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Gone to Green
Judy Christie

Can a big-city journalist change a small southern town…  
or will the townspeople change her forever?

Lois Barker trades her corporate life at a large paper in the 
Midwest for the ownership of The Green News-Item, a twice-
weekly newspaper in rural North Louisiana. As the not-so-
proud new owner, Lois is obliged to keep the paper for at least 
a year, despite her doubts and fears.

When she pulls into Green on New Year’s Day, her expec-
tation of a charming little town full of friendly people is 
shattered. Instead, she must battle prejudice and financial 
corruption, while making friends and enemies with a host of 
fascinating characters who will change her life. As challenges 
unfold, her year in Green results in a newfound faith and 
unexpected blessings. 

US $13.99
ISBN 9781426700248
FICT / FICTION / CONTEMPORARY WOMEN

ON SALE AUGUST 2009



Judy Christie left the daily news business to open 
her consulting firm that works with individuals, 
churches, and businesses on strategies for meaning-
ful life and work. She is the author of the Hurry 
Less, Worry Less series and Goodbye, Murphy’s 
Law. Judy and her husband live in Northwest 
Louisiana. This is her debut novel. 

www.judychristie.com.
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Chapter One

“Post Media Company announced yesterday that its mul-
timedia division will offer newspaper readers informa-
tion around-the-clock, relying on the latest technology 
and innovation. For more information, see our website.” 
— The Dayton Post

I glanced down at the floorboard and noticed it was 
Thursday.

Somewhere in the last dozen years or so, I had gotten 
into the habit of figuring out what day of the week it was by 
checking the number of coffee mugs rolling around. At least I 
don’t keep tuna sandwiches and an ancient typewriter in the 
backseat the way a guy in sports does.

Hurrying into the building, I flashed my security badge 
at the guard, who reluctantly lifted his head from his Word 
Jumble puzzle to glance and nod. Let it never be said he didn’t 
get his money’s worth out of the daily paper, especially since 
free papers are one of the perks of working at The Dayton 
Post. He saw me every day, several times a day, but still he 
made me show my badge.

When I hit the front door of the newsroom, I dashed to my 
desk. I spend a lot of time dashing, especially in the morning 
when I slide into my cubicle just in time to make eye contact 
with my staff before the news planning meeting. 

As city editor, I am in the middle of things, right where I 
like to be—most of the time. If it weren’t for night meetings 
and procrastinating reporters, this job wouldn’t be half bad.

I learned long ago to shape my personal life around 
my work. That means only occasionally grumbling about 
the nights and weekends. I am still a little annoyed about 
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Christmas. I always get stuck working because I’m the one 
without kids. The schedule’s already posted for five months 
from now, and there I sit: Lois Barker, holiday editor.

“How’s it shaping up, Scoop?”
Ed stood in the same spot he stands each morning when 

I hit the door, waiting to ask what we have for tomorrow’s 
paper. He’s the managing editor and has been for a decade. 
His old-fashioned nickname for me helps make up for all the 
annoying jokes I get about my name being Lois and work-
ing on the city desk. “How’s Clark Kent?” “Feeling mild-man-
nered today?” “Seen any speeding bullets?”

 Ed probably should be the editor by now, but corporate 
sent in Zach about eighteen months ago. Zach’s a young, suit 
kind of bean-counter editor who spends most of his time in 
accounting meetings. He’s a nice enough guy, but he and Ed 
don’t exactly mesh. Ed thinks Zach is all stick and no carrot. 

“Looking good, Ed. Anything special you want us to 
chase?”

“Just make sure you scrape something up with a little juice 
to it. And, hey, are you up for some lunch today…maybe that 
sandwich shop down by the library?”

My inner radar spiked into the Red Zone. First of all, it 
was pork chop day at Buddy’s, our favorite spot, just around 
the corner. Next, Ed and I and a handful of other editors ate 
lunch together on a regular basis but never made it this for-
mal. Usually we gathered at the back door of the newsroom 
and walked downtown after the noon news on TV.

To set something up in advance was close to an engraved 
invitation. To choose the mediocre sandwich shop meant he 
wanted to talk in private.

I frowned. “Sure, I’m good for lunch, but what’s up?”
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Ed glanced around. In a newsroom someone always lurked 
with a question, a joke, or to eavesdrop. “I’ve got some news, 
but it’ll have to wait.” 

During the news meeting, I watched Ed closely and won-
dered what he had on his mind. He had been antsy lately—
not happy with changes in the paper.

“I don’t have anything against corporations owning news-
papers,” he told me recently, “but I don’t like it when they 
start running newspapers.” He was particularly unsettled 
about the new focus on the Internet and technology. “I didn’t 
get into this business to do podcasts.” 

Ed threw in a couple of good story ideas during the plan-
ning discussion to make sure Zach knew he was paying atten-
tion. My best friend Marti, the features editor, tried to keep 
her top reporter from getting pulled off onto a daily story, and 
Diane, the business editor, talked in riddles, as though that 
would somehow impress Zach. 

Diane desperately wants to move up, and knows Zach can 
help her get a plum assignment. Thankfully, she hasn’t real-
ized it’s actually me Zach plans to move up and out. He’s sup-
posedly grooming me to be a top editor, not only because he 
likes me, but because he gets some sort of company points for 
his “promotables.”

 “He gets management stars,” Marti said when I told her 
about my career conversation with Zach a while back. “Or 
he gets to order a prize out of a catalog with lots of corporate 
merchandise in it. Maybe you can talk him out of a baseball 
cap to show off that ponytail of yours.” 

Admittedly, I’m intrigued by Zach’s plans for me. At age 
thirty-six and still single, it’s probably time for me to consider 
a change. 
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As we finished the news meeting, Ed herded me out of the 
conference room. “Let’s beat the lunch crowd.” It wasn’t even 
11:30 yet.

 “Okay, okay,” I said. “Let me get a couple of reporters going 
on their assignments.” 

“Hurry up,” he said, distracted. 
 I try to figure things out before people tell me, so of course 

I feverishly attempted to decide what Ed’s news was. 
As soon as we hit the door, I tossed my ideas at him. “It’s 

the ad director, isn’t it? He really did get fired from his last 
paper. Or Tony’s applying for that sports desk position in 
Atlanta, right? Zach’s mad at me about that drowning story 
we missed, isn’t he?”

 Ed would not budge and seemed disinterested in my 
guesses. 

“Okay! I can’t take this any more. What’s up?”
“I’ve got something to tell you—something big.”
“You’re scaring me, Ed. Spill.”
“I’m going to tell you all of it, but first you have to promise 

you won’t tell anyone, and I mean anyone—not Marti, not 
your next-door neighbor, not your aunt in Cleveland.  This 
has to stay between us.”

Torn between irritation that he seemed to think I 
would put this on the Associated Press wire and worry 
about the bomb about to be dropped, I stopped on the  
sidewalk. For once, I didn’t say anything.

He looked at me and smiled big. “I did it.”
“Did what?” 
“Scoop, I did it! I bought my own newspaper.”
“Ed!” I squealed and gave him a quick hug. “Where? When? 

How? What will I do without you?” I peppered him with the 
standard journalistic questions and felt that sad, jealous thrill 
you get when something exciting happens to a good friend.
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“Let’s get moving, so I can tell you everything without a 
bunch of ears around.”

 We started walking, and I tried to smile. “Where? Details, 
details!”

“The Green News-Item. Green, Louisiana, great little town, 
about 7,000 people, lots of potential—a big beautiful lake, a 
courthouse square downtown, major highway on the draw-
ing board.”

“Louisiana? You’re kidding me. You said you’d go to Oregon 
or Florida or somewhere like that. Have you ever even been 
to Louisiana? I mean other than that editors’ convention we 
went to in New Orleans that time?”

 “Have now, and I like the feel of the place, Scoop. I real-
ized I didn’t want one of those cute places we talked about. 
This place definitely isn’t cute. Besides, if it were, I probably 
wouldn’t be able to afford the paper.”

He sort of laughed and groaned at the same time. “This 
is a family sale. They want to keep Grandpa’s paper out of 
the hands of the government and Wall Street. It’s a twice- 
weekly. A twice-weekly—bigger than a puny weekly—but an 
honest-to-goodness newspaper, circulation 4,930, distributed 
throughout the county… I mean, parish. You know, they have 
parishes in Louisiana. Green, Louisiana. Bouef Parish. Spelled 
B-o-u-e-f and pronounced Beff, like Jeff. Weird, eh?”

He laughed again.
I had never seen Ed so excited. “They like the looks of me, 

and I like the looks of them. Most of the family’s out of state, 
too, so I won’t have them breathing down my neck. It’ll be my 
paper to do whatever I want with.” 

As he talked, I thought about what this meant to my life. 
What would I do without Ed? Whose shoulder would I cry 
on about being thirty-six and unmarried? Ed is my mentor, 
friend, confidante for every piece of good gossip I’ve picked 
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up in the past decade and a half. The newsroom without him 
would be like the horrible Thanksgiving when I covered that 
tornado in Preble County and ate my holiday lunch at a gas 
station. Lousy. Just plain lousy.

We turned onto Calhoun Boulevard and headed into the 
Sandwich Express. I felt a twinge of shame at my selfishness. 
Ed had wanted to buy his own paper for years now, saving, 
always reading Editor & Publisher to see what was on the 
market, scouting, working the grapevine. He wanted to put 
miles between himself and his ex, and he was unhappy with 
the new corporate policies and his thousand extra duties.

 “A twice-weekly,” I said. “Busy enough to be a challenge 
but not the hard work of a daily. In a nice little town. Green, 
did you say? Sounds like some tree-hugger kind of place.” I 
babbled, still trying to collect my thoughts. 

“Very un-tree-huggerish,” Ed said, smiling and shaking his 
head. “But plenty of nice trees.”

 “Wow. I’m shocked. You actually did it, Ed.” Then I asked 
the hardest question. “When?”

“I plan to tell Zach this afternoon that I’ll stay till after prep 
football season and give us time to wrap up the projects we’ve 
got going. I don’t know if he’ll want me around that long, 
though. Lame duck and all. I need to get down there before 
the end of the year. There’s a lot of paperwork and stuff to be 
done, plus I need to find a place to live.”

“Till after prep football season? That’s less than two months. 
Ed, what am I going to do without you?” 

 “You’ll do great, Lois. You’ll be out of here within a year 
anyway. Zach’s got you pegged to move onward and upward. 
I’d be sitting in my dusty office reading about your successes 
on some corporate PR website. You can come visit. I may ask 
you to train my staff… all twelve of them. And that’s twelve 
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in the whole building, by the way, including the maintenance 
guy.”

