on Thursdays, so if he avoided going to Wesley on Thursday, he would have complete freedom the other four days to do what he wanted, and with no dithering conversation thrown in. It came to him that under such circumstances, he’d be at liberty to eat a whole pepperoni pizza with nobody the wiser. He wondered why he hadn’t thought of this before.

			He rechecked the menu. ‘Or maybe I’ll have the vegetable plate.’

			‘What are th’ choices?’

			‘Green beans, mashed potatoes and gravy, cooked apples . . .’

			‘I don’t like green beans.’

			‘. . . black-eyed peas, coleslaw, glazed carrots . . .’

			‘Nothin’ glazed for me,’ said Mule.

			‘. . . sweet potatoes, or cabbage. Choose three.’

			‘How would mashed potatoes and gravy go with cooked apples?’ Mule eyed J.C., who refused to comment. ‘But maybe not, maybe th’ gravy would run into th’ apples.’

			Pizza, his wife would say to the coroner.

			How do you know that, ma’am?

			I smelled pepperoni. He could never fool me.

			Their favorite server, a young mountain girl with consummate charm, was nowhere to be seen. Someone tall, big-boned, and tricked out in an apron and cowboy boots was taking orders.

			‘That’s th’ new owner,’ said Mule. ‘She sold her other place down th’ mountain. Cracker Barrel came in and she went out. Heard this place was up for sale an’ jumped on it.’

			‘News you can use,’ said J.C.

			‘We pumped regular together at Lew’s this morning.’

			‘Hello, boys.’

			A hand shot his way. He stood and shook it.

			‘Father Kavanagh?’ she said. ‘Wanda Basinger.’

			‘Ms. Basinger, this is J. C. Hogan, editor of the Mitford Muse, and I believe you’ve met Mule Skinner, our erstwhile realtor, at the gas pump. Welcome to Mitford.’

			‘So this is th’ Turkey Club I’ve heard so much about.’

			‘Where’s that young woman used to wait tables here?’ asked Mule.

			‘I had to let ’er go.’

			‘Let her go? What for?’

			Wanda Basinger raised an eyebrow. ‘She was nice to th’ customers.’

			Mule adjusted the knot in his tie, stricken. J.C. mopped his forehead with his napkin. As for himself, he sat down.

			‘We’ll start with you, Mr. Skinner, what are you havin’? I can recommend the special salad with Gruyère, sliced figs, and onion.’

			‘Sliced figs,’ said Mule, dazed. ‘Onion. No, thanks.’

			‘The cows’ll come home before you get an order out of him,’ said J.C. ‘I’ll have th’ chopped barbecue plate, double hot sauce, double fries, double pickles, and a large root beer.’

			‘A man who knows what he wants. Father?’

			‘The vegetable plate. Coleslaw, black-eyed peas, sweet potatoes, hold the corn muffin.’

			They all looked at Mule; J.C. drummed the table with his fingers. ‘Sink or swim, buddyroe.’

			Mule faced the wall, avoiding eye contact with Wanda Basinger. ‘I don’t know,’ he snapped. ‘Ask th’ father.’

			‘Bring him two children’s plates,’ he said. ‘One at a time.’

			•   •   •

			‘I’M NEVER COMIN’ BACK HERE.’ Mule stared at children’s plate number two, disconsolate. ‘Who would fire a girl like that? She was th’ best thing they had goin’. She always gave me an extra roll and butter, and extra whipped cream on th’ chocolate pie. Since when is it a crime to be nice to customers? Right there is what’s wrong with th’ world today.’

			‘How was the barbecue?’ he asked J.C.

			‘Good. Real good. Amazing barbecue.’

			Wanda was patrolling the room with a water pitcher. ‘Everything all right over here?’

			Mule shoved his untouched second order to the side.

			‘Would you like this in a take-out, Mr. Skinner?’

			‘For my dog.’

			‘Whose barbecue was that?’ asked J.C.

			‘It was yours, honey, you’re payin’ for it.’

			‘What I mean is, who made it?’

			‘Somebody in east Tennessee.’

			‘The menu says it’s North Carolina barbecue.’

			‘You do not have to live in North Carolina to make North Carolina barbecue. Just open th’ vinegar bottle and pour it in there, you can do that in Tennessee, Mississippi, or Detroit, Michigan.’

			‘May be a little misleading,’ said J.C.

			‘North Carolina is a style of barbecue,’ said Wanda, ‘just like Memphis is a style of barbecue. My husband makes Texas barbecue without steppin’ foot out of our backyard on Little Mitford Creek.’

			She filled their water glasses.

			‘If you know what you’re doin’—an’ my husband, Lloyd, knows what he’s doin’—it tastes like the real thing, you can’t tell it from th’ real thing. You take Kansas City barbecue, they make it over in Alabama and Arkansas and all around down there . . .

			‘. . . which,’ she said, taking her leave, ‘would make that a style of Kansas City barbecue.’

			‘Nowhere to run, nowhere to hide in this town,’ said J.C., slapping a couple of quarters on the table.

			•   •   •

			THEY STOOD ON THE SIDEWALK and watched Mule head out with his foam box.

			‘I didn’t know Mule had a dog.’

			‘He hasn’t had a dog since fifth grade,’ said J.C. ‘He’ll eat the second go-round when his stomach settles down. That woman needs to be rustlin’ cattle, not hustlin’ food.’

			‘She does make Velma look cordial.’ J.C. had engaged in a verbal brawl with Velma Mosely, co-owner of the old Main Street Grill, thereafter taking his lunch trade to the tea shop.

			They stared at a black limo moving north on Main, the driver in uniform.

			J.C. gawked. ‘Who do you think that is?’

			‘A tourist with money to burn,’ he said, walking.

			‘Didn’t look like Ed Coffey at th’ wheel.’

			Ed Coffey, liveried to the max, had driven Edith Mallory for years in a black Lincoln town car with tinted windows. ‘Ed Coffey’s in Florida with Edith,’ he said. ‘I hear she’s having a tough recovery.’

			He remembered the inferno boiling into the night sky, and the looping shriek of fire engines. He’d run out to the street and looked at the ridge above Fernbank where Edith Mallory’s Clear Day was ablaze. By the time their local engine and a backup from Wesley hacked through the overhanging rhododendron, the house was destroyed and Edith had suffered a severe head injury.

			‘Is she talking yet?’ asked J.C.

			‘We had a card from her when we got home. Said she’s doing better.’ Doing better, she had written, pray for me.

			‘I guess you heard what’s going on at Lord’s Chapel?’

			‘What’s going on?’

			‘Actually, nobody really knows, but rumors are flyin’. The story I get is—’

			‘I don’t want to hear it,’ he said. ‘I keep my nose out of parish rumors.’ Not only was that expected of the former priest, but he really didn’t want to hear it. It would do him no good to know whatever it was nobody really knew.

			J.C. wiped his face with his lunch napkin. ‘You’d never make it in my business.’

			‘True.’

			‘That was some good barbecue, you should try it.
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