My roast beef sandwich sat heavy in my gut, a reminder I 
need to eat healthier if I’m going to keep the trim figure I’m so 
proud of. I asked Ed for one of his antacids. He gobbled them 
by the truckload and complained about losing his appetite in 
his old age. Between the coffee and the cigarettes, his heart-
burn was legendary. 

“Ed, you know I’m happy for you. I really am. I’m going to 
miss you, though.” We headed back to the newsroom and the 
official news of the day. Suddenly, my cubicle seemed a little 
too small and a little too cluttered. The stack of special proj-
ects I was most proud of looked yellow and smelled musty. 
The ivy had more brown leaves than green. My office coffee 
cup had a new layer of mold.

Two fresh memos from Zach sat in my mailbox. “Please tell 
your reporters to quit parking in the visitor lot,” and “The city 
desk needs to increase the number of stories geared to younger 
readers.” As I studied the second note, it pained me to realize 
I was no longer in the coveted younger reader category.

J J J
Ed took the next week off to handle details. “Gone fish-

ing,” he wrote on a note, posting it on his office door. “Back 
soon.”

I moped around. “Must be a stomach bug,” I told Marti, 
who couldn’t figure out what was wrong with me. I hated to 
mislead her, but there’s always a bug going around the news-
room, so it was a fail-safe excuse. 

When Ed returned, he hit the highlights of his week over 
a cup of coffee in the break room.
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“I made a quick trip to Green and sealed the deal with 
the owners,” he said. “The sale remains confidential until I 
officially take ownership in ninety days. Then the current 
owners—McCuller is their name—will make some sort of 
official announcement.” 

That would be one of those announcements that newspa-
pers hate when other people make, but love when they do. I 
rolled my eyes, oddly annoyed.

 “I used some investment money and that little inheritance 
from my folks,” he said, “to get things going. And then I took 
out a whopping line of credit at the local bank. I have a year 
to start paying for this baby or bail out. Kind of scary, huh?”

“Sounds exciting,” I said, trying to encourage him, even 
though it sounded scary to me.

“Well, there’s lots of paperwork. I met with my lawyer here 
in Dayton and my CPA and got all the particulars taken care 
of and filed for my retirement pay. I hope Zach will cut me 
loose—with pay, of course.”  He laughed. “I’m ready to let my 
new life begin.”

Those were the last words Ed spoke before he passed out.
Within two months, he left the newsroom all right. My 

gruff, sloppy, smart, hand-holding friend died of leukemia. 
Not one of us saw it coming. 

The weeks of his illness were excruciating for all of us, 
filled with sadness for our friend and fear for ourselves at 
how quickly life could turn.  I stopped by to see him as often 
as I could, ashamed that my visits were mostly hit-and-run 
efforts. 

“Hey, how are things down in Green?” I asked one day, but 
he changed the subject. I didn’t have the heart to try again, 
and ignored the copies of the paper by his couch.

I was among a handful of people, including Zach, that 
spoke at the funeral. Somehow I felt Zach had earned that 
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privilege, even though Marti and a few others grumbled about 
a corporate newcomer charging into a private time. When it 
mattered most, Zach had treated Ed right. 

My comments seemed a bit lightweight, corny stories like 
the time Ed put a banana on my telephone and called me, so 
I would pick the fruit up, thinking it was the receiver. I kept 
my comments short. 

“No cry fest and no super hero stuff,” Ed told me in one of 
my final visits with him.

 At the service, I surprised myself and several other people 
by saying a short prayer. “Thank you, God, for the impact of 
Ed’s life. Have mercy on all of us in the days ahead that we 
might be the people we were meant to be. Amen.”

My colleagues and I awkwardly walked away from the 
grave. We were good at writing about emotion, but we didn’t 
quite know how to handle it in first-person form.

 I cried all the way back to the newsroom, having desig-
nated myself the editor to make sure the Sunday paper got 
out. Sadness washed over me. Ed had not gotten a chance to 
live his new adventure, to try out his newspaper, to get out of 
Dayton and into Green, Louisiana.

His obit had missed the lead, going on and on about his 
distinguished career in journalism, how he was nearing retire-
ment and loved to fish. He was not wrapping up a career. He 
was about to embark on a Louisiana journey. 

Looking up as I hit “send” on a story, I saw Zach strolling 
toward me. Since he usually only called in on Saturdays, his 
appearance surprised me. Sitting on the corner of my desk, 
he chitchatted about the next day’s edition and picked up a 
paper clip, moving it back and forth between his fingers.

“I appreciate what you said at the funeral, Lois,” he said, 
laying the paper clip down. “I really wish I had known Ed 
better, like you did. You did a great job of capturing his per-
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sonality… made me wish I had taken more time to know 
what made him tick.”

Zach absently rummaged through my candy jar. “Moving 
around like I have these past few years,” he said, “I just haven’t 
gotten to know people deeply, the way you knew Ed.”

Embarrassed and feeling like I might cry again, I kept 
looking at my computer screen, deleting old e-mails and gen-
erally avoiding eye contact. 

“You know, Ed thought the world of you, told me often 
how talented you are, how you would be running your own 
paper one day,” Zach said. “You know that, right?”

I sort of laughed, self-conscious and a little proud. “Oh, Ed 
liked me because we had worked together forever. He taught 
me so much.”

“Well, I agree with Ed. I want to offer you his job. The 
managing editor job.” My eyes widened. I closed my com-
puter screen and slowly rolled my chair back. “I beg your 
pardon?”

“I plan for you to be the next M.E. I’ve already run it by 
corporate and gotten an okay.”

Rumors had swirled in the newsroom about who would 
take Ed’s place, but this had been one game I had not let 
myself get drawn into, mostly because I knew it would mean 
Ed was truly gone. 

 Part of me was excited at the idea of a promotion. The 
other part was annoyed that Zach’s plans were in motion 
without having talked to me—that corporate was signing off 
on my life before I did. 

“Well?” Zach said. “Is that a yes?” 
I realized I had not said anything. I picked up my pen-

cil and doodled on my ever-present reporter’s notebook. The 
ambition in me fought with the fatigue and uncertainty these 
past weeks had unleashed. Ambition won.



• Gone to Green •20

www.abingdonpress.com/fiction • 1.800.251.3320 
Look for Abingdon Press fiction At your LocAL bookseLLer.

“Thanks, Zach. That sounds great. Thanks. Sure. I’d love 
to be the M.E.” I tried to make my voice sound enthusiastic.

“Fantastic!” He got up off my desk and moved over to shake 
my hand. “Fantastic! I look forward to working more closely 
with you. I’ll get the particulars lined out with HR, and we’ll 
tell the staff within the next week or so.”

“Sounds good. Thanks again. I guess I’ll head on home. 
I’m pretty tired.” A great need to escape engulfed me. 

My neat little condo with one puny pink geranium on the 
patio was about all I could handle at that moment. I walked 
straight to the bedroom, exhausted, and flopped across the 
bed. I was too beat to think about how my life was about to 
change.

 I briefly considered setting my alarm for church the next 
day, a habit I had long been out of. I needed the inspiration, 
but I just could not bring myself to do it. 

J J J
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Prologue

Golconda, India, 1653
Jean-Baptiste Tavernier winced as the soldier chopped off the 
man’s hand. The thief dropped to the ground, shrieking and 
clutching the bloodied stump to his chest.

Tavernier turned with a grimace and ordered the litter 
bearers beneath him to move faster. Four slaves, dark from 
the sun, jostled between the crowded stalls of Golconda’s hec-
tic bazaar and away from the public spectacle. The agonized 
screams faded as they pressed farther into the crowd.

Dense heat settled over the marketplace, and Tavernier 
wiped the back of his hand across his forehead. Pungent 
smells hovered in the air—sweat and urine, spiced curry and 
sweet chutney. The hustle and bustle of shoppers and mer-
chants haggling over prices surrounded him. Red and gold 
bridal wear glittered in the stalls. Elephants carried the elite 
through the narrow streets while dirty children chased each 
other with sticks.

Tavernier looked across the sea of dark-skinned faces 
toward an elaborately embroidered tent in the midst of the 
bazaar, guarded by two soldiers wearing the white turban 
and golden sash of the Sultan’s army. At his approach the 
guards stepped aside and pulled back the tent flaps.

Tavernier glanced at the heavy wooden chest near his feet, 
and stepped from the litter. “Guard that with your life,” he 
ordered them as he entered the tent.

Large cushions and intricate oriental rugs were scattered 
across the floor. In their midst sat Mir Jumla, Golconda’s 
Prime Minister. The heavy brow, black eyes, and prominent 
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nose of the Persian-born general contradicted his Oriental 
adornment.

Mir stood and greeted Tavernier in the traditional Indian 
way, with palms together, hands raised in front of his face 
and head bowed. “Vanakkam,” he said.

Tavernier lowered his head and returned the greeting.
Mir motioned him to sit and they settled onto the 

cushions.
“Good to see you, Prime Minister,” Tavernier said.
Mir  grinned,  “Jean-Baptiste Tavernier.  Punctual as always.”
“You said it was important?”
Around Mir’s neck hung a buckskin pouch, which he 

untied and placed in Tavernier’s hand, “I could lose my head 
for this.”

“Come, come Mir, we both know the Sultan would much 
prefer to chop off your hands and leave you to beg for food 
like a common slave.” 

“My hands it will be then if the Sultan ever learns that 
escaped his grasp.”

Tavernier opened the pouch and emptied the contents into 
his hand. His eyes widened and the corners of his mouth 
twitched as he suppressed a grin. In his palm sat the largest 
blue diamond he had ever seen. He turned it over, running 
his fingers along the irregular surface. “This is a great deal 
more than ten carats. It was my understanding that any dia-
mond over ten carats found in the Kollur mines went directly 
to the Sultan.”

Mir Jumla nodded as he pushed back into the cushions. 
In one hand he fingered a gold coin. “That is the edict. But I 
never said this stone came from the mines.”

“Since when did you start dealing in stolen gems?”
Mir Jumla thrust out his lower jaw. “You don’t want it 

then?” 
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“Of course I do. I am just curious why a man so loyal to the 
Sultan is selling diamonds right out from under his nose.”

“Loyalty, like most things, has a price.” Mir said with a 
grin.

Tavernier smiled. “Indeed.” He held up the diamond, let-
ting the light filter through. “Net et d’un beau violet,” he whis-
pered in his native French.

Mir tilted his head to one side. 
Tavernier repeated in Indian, “A clear and beautiful 

violet.”
“Yes. It is flawless.”
Tavernier balanced the stone in his hand for a moment. 

“One hundred carats, or close to it, I would wager.”
“One hundred twelve.”
“Excellent. And the price?
“Two hundred twenty thousand livres.” 
“A steep price.”
“We both know you will not find another such diamond 

for sale in Golconda. They all sit in the Sultan’s treasury.”
“Fair enough,” Tavernier said with a shrug. “But you still 

have not told me how you came by this stone.”
Mir hesitated a moment as he studied the coin in his hand. 

“I would not give that much concern. The last person to own 
this was made of stone and sat in a Hindu temple on the 
banks of the Godavari River. A slave named Raj, starving and 
half-mad, brought it to me three weeks ago, claiming he had 
chiseled it from the forehead of an idol named Rama Sita.” 
Mir cast a sideways glance at Tavernier. “Cursed, Raj said. The 
idol cursed the diamond and all who would come to own it.”

“And where is this Raj now?”
“In the bazaar. I believe my soldiers just relieved him of a 

hand.”
“That was your doing?”
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“I paid him a fair price for the stone three weeks ago, but 
he came back this morning for more. When I refused, he tried 
to steal this.” Mir held up the coin.

Tavernier laughed. “A convenient story, my friend.”
“You don’t believe me?”
“Weaving a tale of theft and vengeance is an old jeweler’s 

trick to induce interest in the buyer. One I have used myself, 
as a matter of fact.”

Mir gave a curt nod. “May it be on your head. I am glad to 
sell it and be done.”

“At such a price, I am sure you are. But as far as my head 
goes, I intend for it to stay in place.” 

“The curse does not bother you?”
“I don’t believe in curses, Mir. Besides, we both know they 

increase the value of trinkets such as this.” 
“Then we have only the matter of payment to attend.”
Tavernier rose and went back to the litter to fetch his chest. 

He set it on the rug before Mir, and opened the lock with a 
small golden key. When he pulled back the lid, hundreds of 
golden coins spilled onto the carpet before them. He counted 
the purchase price before the Prime Minister, who eyed the 
gold with hunger. Only a few dozen coins remained in the 
chest when he was done.

Tavernier slid the great blue diamond back inside the buck-
skin pouch and tied it around his neck. “Should you stumble 
across the other eye, you will, of course, let me know?”

“Of course,” said Mir with great satisfaction. “And thank 
you once again for your business.”

The men gave each other a polite nod, and Tavernier 
stepped from the tent. Within seconds his litter disappeared 
amidst the writhing mass of vendors, peasants, and hanging 
goods.
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Chapter One

Carnival, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil – 
Present Day

Abby Mitchell stared at the feverish display of dancing out-
side the window. She placed her palm on the warm plaster 
wall of the Chacara do Ceu Museum and felt the pounding 
Samba music pulse through her fingers.  She observed the 
frenzied celebration from within the safety of the museum’s 
main gallery. An old mansion, turned resting place for some 
of the world’s most renowned art, the museum was a pleasant 
combination of low ceilings, warm walls, and quiet elegance. 

Her cell phone buzzed, and she took a deep breath before 
answering. “Good morning, Director Heaton.”

“It’s not all that good, Dr. Mitchell. We have a bit of an 
issue.” His voice was raspy, the ravages of age and too many 
cigarettes.

She cast a nervous glance over her shoulder. “What’s going 
on?”

“The Collectors. They’ve taken two Van Gogh’s.”
Abby closed her eyes and pressed her forehead against the 

window. “Where?”
“Amsterdam.”
“How?”
“We’re not exactly sure. Investigators are baffled. The 

paintings just disappeared in the middle of the night.”
“Prints?”
“None.”
“Of course not. In ten years they’ve never left a print. Or a 

clue, for that matter.”
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“Abby,” his voice prodded on the other line. “You know 
what this means.”

She nodded, staring at her reflection in the window. “They 
can’t get their hands on the Dali. And we know they want 
it.”

“You know what you have to do.”
A weak smile spread across her face. “Let’s just hope I 

can.”
“Call me when you’re done,” he said, and then hung up the 

phone.
A handful of tourists wandered the gallery, trying to study 

the timeless wonders on its plaster walls, but distracted by 
Carnival just a few feet away. Lost in her thoughts, Abby paid 
no attention to the approaching footsteps until she felt a polite 
tap on her shoulder.

She turned to find an older, graceful woman in her late fif-
ties, wearing a white linen suit and a gracious smile.

 “Dr. Mitchell, I presume?” she said with a distinct Brazilian 
accent.

Abby held out her hand. “Indeed. And you must be Director 
Santos?”

“Please, call me Ana.” Though aging quite gracefully, it was 
obvious Ana Santos had been a sight to behold in her prime.

“Sorry to keep you,” she smiled. “With all the tourists in 
town, I have been running behind all week. But things should 
calm down now that Carnival is almost underway.” 

“No trouble at all. I’ve been enjoying your remarkable 
collection.”

Ana stretched out an arm and motioned Abby to follow. 
They turned their backs to the window and made their way 
through the gallery toward a series of priceless Surrealist 
paintings. One in particular caught Abby’s attention, and she 
leaned forward, appreciation evident on her face.
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“Now Dr. Mitchell, you said there was an urgent matter 
we needed to discuss. I assume it is more than Carnival that 
brings you to Brazil?”

 “I’m afraid so.” She ran a finger over the nameplate which 
read Two Balconies, Salvador Dali. Abby turned to Ana, try-
ing to figure out how to phrase her words.

“Fantastic isn’t it?” Ana beamed.
Abby nodded.
“Two Balconies is the only Salvador Dali painting on dis-

play in Latin America. It is one of the Chacara do Ceu’s most 
prized exhibits.”

Abby tapped her lips in contemplation. “I don’t doubt 
that.”

“Beautiful ring,” Ana said, glancing at Abby’s finger.
“Thank you. It was a gift.”
She grinned mischievously. “He must love you very 

much.”
“You would think so.”
Ana smiled sadly and changed the subject. “So what is it 

you are concerned about?”
“I’m worried about this painting.”
“What do you mean? I thought you felt it would be a spec-

tacular addition to your exhibit next year.”
“I do,” Abby assured her. “My concern is not with the 

painting itself, but with its safety. I have reason to believe it 
may be in danger of theft.”

Ana relaxed a little and laughed. “I can assure you, my 
dear, we have strict security measures in place. All of our 
paintings are bolted to the wall and connected to hair-trigger 
alarms, which if moved even a fraction of an inch, set off our 
security system. In addition we have state-of-the-art video 
surveillance and round-the-clock armed guards.”
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“I wasn’t suggesting your security system is sub-par, merely 
that we have gotten word there may be parties interested in 
this particular Salvador Dali painting.”

Ana flashed a charming smile. “Do you mind me asking 
your source?”

“I’ve received notice from the art theft division at Interpol. 
There are rumblings of an illicit interest in Dali, this painting 
in particular. I thought it prudent to warn you, considering 
your partnership with the Smithsonian.”

“Why is the International Criminal Police Organization 
interested in Two Balconies?”

“There has been a rash of thefts recently, and Interpol con-
tacted me with a warning.”

“I appreciate your concern, Dr. Mitchell, honestly I do. But 
I feel confident we have taken the appropriate measures to 
protect our facility.” 

Abby sighed. “Please know you have our full resources at 
your disposal should you need them.”

“Thank you, Dr. Mitchell. I will certainly take that into 
consideration.” Ana glanced back at the painting and asked, 
“I assume the Smithsonian is still planning to include Two 
Balconies in next year’s exhibit?”

“Absolutely. We have already begun preparations for its 
transport and security.”

Ana beamed. “We would be delighted to accommodate 
you in any way. I will, of course, accompany the painting to 
Washington.”

“Of course.”
Both women turned back to the window as a loud burst of 

cheering and music erupted from the throng outside. Viktor 
Leite, the mayor, was barely audible over the din. Flanked 
on both sides by voluptuous women dressed in revealing 
Carnival garb, he screamed into the microphone so he could 
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be heard over the pounding drums, “Let the festivities begin!” 
At his command the massive parade, seventy thousand people 
strong, erupted in applause and began to snake through the 
streets.

“You will be staying for Carnival?” Ana asked.
“I’m afraid not. Duty calls me back to Washington.”
“I thought this was a working vacation?”
“More work than vacation, I’m afraid.”
“Surely the Smithsonian wouldn’t object to you staying an 

extra day or two?”
Abby gave a heavy sigh. “My flight leaves at noon 

tomorrow.”
Ana opened her mouth to argue her case but was jolted into 

stunned silence by the thunderous sound of a gunshot. Abby 
and Ana spun around, only to find two armed men standing at 
the museum entrance.

J J J
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Chapter One
If you get off the Pennsylvania Turnpike at the Jack Frost Ski 
Resort exit, turn left and travel thirty-two and one-quarter 
miles, you’ll see a sign that reads: Bright’s Pond, Home of the 
World’s Largest Blueberry Pie.  

Although it is true that in 1961 Mabel Sewicky and the 
Society of the Crimson Heart, which did secret charitable 
acts, baked the biggest blueberry pie ever in Pennsylvania, 
most folks will tell you that the sign should read: Bright’s 
Pond, Home of Agnes Sparrow. 

October 12, 1965. That was the day my sister, Agnes 
Sparrow, made an incredible decision that changed history 
in our otherwise sleepy little mountain town and made her 
sign-worthy. 

“I just can’t do it anymore, Griselda. I just can’t.”
That’s what Agnes said to me right before she flopped 

down on our red, velvet sofa. “It ain’t worth it to go outside 
anymore. It’s just too much trouble for you—” She took a 
deep breath and sighed it out.  “—and heartache for me.”

Agnes’s weight had tipped a half pound over six hundred 
and she decided that getting around was too painful and 
too much of a town spectacle. After all, it generally took two 
strong men to help me get Agnes from our porch to my truck 
and then about fifteen minutes to get her as comfy as possible 
in the back with pillows and blankets. People often gathered 
to watch like the circus had come to town, including children 
who snickered and called her names like “pig” or “lard butt.” 
Some taunted if “Agnes fell into the Grand Canyon she’d get 
stuck.”

When it came time for her high school graduation picture 
someone suggested the photographer take an aerial shot. It 
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was devastating, although when I look back on it, I think the 
insults bothered me more than they did Agnes.

Her hips, which were wider than a refrigerator, spread out 
over the sofa leaving only enough room for Arthur, our mar-
malade cat, to snuggle next to her.

“I think I’ll stay right here inside for the remainder of the 
days God has set aside for me.”

 She slumped back, closed her eyes, and then took a hard 
breath. It wiggled like Jello through her body. 

I held my breath for a second, afraid that Agnes’s heart had 
given out; she looked so pale and sweaty. But it hadn’t. Agnes 
was always fat and always the subject of ridicule. But I never 
saw her get angry over it and I only saw her cry once—in 
church during Holy Communion. 

She was fourteen. I was eleven. We always sat together, not 
because I wanted to sit with her, but because our father made 
us. He was usually somewhere else in the church fulfilling his 
elder responsibilities while our mother helped in the nursery. 
She always volunteered for baby duty. I think it was because 
Mama never really had a deep conviction about Jesus one way 
or the other. Sitting in the pews made her nervous, and she 
hated the way Pastor Spahr would yell at us about our sins, 
which, if you asked me, my mother never committed and so 
she felt unduly criticized.

Getting saddled with “fat Agnes” every Sunday wasn’t 
easy because it made me as much a target of ridicule as her. 
Ridicule by proximity. Agnes had to sit on a folding lawn 
chair in the aisle because she was too big to slip into the pew. 
And since she blocked the aisle we had to sit in the last row. 

Our father served Communion, a duty he took way too 
seriously. The poor man looked like a walking cadaver in 
his dark suit, white shirt, and striped tie as he moved stiffly 
down the aisle passing the trays back and forth with the other 
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serious men. But the look fit him, what with Daddy being 
the town’s only funeral director and owner of the Sparrow 
Funeral Home where we lived. 

On that day, the day Agnes cried, Daddy passed us the tray 
with his customary deadpan look. I took my piece of cracker 
and held it in my palm. Agnes took hers and we waited for the 
signal to eat, supposedly mulling over the joy of our salvation 
and our absolute unworthiness. Once the entire congrega-
tion, which wasn’t large, had been served, Pastor Spahr took 
an unbroken cracker, held it out toward the congregation, and 
said, “Take, eat, for this is my body broken for you.”  Then he 
snapped the cracker. I always winced at that part because 
it made me think about broken Jesus bones getting passed 
around on a silver platter. 

I swallowed and glanced at Agnes. She was crying as she 
chewed the cracker—her fat, round face with the tiny mouth 
chewing and chewing while tears streamed down her heavy, 
pink cheeks, her eyes squinted shut as though she was trying 
to swallow hemlock.  Even while the elders served the juice, 
she couldn’t swallow the cracker for the tears. It was such 
an overwhelmingly sad sight that I couldn’t finish the ritual 
myself and left my tiny cup of purple juice, full, on the pew. 
I ran out of the church and crouched behind a large boulder 
at the edge of the parking lot, jammed my finger down my 
throat and threw up the cracker I had just swallowed. I swore 
to Jesus right then and there that I would never let him or 
anyone else hurt my sister again.

Which is probably why I took the whole Agnes Sparrow 
sign issue to heart. I knew if the town went through with their 
plan it would bring nothing but embarrassment to Agnes. I 
imagined multitudes pulling off the interstate aimed for Jack 
Frost and winding up in Bright’s Pond looking for her. They’d 
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surely think it was her tremendous girth that made her a 
tourist attraction.

But it wasn’t. It was the miracles.
At least that’s what folks called them. All manner of amaze-

ments happened when Agnes took to her bed and started 
praying. It made everyone think Agnes had somehow opened 
a pipeline to heaven and because of that she deserved a sign—
a sign that would only give people the wrong idea. 

You see, when my sister prayed, things happened, but Agnes 
never counted any answer to prayer, yes or no, a miracle.

“I just do what I do,” she said, “and then it’s up to Him.”
The so-called Bright’s Pond miracles included three heal-

ings—an ulcer and two incidents of cancer—four incidents of 
lost objects being located miles from where they should have 
been, an occurrence of glass shattering, and one exorcism, 
although no one called it that because no one really believed 
Jack Cooper was possessed—simply crazy. Agnes prayed and 
he stopped running around town all naked and chasing dogs. 
Pastor Spahr hired him the next day as the church sexton. He 
did a good job keeping the church clean except every once in 
a while someone reported seeing him howling at the moon. 
When questioned about it, Pastor Spahr said, “Yeah, but the 
toilets are clean.”

Pastor Rankin Spahr was a solid preacher man. Strong, 
firm. He never wavered from his beliefs no matter how rotten 
he made you feel. He retired on August 1, 1962 at the ripe 
old age of seventy-eight, and young Milton Speedwell took 
his place. 

Milton and his wife Darcy were fresh from the big city, 
if you can call Scranton a big city. I suppose he was all of 
twenty-nine when he came to us. Darcy was a mite younger. 
She claimed to be twenty-five but if you saw her back then, 
you’d agree she was barely eighteen.



• The Prayers of Agnes Sparrow  •40

www.abingdonpress.com/fiction • 1.800.251.3320 
Look for Abingdon Press fiction At your LocAL bookseLLer.

Milton eventually became enamored with Agnes just like 
the rest of the town and often sent people to her for prayer 
and counsel. 

But it wasn’t until 1972 that Agnes’s notoriety took a front 
seat to practically everything in town. Studebaker Kowalski, 
the recipient of miracle number two, the cancer healing, had 
a petition drawn up, citing all the miracles along with a dozen 
or more miscellaneous wonders that had occurred through-
out the years. 

“Heck, the Vatican only requires three miracles to make a 
saint,” he said. “Agnes did seven. Count ’em, seven.”

Just about everyone in town, except Agnes, Milton 
Speedwell, a cranky old curmudgeon named Eugene Shrapnel, 
and me added their signatures to the petition, making it the 
most signed document ever in Bright’s Pond. Studebaker 
planned to present it to Boris Lender, First Selectman, at the 
January town meeting. 

Town meetings started at around 7:15 once Dot Handy 
arrived with her steno pad. She took the minutes in short-
hand, typed them up at home on her IBM Selectric, punched 
three holes in the sheet of paper, and secured it in a large blue 
binder that she kept under lock and key like she was safe-
keeping the secret formula for Pepsi Cola. 

That evening I settled Agnes in for the night and made 
sure she had her TV remote, prayer book, and pens. You see, 
Agnes began writing down all of the town’s requests after it 
got so overwhelming she started mixing up the prayers.  

“It’s all become prayer stew,” she said. “I can’t keep nothing 
straight. I was praying for Stella Hughes’s gallbladder when 
all the time it was Nate Kincaid’s gallbladder I should have 
asked a favor for.” 

Nate ended up with Stella’s prize-winning pumpkin and 
had to have his gallbladder removed anyway. Stella had 
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apparently entered the same contest as Nate and asked Agnes 
for God’s blessing on her pumpkin. Stella forgave Agnes for 
the oversight and Nate agreed to share the blue ribbon with 
her. But, as Agnes said, God blessed her blunder because Nate 
and Stella got married six months later. They’ve been raising 
prize-winning pumpkins ever since.

After the pumpkin debacle, Agnes wrote down all the 
requests in spiral notebooks. She color-coded the names and 
petitions, reserving black ink for the most severe cases, red 
for less dire but still serious needs (marriage troubles and 
minor illnesses like warts and bunions) and blue ink for the 
folks with smaller troubles like broken fuel pumps and ornery 
kids—that sort of thing.

“I’ve got to get going now, Agnes,” I told her a few minutes 
before seven.  “The meeting’s about to start and I don’t want 
to be late.”

“Could you fetch me a drink of juice and maybe a couple 
of tuna sandwiches before you go? And how about a couple of 
those cherry Danishes left over from last Sunday.”

“I’ll be late.”
“No you won’t.”
I spread tuna salad onto white bread and poured a glass of 

golden apple juice into a tall tumbler with strawberry vines. 
I was standing at the kitchen sink rinsing my fingers when 
I heard rain start—hesitant at first. It was the kind of rain 
that started with large, heavy drops and only a hint of ice in 
them but would soon turn to all snow. Most of the time foul 
weather meant a smaller crowd for town meetings, but with 
the Agnes Sparrow sign debate on the agenda I doubted the 
weather could keep folks away.

“I better go,” I said. “I want a seat in front on account of the 
sign situation.”
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“Phooey,” Agnes said.  “I told you I don’t want a sign with 
my name on it. I don’t want the glory.”

“I know.” I took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. “I 
told you I’d take care of it.”

 Agnes took another bite of her sandwich and turned on 
the TV while I buttoned my coat and slipped into yellow 
galoshes. I was just about to step outside when Agnes spoke 
up. Her high voice made her sound like a little girl.

“The Lord just gave me an idea,” she said, swallowing. “Tell 
that town council of our’s that the sign should read, Bright’s 
Pond. Soli Deo Gloria. That’s Latin. It means—” 

 “I know what it means. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
That was when all the trouble started. And I don’t just 

mean over the silly sign. I thought the town’s enthusiasm to 
advertise Agnes’s prayers got something loosed in the heavens 
and trouble came to Bright’s Pond after that—trouble no one 
could have ever imagined.

J J J
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Chapter 1

West Africa, 1787
Hot, dry harmattan winds swept across the African savan-
nah and awakened the yellow-brown sand, whipping it up 
with wild gusts that swirled and soared high into the air.  The 
sandy clouds that blew in with the first shards of daybreak 
to shroud the dawn in grit refused to release their grip, and 
by late afternoon a thick layer of dust coated the entire land-
scape.  Irritated goats paused in their search for edible blades 
of grass to stomp and shake themselves, and the children 
who herded them scratched at the itchy grit in their own eyes 
and hair.  On the road, donkeys turned their heads away from 
the sandy wind and refused to pull their loads.  Impatient 
masters swiped at their own faces as they whipped at the 
donkeys’ flanks, but all that accomplished was to send still 
more billows of dust into the air.  

Sand whistled through banana leaves thatched atop clus-
ters of mud huts in villages, and it settled over the decks of 
ships as they rocked idly at anchor in the harbor.  Even at 
what was mockingly called “The London House,” with its 
ostentatious glass windows locked tight and European bolts 
securing its imported doors, gritty wind found a way under 
and between and beneath and into. 

Twenty-year-old Grace Winslow, who had claimed the 
plumpest of the upholstered parlor chairs for herself, shifted 
from one uncomfortable position to another and sighed 
deeply.  She reached out slender fingers and brushed a newly 
settled layer of sand from the intricate lace trim on her new 
silk taffeta dress and resigned herself to the day.
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“The ancestors are angry,” proclaimed Lingongo, Grace’s 
mother, from her imposing position beside the rattling win-
dow shutters.  Silky soft kente cloth flowed over her in a 
kaleidoscope of hand-woven color, framing her fierce beauty.  
Lingogo made a proud point of her refusal to sit on her hus-
band’s English furniture—except when it was to her advan-
tage to do so. 

“Ancestors!  Sech foolishness!”  Joseph Winslow snorted, 
but only under his breath.  “Wind jist be wind and nothin’ 
but wind.”

“Maybe the ancestors don’t want me to marry a snake,” 
Grace ventured.

No one could argue that the first harmattan of the season 
had roared through on the very day Jasper Hathaway first 
came to court her.  He had swept through the front door and 
into the parlor in a blustering whirlwind of sand, his fleshy 
face streaked with sweat and his starched collar askew.  He 
stayed on and on for the entire afternoon.  Only when it 
became obvious that no one intended to invite him to eat 
supper with the family did he finally heave himself out of 
Joseph’s favorite chair and bid a reluctant farewell.  When the 
door finally shut behind him and Grace’s father had thrown 
the bolt into place, Lingongo had turned to her daughter and 
warned, “Snake at your feet, a stick at your hand.  So the wise 
men say. Keep a stick in your hand, Grace. You will need it 
with that snake at your feet.”

Surely, Grace had thought, that would be that.  Never 
again would she have to endure such an agonizing after-
noon.  And yet, at her parents’ insistence, here she sat.  
“Perhaps it angers the ancestors that white men insist on set-
tling in a country where they do not belong,” Lingongo said, 
her black eyes fixed hard on her husband. 
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But Joseph was in no mood for arguments.  Not this day.  
So, turning to his daughter, he said, “Ye looks good, Darlin’.”  
And he meant it too.  He fairly beamed at Grace, bedecked as 
she was in the new dress he had personally obtained for just 
this occasion.

It was the latest fashion from the shops of London, Captain 
Bass had assured him when the captain unwrapped the pack-
age, then carefully unfolded and laid out the frock he had 
secured in London on Winslow’s behalf.  Captain Bass said 
it again when he presented the shop’s bill of goods, with the 
price marked out and double the amount scribbled in. “To 
account fer all me trouble,” Bass explained.  

In the end, Joseph had been forced to turn over two of 
his prize breeding slaves to pay for the dress.  But, Joseph 
consoled himself, it would be well worth his investment to 
get a son-in-law with extensive land holdings, not to mention 
endless access to slaves.  A son-in-law with enough wealth to 
flash about, to impress the entire Gold Coast of Africa and 
no doubt dazzle the company officers in London, too … well, 
such a bloke was well worth the calculated investment he had 
made in his daughter.   

“Ye looks almost like a true English lass, me darlin’,” Joseph 
exuded.  “Yes, ye very nearly does.”  

Grace sighed.  In her entire life, she had only met one 
true English lass.  Charlotte Stevens was her name. And if 
Grace Winslow knew anything, she knew she looked nothing 
like Charlotte Stevens.  Small and dainty, with skin so pale 
one could almost see through it—that was Charlotte.  The 
she-ghost, the slaves called her.  Charlotte’s hair was almost 
white, like an old woman’s—very thin and very straight.  In 
every way, she was the opposite of Grace.  Tall and willowy, 
with black eyes and thick dark hair that glinted auburn in 
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the sunlight, Grace was a silky mocha blend of her African 
mother and her English father. 

Charlotte’s father ran a slave trading business down the 
coast.  Grace had never been there, although she had seen 
Mr. Stevens on a number of occasions when he came to see 
her father on business matters.  Charlotte never accompanied 
him, though.  She and her mother mostly lived in England 
and only visited Africa for two months every other year.  The 
few times Grace and Charlotte had occasion to be in each oth-
er’s company, Charlotte had treated Grace as though she were 
one of her father’s slaves.  Never once had she even called 
Grace by her given name.

“Mr. ’Athaway…now there’s as fine a Englishman as ye 
could ’ope to find, Daughter,” Joseph Winslow continued.  
“English ’ouse ’e ’as, too.  Even finer’n ours, if ye kin believe it.  
An’ ’e ’as ’oldin’s all up and down the coast, ’e ’as—”

“I don’t like Mr. Hathaway,” Grace interrupted. 
“You do not have to like him.  You only have to marry 

him,” Lingongo replied.  “You are a woman, Grace.  Tonight, 
you will tell the Englishman what he wants to hear. After you 
are married, take what he has to give and then you can make 
your life what you want it to be.”

Grace stole a look at her father. A deep flush scorched his 
mottled cheeks and burned all the way up to his thinning 
shock of red hair.  Embarrassed for him, she quickly looked 
away.

Outside, the wind grabbed up the aroma of Mama Muco’s 
cooking and swept it into the parlor.  It was not the usual 
vegetable porridge, or even frying fish and plantains.  No, 
this was the rich, deep fragrance of roasting meat.  Forgetting 
his humiliation, Joseph blissfully closed his eyes and sucked 
in the tantalizing fragrance. A smile touched the edges of his 
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thin, pale lips and he murmured, “Mmmmm, good English 
food.  That’s wot it be!”

Lingongo’s flawless cocoa face glistened with impatience 
and her dark eyes flashed.  “Where is Mr. Hathaway?” she 
demanded.  “He keeps us waiting on purpose!” 

Grace and her parents had endured each other’s company 
for almost an hour by the time Jasper Hathaway finally blus-
tered in, full of complaints and self-importance and, of course, 
a tremendous appetite.  He talked all through dinner, not even 
bothering to pause as he stuffed his mouth with roasted meat, 
steamed sweet potatoes, and thick slices of mango.

“…so I sent detailed instructions by the next ship to London 
inquiring about my various and sundry holdings,” Hathaway 
said.  Little pieces of sweet potato fell from his mouth and set-
tled on his blue satin waistcoat.  “I should have gone myself.  
It is the only way to get things done right.  But I do so hate the 
long sea journey.  I am not of your kind, Joseph.” 

Here he stopped his fork long enough to cast his host a 
look of pity. 

“Aye,” Joseph said.  “Sea air.  ’Tis wot keeps me lungs clean 
and me ’ide tough!”

“No, no!”  Hathaway said with a dismissive wave of his 
fork.  “That isn’t it at all.  I mean, you can be away for a year 
at a time and no one misses you.  That is, your work in Africa 
does not suffer in the least in your absence.  Not so with a 
true businessman such as myself.  Why, if I were to be away 
so long—”

Grace stopped listening.  The truth was she had absolutely 
no interest in anything Mr. Hathaway had to say.  And as 
for his demeanor, she found that absolutely disgusting.  So 
she allowed her mind to move her away from the table and 
nestle her down in the mango grove, to settle in her favorite 
spot where the wind rippled through the branches above her 
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and she could lose herself in books.  There, Grace could leave 
Africa and travel to wonderful places all around the world.  
One day, she promised herself, she would see all those places 
for real—London and Paris and Lisbon and Alicant…the 
mysterious cities of the Orient…yes, even the New World.  
Oh, just to be outside her parents’ walled-in compound!

“…a business agreement, of course,” Mr. Hathaway was 
saying.  “And, as a husband, well, as I am quite sure you 
know, I have a good deal to offer your daughter.  A very good 
deal, indeed!”  

Mr. Hathaway glanced at Grace and flashed a leering 
smirk.  With a start and a shudder, Grace jerked her attention 
back to the table.

 “Now once again I have come to your house—and under 
miserable conditions, I might add—for the sole purpose of 
seeing and of permitting myself to be seen,” Mr. Hathaway 
continued, his voice tinged with pompous irritation.  “If there 
is to be a marriage, as I have been led to believe, I insist that 
we begin to talk terms immediately.  Of course, the business 
of Zulina will be a necessary part of those terms.”

Outside, the trees groaned in the howling wind.  Suddenly, 
a great jackfruit, scorched hard by the sun, smashed through 
the shuttered window and crashed onto the table.  It shat-
tered the hand-painted English platter and sent roasted meat 
juices flying across the linen tablecloth. Grace screamed and 
jumped to her feet and then she stared in horror as a dark 
stain spread down the front of her new dress. 

“This is not the time to discuss such things,” Lingongo 
pronounced. “The ancestors are much too displeased.  We 
will talk another time.”

“Now see here—” Mr. Hathaway blustered.
“Another time!”  Lingongo repeated.  Her tone made it clear 

that the discussion was over. 



• The Call of Zulina •52

www.abingdonpress.com/fiction • 1.800.251.3320 
Look for Abingdon Press fiction At your LocAL bookseLLer.

Jasper Hathaway judiciously turned his attention to his 
waistcoat.  The close-fitting satin garment might be the latest 
fashion in Europe, but Hathaway’s fleshy body proved too 
much for it, causing the seams to strain dangerously.  Sighing 
deeply, he tossed fashion to the wind.  He undid the buttons 
and freed his ample stomach.  

“The ancestors are invisible, Lingongo,” Jasper Hathaway 
stated as if to a not-too-bright child.  “They have already col-
lected what was due them in their own lifetime.  Now they 
have nothing more to say.  You need not fear the ancestors.”  
Shifting his gaze to Joseph, he added, “Fear the living, pres-
ent threats to your well-being, my dear lady, not powerless 
shadows from the past.”  

Joseph Winslow flinched and paled.
At long last, Mr. Hathaway, jovial and flushed in his flap-

ping waistcoat, and far too familiar toward Grace, sent for his 
transportation and bid his farewells.  Yet even as his carriage 
clattered down the stone lane toward the front gate, he leaned 
out the window and called back, “I will not be patient for 
long, Winslow.  Time is running out.  And as for Zulina—”  
The rest of his words swirled away in the harmattan winds.

 As soon as the door was closed and bolted, Grace 
announced, “I refuse to marry Mr. Hathaway!”

Joseph Winslow stopped still.  Never, in his twenty-one 
years with Lingongo, had he dared speak to her in such a way.  
Oh, he had wanted to.  How many times he had wanted to!  
But the most he had risked was a mumbled opinion under his 
breath.  Nor had Grace openly contradicted her mother before.  
But the harmattan winds blew harder than ever.  They rattled 
the shutters and sent jackfruit clattering down onto the roof. 
And when such a wind blows, anything can happen.  

“And just who are you to tell me what you will and will not 
do?” Lingongo challenged.
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“It’s my life, Mother, and I…I—” 
I will what? Grace thought with a sudden jolt of despair.  

Undoubtedly, the same question occurred to her mother, 
because a mocking sneer curved Lingongo’s mouth into a 
twisted grin, and all Grace’s bravery failed her.

“Do you really think I will allow you to stay here forever, 
playing the part of a useless idler?” Lingongo demanded.  
“Why should you live like a princess when you bring abso-
lutely nothing to my house?  Even a princess must do her 
part, Grace.  Especially a princess.” 

Grace opened her mouth to answer, but Lingongo wasn’t 
finished.  Her voice dripped with bitterness as she said, “You, 
with your washed-out skin and the color of rust in your hair!  
You, with your English clothes and English ways and English 
talk.  Oh yes, Grace, you will marry Mr. Hathaway.  You will 
marry the snake.  You will because I command it of you!”

J J J
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Joseph’s Journal 

June, 1977
Sprawled across the bed, you slept face-down, wearing that 
red cowboy shirt and the velvet skirt you love. I stood by 
and watched your breathing. Your hair, so straight and black, 
reminded me of my people, our people, and I wondered what 
you dreamed. Years ago, the Nez Perce surrendered to broken 
treaties, broken dreams. I’m sorry, daughter, but I’m surren-
dering, too. 

You’re only three, Muri, but you learn fast. In this Oregon 
desert, the sun beats down hot, and today our tan faces shone 
with sweat. We walked across the sagebrush and you held the 
corn snake we found. You held it gently, without fear. I felt 
proud as I ever have.

After sunset, we sat on the hill and looked up at the stars. 
When you got cold I draped my old coat around you and told 
you all about angels. On the way home, you didn’t ask for 
your mother, not once. It’s wrong, I know, but I was pleased.

I had big plans to be your daddy. I was going to read to you 
every day, teach you the names of all the Civil War battles. 
I’d teach you how to fish. You’d learn how to listen to the 
wind and how to skip a stone. Most of all, I’d teach you how 
to pray.

None of that will happen now.
After your mom called, I broke down and cried and I 

couldn’t stop. I’ve lost. Your mother doesn’t know our ways 
but she has the white man’s courts on her side. They call it 
full custody. I cry because I won’t see you on your first day 
of school or when you get your driver’s license. My ears won’t 
hear you laughing. You’ll learn to climb trees and hold snakes 
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without me. I won’t even be able to tell you why I wasn’t 
there.

Maybe when you’re grown you’ll understand. Or maybe 
you won’t care about the secrets we could have shared, secrets 
of land and water, secrets of fixing refrigerators. I pray that 
God, who made all of this for us, will reach your heart in 
time. 

Tonight, I hugged you close, but you held your nose and 
said, “Daddy, I hate smoking!” I can’t seem to get that cigarette 
smell out of my clothes. All I smelled right then was the pain 
of your mother’s victory. 

Her car pulled into the driveway, and she leaned on the 
horn. I waved out the window. She could wait. I shrugged 
into my suede jacket.

Before I handed you over, I picked up the framed picture 
I like: the one where you’re standing on that wicker chair, 
holding your raggedy blanket. I took the photo out of its 
frame, careful to hold it by the edges and slipped it into my 
wallet. When you got sleepy we hunted all over for that grimy 
blanket. 

Your old man has the magic touch with broken appliances 
too—just this week I fixed the neighbor lady’s old stove. The 
bottle, now that’s a different story, one I’ve tried to change a 
hundred times. If you only knew. 

Standing by the bed, I watched you sleeping. I stroked 
your flushed cheek and whispered your name. I carried you 
to your mother’s car, and you opened your eyes and smiled. I 
saved my tears for later, when I opened my wallet. I looked at 
your photo and weakness ambushed me.

There are days when I feel strong. Those times, nothing 
can stand between you and me. Most times, though, I’m bro-
ken, nothing but an old sinner praying for another chance. 
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Someday, Muri, come looking for your old dad, will you? 
Maybe God will light a fire in you and our ancestors will 
fan the flames. I’ll put up a beacon so you’ll know where to 
look. 

Chapter one
My father left my mother and me when I was three, but 
back then I didn’t hate him for it. He was an angel because 
he showed me things, told me things, made me see things for 
the very first time. How to hold a flat stone in order to skip 
it. The feel of water slipping through my fingers. How to tell 
the moon’s phase.

The last night I saw him alive he took me to the top of a 
hill to look at the stars.  Out where we lived, in Oregon’s high 
desert, there were more stars than black sky. He draped his 
worn suede coat over my shoulders and I kept tripping on the 
bottom, that’s how little I was. We walked and walked and 
once I fell over a sage bush. When I cried he said,” Shh, angels 
are watching.” Dad pointed up to the Milky Way, which took 
my breath away and then we shouted out with joy, sang right 
along with the whole heavenly host. That’s how I thought of 
my father then, as an angel, alive and real and always with a 
flask of whiskey inside that suede jacket. 

Before Mother died she always said he was just an old holy 
roller; that his idea of religion was speaking in tongues while 
reaching for the bottle. When I was young she mocked him 
every day. “Why don’t you just take your baby girl on down 
to the bar with you?” Mother would say, dripping with her 
special brand of sarcasm. In those days her bitterness only 
made me feel closer to this father who prayed and this God 
who loved a sorry man like Joseph Pond.
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But by the time I grew up I did hate him. Mom did a good 
job in coaching but I admit that most of my bile came of 
my own free will. I carefully tended doubts about God the 
father, too and routinely blamed my troubles on one or both 
of them. 

The day I drove to Murkee, where Joseph Pond had lived 
and died, I believed that angels didn’t exist, at least not on 
desert highways like this one. My ex-husband Chaz said we’d 
simply “grown apart.” I tried to make it work for the kids’ 
sake, but after I caught him with that Victoria woman one 
time too many, I decided enough was enough. Anyway, Chaz 
admitted he wasn’t the daddy type. When he left, I let him 
go. 

The kids and I were alone now, bound for the middle of 
nowhere. I wondered if angels took assignments out here on 
Mars.

Mars was a lot like central Oregon, I thought, where there 
wasn’t a drop of water anywhere I could see, where the wind 
blew hard and constant. Gusts pressed down the grass, leaned 
it over like a wino who’d fallen asleep. Sagebrush, the ugli-
est plant I’d ever seen, was probably the only thing holding 
the red dirt down. The way things were going, if I didn’t find 
something to hold onto soon, I might blow away too.

At times the kids had dozed against the windows, their 
relaxed mouths jerking shut each time I hit a pothole. They 
must be so tired, I thought, to be able to sleep through all the 
jouncing. We’d been on the road at least six hours, thanks to 
my lousy sense of direction, and many more sibling quarrels. 
Nova started complaining as soon as we crossed the Cascade 
Mountains.

 “We’re doomed,” Nova moaned. Then she argued with 
Truman over our bottled water supply and how many Milky 
Ways were left. 
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“What are you looking at?” I heard Tru yell to his sister. 
She was probably drilling him with her famous stare. The 
ultimate weapon, I thought. I could see her smoldering gaze 
in the rear view mirror.

“Everything looks dead.” Nova pointed out the window. 
“Water’s probably poisoned. Acid rain or something.” She 
snapped her gum then; knew I’d thrown many a teenager out 
of the high school library for that very infraction.

“Maybe that’s why Grampa died,” Truman volunteered. 
At nine, Tru, named after my favorite president, still said 
“Grampa.” His sister just groaned before putting her ear buds 
back in place. 

I swear she didn’t hate everything and everyone last 
week. 

Nova made a face at Tru. Her hair, only two inches long on 
top this week, dyed orange and stiffened with Elmer’s glue, 
stood in small peaks. 

“Woolly worms,” I told her. “Your hair reminds me of fuzzy 
caterpillars.”  She attributed her dark mood to my observa-
tions and said it was my fault that everything, including the 
landscape, had died.  Sometimes she could be a stereotype of 
herself. 

Maybe stereotypes were all anyone was, including my 
father. After years of thinking about how I could connect with 
my roots, Tru had found him on the Internet. He was doing 
a report for school about Oregon ranchers, and accidentally 
bumped right into his own grandfather’s name in an article 
about ongoing feuds over water rights in the desert lands. An 
address popped up almost instantly, and decades of searching 
condensed into a few lines on a computer screen. 

I’d written to the address that same day, only to learn that 
Joseph Pond had recently died. His sister, Lutie Pearl, wrote 
back, “Your daddy was only 55 but liver disease doesn’t care 
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who it kills off.”  He owned a piece of property that was now 
mine, she said, and coincidentally, the neighbor was threat-
ening to sue their socks off.  “Muri,” she wrote, “it would bless 
me if you could come over to clear things up.”

Bless her? I wasn’t sure I could clear up my checkbook, 
much less a lawsuit. But I wanted more than anything to know 
my roots, truth be told, we were temporarily homeless. 

The dust hid deep ruts in the road that could have rolled 
our VW bus over on its back like a turtle. The kids had 
named it Homer because it was a camper inside complete 
with a miniature stove and a roll of paper towels that came 
unwound unless we held it with rubber bands. Tru kept say-
ing we looked like The Beverly Hillbillies.

That might have been funny if I hadn’t piled all our belong-
ings on the roof rack, including a couple of twin mattresses 
anchoring an assortment of mismatched luggage and card-
board boxes, mostly containing kitchen appliances and old 
books.

The thought of driving to nowhere looking like characters 
from The Grapes of Wrath got my eye twitch going. As if this 
wasn’t enough, Nova threatened to bail out of the van and 
walk all the way back to Portland. My daughter, who was 
sixteen and therefore knew everything, added, “Your dad’s 
already dead, so what’s the point?”

Her younger brother Tru stared at her, with that serious 
expression he gets, opened his mouth to say something, then 
closed it again. He went back to playing his hand-held video 
game.

I’d told them we were here to settle my father’s affairs, but 
that was only half right and they knew it. Once the school 
district cut my library position, Chaz knew he could pressure 
me to unload the house. I couldn’t stand to live under the 
neighbor’s stares, so I went along with the sale. He literally 
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took his half of the money and ran, straight to Victoria. He left 
his children unable to understand why he wasn’t interested 
in them.  

They didn’t completely grasp the fact that we had nowhere 
else to go. Simple as that. My half of the home proceeds would 
go for living expenses until I could land another job. I tried to 
explain that I saw this trip as a means to get my act together, 
figure out what we should do next. They didn’t get it, and I 
confess, half the time I didn’t either. My arms felt numb from 
gripping the steering wheel; a blob of weariness that began 
behind my eyes and permeated to my fingertips.

“Turn around,” Nova moaned above the chatter of the 
engine.

I pointed out that out here we’d have a place to sleep that 
wasn’t a Motel Six. Nova sarcastically reminded me that at 
least motels have swimming pools. I was thinking of letting 
her test her desert survival skills when we pulled up to the 
Mucky-Muck Cafe. The place was dried up as the rest of the 
landscape, save for a scrubby lilac bush straining for shade 
next to the building. 

Out here we were the strange ones. At least that’s the way 
the waitress in the cafe acted.  She took one look at Nova’s 
pierced eyebrow, the one I’d forbidden, shook her head slowly, 
and asked to take our order.

“The special today is the Double Cheeseburger Basket,” 
the waitress said, pointing her pencil at a hand-lettered sign, 
leaned against a water glass full of cut lilacs, no doubt from 
the bush outside.  She was dressed in one of those old-fash-
ioned uniforms, the kind with a Peter Pan collar and a bodice 
of suffocating polyester. A printed nametag said “DOVE” and 
underneath, “Welcome to the Mucky-Muck Café.” The sign 
on the door had said, “Mucky Muck is Chinook for Good 
Food.”
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“You have Gardenburgers?” Nova wanted to know. She’d 
declared herself a vegetarian last week. “And a double latte, 
skinny, with hazelnut.” My daughter had forgotten that we 
were now on a different planet, one without a Starbucks.

Dove looked at me to translate.  “Pick something,” I 
growled, handing Nova one of those menus where someone 
has typed in the selections and slipped them inside a thick 
plastic sleeve.

When lunch arrived, Nova picked at hers and stared, cata-
tonic, out the window. In the light I noticed again that my 
daughter had Chaz’s eyes, a light intense blue that was almost 
fierce at times. Although most of the time he was mature 
for his age, Tru made a touchdown flicking his straw paper 
between the salt and peppershakers. I was taken by the sud-
den urge to hide beneath the table.

Instead I asked Dove if she knew about the place out on 
Winchester Road, the estate of the late Joseph Pond.

“Sure everybody knows the Ponds,” Dove said, but I won-
dered why she was whispering. She gathered up the little 
wads of paper where Tru missed the field goal.  “So sad about 
his passing. His sister and her husband still live out there, 
though. Tiny comes in here and hauls off anything we don’t 
want.”

“We’ve been on the road since this morning,” I said. “I’ve 
gotten lost more times than I can count.” I fidgeted with my 
straw; tried to ignore Nova’s grimaces.

One guy at the counter turned around. 
He was around fifty, his cheeks creased and tanned with 

the marks of sun and wind. His clothes were standard ranch-
er’s attire: plaid western shirt tucked into dark blue jeans, 
boots with pointed toes and a thick layer of dirt clinging to 
the heels. A real cowboy, I thought, unlike the phony envi-
ronmentalist types I’d put up with in the city. This cowboy 
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sat hunched over the remains of a platter of greasy lunch, and 
hadn’t eaten the pickle garnish. He stood it straight up in the 
middle of a half-eaten sandwich and chuckled. He had sharp, 
deep-set eyes—I couldn’t see if they were brown or green. I 
looked away, hoping he hadn’t seen me staring. I also hoped 
he wasn’t the type that breaks the spine on a book.

The man stood up and strode over to our booth. “Welcome 
to Murkee,” he said and extended his hand. “Just passing 
through?”

“No, not exactly, I said. “Nice to meet you. I’m Muri.” I 
shook his hand but felt myself recoil. “And these are my chil-
dren, Nova and Truman.”

“Since the new highway went through we don’t get that 
many tourists,” he said. “You got to get off the beaten path to 
find us, right Dove?”

The waitress nodded. “Way off the path—you got that 
right, Linc. Unless you’re out hunting fossils, that is.” 

He laughed. “Where are my manners?  I meant to say I’m 
Lincoln Jackson. I know just about everything that goes on 
around here.”

Nova’s head popped up from her sulking. “Tell us how to 
get back to Portland.” 

I gasped. “Nova! I’m sorry Mr. Jackson, we’ve gotten lost a 
number of times today and we’re a little road weary.” I hoped 
my eyes weren’t puffy.

He waved his hand. “Call me Linc, please. And I don’t 
blame—Nova is it?—for being wary of our little town. 
Sidewalks do roll up pretty early.  Not much action, I’m 
afraid.”

“Linc, then.” I nudged Nova under the table.
“Sorry,” she said.
Dove broke in. “Even worse when there’s a rodeo over to 

Prineville. Then we’re lucky to serve lunch to the rattlers and 
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jackrabbits.” She chuckled at her small joke and her uniform 
swished when she moved her arms.

Tru perked up. “Rattlers? Are there rattlesnakes out here?” 
He pushed up his glasses. Nova rolled her eyes.

Linc patted Tru’s arm. “Sure there’s snakes, little guy. You 
ever hold a snake?” 

“No but I want to.” Tru sat up taller.
Linc leaned on the back of our booth. “How about roping? 

You ever roped a steer?”
Tru shook his head. “Like a cowboy?”
Linc laughed. “Shore, pardner. I can teach you all you need 

to know.” Linc brought over his black Stetson and handed it 
to Tru. “Go ahead, son, try it on.”

Tru looked at me for approval, then plunked on the hat. It 
nearly swallowed his head. “How do I look?” he said.

“Like a doofus,” Nova said. “Like this town—who’d name 
a town Murkee, anyway?” 

I sighed. “Nova, please . . .”
Tru returned the hat and Linc smoothed the brim. “No 

offense taken, ma’am,” Linc said. “I don’t rightly understand 
it myself, young lady. But my great-grandmother, Ida, she had 
the idea. And she insisted on Murkee—said it sounded like 
some Indian word.”

“So this whole area was settled by your family?” I didn’t 
want to sound nosy, but I was intrigued. I smiled, relieved 
that these rural folks were so friendly. 

Apparently, Dove had been eavesdropping. She came over 
with our check and said, “Linc here owns just about every-
thing in these parts. Everything but the church and a couple 
of parcels next to his place.”

Tru’s eyes got bigger again. “You mean you own the whole 
town?” He dribbled ketchup down the front of his T-shirt, but 
I resisted the urge to wipe it off.



• The Fence My Father Built  •68

www.abingdonpress.com/fiction • 1.800.251.3320 
Look for Abingdon Press fiction At your LocAL bookseLLer.

Linc seemed to consider Tru’s question. “Well, son I guess 
so—and when I get access to that creek I’ll be a lot happier.” 
Dove shot him a look and then resumed scrubbing down 
tables.

“Why do you need a creek?” Tru looked puzzled. “Does 
it have lots of fish or something?” He stuffed the last of his 
French fries into his mouth.

“Tru, use your napkin,” I said. I grabbed my purse and dug 
out money for our lunch, plus a nice tip. “And don’t ask so 
many questions.” This was getting embarrassing.

“No problem, ma’am.” Linc said. “Let’s just say one of my 
neighbors has been difficult.” He sighed. “Then he up and 
died before we could see eye to eye.”

Tru practically shouted, “My grandpa died too! Last week! 
But I never met him, I just heard about him.”

“Sorry to hear that, son.” Linc’s expression changed, and 
suddenly he seemed guarded.

The wind picked up outside, rattled the windows and the 
door.  Clouds sped past the restaurant window like a stam-
pede, as if they knew there was something wrong here. I 
shuddered at the thought of getting lost again before the sun 
set—suddenly I was anxious to get on with it. Even in death 
Joseph Pond would complicate my life.

“Mr. Jackson, we’re not in Murkee to stay,” I said. “But my 
father, Joseph Pond, passed away recently. We’ll be here long 
enough to set his affairs in order. Maybe you could direct me 
to his property?” I smoothed a stray hair.

Linc’s pleasant demeanor had vanished. His jaw now 
worked from side to side, and the light in his eyes had turned 
to sparks.

“Chief Joseph’s place isn’t hard to find,” Linc said. “First 
eyesore you come to, that’s the one.” He laughed—but it was 
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a hard laugh. He went back to the counter and straddled the 
stool.

“Eyesore?” I said aloud. And why’d he call my father 
“Chief?”  

Dove shook her head and gazed up at the ceiling. “Lord, 
here we go again,” she said. “There’s a lot of stuff in the yard. 
Bicycle parts and old cars and that ridiculous fence.”

Nova jabbed me with her elbow. “Mom,” she hissed. “Let’s 
just go.”

“No, I want to hear more,” I said. “What did you say about 
a fence?”

Linc interrupted. “She’s talking about that idiotic fence out 
there—it’s, well, you’ll have to see for yourself.”

The bells on the café door jingled and another man came 
in.  He was the opposite of Linc in terms of first impressions—
instead of western wear he wore a flannel shirt and baggy, 
worn jeans. A short graying ponytail trailed out the back of 
his ball cap. He sat at the counter and I wondered what he 
was doing in the middle of nowhere. “Hey good-looking,” he 
said to Dove.

Dove said, “Good looking my foot, Doc. The usual?” She 
grinned when he nodded. She slid behind the counter and 
poured coffee; set the cup and saucer in front of him. “It’ll be 
a few minutes for your order,” she told him. 

The man called Doc smiled. “No problem.” He was Linc’s 
opposite. His tanned face was easy and relaxed. I liked that, 
but reminded myself how foolish I could be about men, giv-
ing in, saying yes, stumbling in when I ought to be running 
for my life. 

 Dove came over to the booth and slapped the check in 
front of me, and I snapped to with a small gasp. She was care-
ful to keep her back to Linc. “Honey,” she whispered to me, 
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“Linc’s your next door neighbor. And he can be a bear, if you 
get my drift.” 

I stared at Linc, looking for bear-like signs. The “Doc” 
wasn’t overly friendly with Linc but he did nod his head. 
Doc’s cell phone rang and he spoke into it in hushed tones, 
which I appreciated. I was trying to teach Nova a cell wasn’t 
the most important accessory on earth.

“Hold the sandwich,” Doc said to Dove. “Gotta run. Sorry.” 
He dug around in his jeans pocket.

Dove waved him off. “Get going, Doc. No charge for a 
measly cup of coffee.”

“Thanks, Good-looking.” He winked at Dove and rushed 
outside.

Dove went to the counter and removed Doc’s cup; then 
turned back to me. “Head straight out to the first gravel road,” 
she said, tossing the dirty dishes into a rubber dishpan, “till 
you get to the yellow gas company sign.” 

Linc nursed his coffee. “You go past the creek, you’ve gone 
too far,” he called across the room, and Dove nodded. He kept 
up his gaze. I felt more and more uncomfortable, but I wasn’t 
about to let him intimidate me.

 “So we’re neighbors.” I stood up and approached him. 
“I’m Joseph Pond’s biological daughter. I’m sure this is all a 
misunderstanding.”

Linc looked surprised, but then his eyes narrowed. 
“Biological, eh? What’s that supposed to mean?” He stood up. 
“You must be the big city girl Lutie’s be carrying on about, 
come to show the bumpkin a thing or two.”

Dove clattered a stack of dishes into the bus tub. 
I stood up taller and cleared my throat. I’m a librarian, not 

an attorney.”
He stood up and reached into his jeans pocket, plunked 

down a dollar bill, and shook a toothpick from the container. 
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“Well Miss Librarian,” he said, “If Lutie thinks I’ll back down 
all because some smart girl from Portland steps in, she’s got 
another thing coming.”

“That’s not why I’m here,” I said. “I only want to get things 
straightened out for my aunt and uncle. That’s what my father 
wanted.”

Linc paused, and then turned to face me. “You think 
you know your old man?” His neck muscles were begin-
ning to bulge and he pointed at me with his index finger. “I 
reckon you’re about to find out more than you ever wanted 
to know.”

I couldn’t find an answer to that one. Nova and Tru kept 
giving me anxious looks. “We’ll talk soon, Mr. Jackson. I’m 
sure we can work something out.”

 “Humph, he said. Linc threw another bill on the stack. 
“Here’s a little something extra.” He tossed the toothpick into 
the trashcan and picked up his western hat. Like I said, a real 
cowboy.

Nova muttered, “Hick.” I elbowed her in the back.
 “I’ll look for the sign then,” I said as cheerfully as I could. 

Linc Jackson yanked open the door of the cafe and the cluster 
of little brass bells jingled frantically on the doorknob.

He said to me, over one shoulder, “Have a nice day.” The 
door whooshed shut and a pungent sorrow swept me along 
with the aroma of lilacs and French fries. On our way out the 
bells sounded again, whispering something I couldn’t quite 
hear. 

J J J
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CHAPTER ONE
Natalie Pearce padded into the kitchen in her new velour 
robe and fuzzy orange-and-white slippers that looked like 
little foxes. They were a Christmas present from her husband, 
Daniel, just three weeks ago. The gift tag had read: To one 
foxy lady! 

First thing in the morning with her straw-blond hair still 
tangled from sleep, she felt anything but foxy. Still, her cheeks 
warmed as she considered inviting Daniel back to the bed-
room for a few more minutes of snuggling. Then she remem-
bered this was Saturday—her day to play “coach’s widow.” 
Nearly fifteen years of marriage and she still hadn’t gotten 
used to her husband’s erratic schedule. On Christmas Eve 
her parents had celebrated their forty-eighth wedding anni-
versary, a legacy of love Natalie hoped she and Daniel could 
emulate. But was such a dream even possible when it some-
times felt as if the two of them lived in different time zones?

She paused at the breakfast table and sighed. As usual, 
he’d left the newspaper in shambles, the comics pulled from 
one section and the sports page decimated after he’d clipped 
all the articles covering Putnam Junior High’s athletic teams.

Daniel breezed into the kitchen, sneakers squeaking on 
the ceramic tile floor. “Hey, hon, sorry about the paper.” He 
planted a toothpaste kiss on her parted lips. “I’d sort it out for 
you, but I’m already running late. I’m meeting Carl at Casey’s 
Diner to carpool to the tournament.”

The story of their crazy lives. Natalie fought to keep her 
smile in place as she gave him a playful punch in the stom-
ach. “Yeah, right, you’re sorry. Get out of here before I decide 
not to let you go at all.”

“Promises, promises.” He wiggled his dark eyebrows. 
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“Seriously, before you go— ” she said. She clutched him by 
the lapels of his red Putnam Panthers jacket and pulled him 
toward her.

With a seductive grin, Daniel drew her into his arms. 
“Sweetheart, I’m already late.”

She tweaked his ear. “Sorry, Coach Pearce, I was only 
going to ask you again what time your parents said they’d get 
here.”

“Woman, you break my heart!” He slammed a hand to 
his chest. “Ah, the picture becomes clear—you’re calculating 
exactly how much time you’ll have for cleaning house.”

So she wasn’t the world’s greatest housekeeper—one trait 
she didn’t inherit from her mother. What was the big deal 
about a little clutter on the kitchen counters, or last night’s 
pizza pan still soaking in the sink? So what if she hadn’t 
dusted since Thanksgiving? Hard to do with Christmas deco-
rations covering every flat, dusty surface in the house. 

Daniel seemed to read her thoughts. He tilted her chin 
until she reluctantly met his gaze. “Next weekend. Promise 
me, okay? The Christmas decorations come down.”

She pushed out her lower lip. “Only if you stay home and 
help. It’s depressing if I have to do it all by myself.”

“I’ll check my schedule.” He gathered up his car keys and 
canvas briefcase and then slicked a hand through ash-brown 
hair still damp from his shower. “Mom and Dad won’t get 
here before three at the earliest, so you’ve got plenty of time 
to enjoy your coffee.” He glanced at his watch. “And I don’t. 
I’m out of here, sweetie. With any luck, I’ll be home in time 
for dinner.”

“That’ll be the day.”
The door to the garage banged shut behind him, sending 

a puff of wintry air into the kitchen. Moments later Natalie 
heard the ancient green Bronco grumble a couple of times 
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before starting up. The poor thing must have nearly two-hun-
dred thousand miles on it. How Daniel kept it running, she 
hadn’t a clue, but what with paying the mortgage on their 
dream home and keeping their thirteen-year-old fashionista 
daughter in designer jeans, replacing a vehicle wasn’t in the 
budget. She sent up a quick prayer for Daniel’s safety on the 
road and hoped the weather held. The last she’d heard, the 
predicted snow wouldn’t arrive until tomorrow morning.

Her chest caved. Much as she enjoyed the visits with 
Daniel’s parents, Alice Pearce was an even more meticulous 
housekeeper than Natalie’s mother. No way around it—the 
cleaning had to get done. Maybe Natalie could bribe her 
daughter into helping. After all, half the mess was Lissa’s 
school books, art supplies, and discarded shoes leaving a trail 
between the kitchen door and her bedroom upstairs.

So much for getting back to her watercolor landscape. At 
least her freelance graphic design assignments had tapered off 
now that the holidays had passed. The extra income helped 
supplement Daniel’s small-town coaching salary, but Natalie 
dreamed of making it as a fine artist—no small thanks to her 
mother’s teaching and inspiration. She’d much rather pursue 
her own creative visions than those of her finicky clients.

She poured a glass of orange juice and a mug of coffee and 
then dropped an English muffin into the toaster. She’d barely 
sat down to spread the muffin with her mother’s homemade 
apricot jam when Lissa flounced into the kitchen, her long 
blond hair pinned up with mismatched butterfly clips. Natalie 
suppressed a laugh and lifted her hands in mock surrender. 
“Is this the part where you say, ‘Take me to your leader’?”

“Oh, Mom, how juvenile.” Lissa swiped her finger through 
the jam jar and licked off a sticky, amber glob. “Have you 
seen my pink sweater—the one with the gray stripe across 
the front?” 
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Natalie sipped her coffee. “Did you check the laundry 
hamper?”

“Yes, twice.”
“The floor of your room?”
“Mother!” 
“How about the closet? Any chance you actually hung it 

up?”
Lissa clenched her fists. “Mom, I need some help here. Jody 

and her mom are picking me up in twenty minutes.”
Natalie gave her daughter a blank stare. 
“Earth to Mother.” Lissa rolled her eyes.
“Oh, rats, the youth group skating party.” No help clean-

ing from Lissa today. With a sigh, Natalie bit into her English 
muffin. “Sorry, honey, but I have no idea where your sweater 
is. Can’t you find something else to wear?”

The ringing telephone halted whatever sarcastic retort 
Lissa was about to spit out. She squinted at the Caller ID on 
the kitchen extension and grabbed the receiver.

“Jody! Did I leave my sweater over there when I spent the 
night last weekend? Great! Bring it with you. I’ll put it on in 
the car.” She hung up and dashed through the den, yanking 
clips out of her hair and tossing them on the sofa.

“Lissa!”
“Sorry, Mom, I’ll get them later. I promise!” Lissa’s bed-

room door slammed with finality.
When pigs fly. Sure, Natalie could insist Lissa pick up 

after herself before leaving for the party, but a battle of wills 
with a headstrong preteen? No-brainer—it was guaranteed 
to ruin the entire day for both of them. She made a promise 
to herself, though, that one day very soon she and Daniel 
would sit down with Lissa and lay out some ground rules—
before Lissa’s adolescent self-centeredness got completely out 
of hand.
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Groaning, Natalie refilled her coffee mug and carried the 
remains of the newspaper to the den. Fifteen more minutes 
and she’d have the house to herself…and maybe a little time 
to work on that watercolor before she had to get serious about 
cleaning.

Lissa barely had been gone five minutes when the phone 
rang again. Natalie, already settled in the recliner under a 
snuggly fleece throw, was tempted not to answer it. It was 
probably another of Lissa’s perky seventh-grade friends call-
ing to ask what she planned to wear to the party. 

Then the answering machine picked up, and after Natalie’s 
recorded greeting and the beep, she heard her mother’s 
voice.

“Hi, Natalie, just me. Guess you’re out running errands. 
I’ll call later—”

Natalie shook off her annoyance and jumped up to grab 
the kitchen extension. “Hey, Mom, I’m here.”

“Oh, good, glad I caught you.” Her mother’s voice became 
cheery and cajoling. “It’s that time of year again, sweetheart. 
Can I twist your arm to help?” 

The leaden weight of apprehension propelled Natalie into 
the nearest chair. Her mother didn’t even have to speak the 
words.

“Does it have to be today, Mom? Taking down the Christmas 
decorations is my least favorite chore in the world. Daniel’s 
already on my case about ours. You know me. I’d leave them 
up year-round if I could.” Someday she’d do just that and hire 
someone to come in and dust them off once a month.

“I know, and I’m sorry to even ask.” Mom sounded genu-
inely sympathetic. “But your dad went to that horse auction, 
and it’s my turn to host the church ladies’ book club tomor-
row afternoon.”
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“Did you try Hart and Celia?” Natalie’s brother and sister-
in-law lived just a few miles from the farm. 

“Hart went with your dad to the auction, and Celia’s tak-
ing Kurt and Kevin to their basketball game.” Mom paused. 
“I’ll make apple dumplings and hot cider.”

“Bribery—that is so not fair.” Natalie patted her stomach. 
“I already have at least five pounds of Christmas goodies I 
need to sweat off.” 

“Lifting Christmas boxes is good exercise.”
Obviously, Mom wasn’t giving up. Natalie stared out the 

bay window. Surely she could come up with some logical rea-
son why her mother should postpone this depressing annual 
chore. Her gaze settled on the bank of gray snow clouds 
already looming on the horizon. She shivered just thinking 
about venturing out on this frosty January day. 

“Think of how much the ladies would enjoy the decora-
tions, Mom. It wouldn’t hurt to leave them up a little longer, 
would it?”

“The tree is completely dry and dropping needles all over 
the carpet. It really must come down today.” A note of apology 
tinged her mother’s voice. “I should have asked your father to 
help me earlier in the week, but the time got away from us.”

“You know I’d do anything for you, Mom, and if it were 
any other weekend— ” Yes, come to think of it, she had a 
ready-made excuse. She tried not to let the rush of gratitude 
creep into her voice. “Remember, I told you Daniel’s parents 
are driving over this afternoon? Daniel’s at a tournament in 
Fielding to scout basketball teams, and Lissa’s at a skating 
party. I need to clean house and shop for groceries before they 
get here.”

Not that she actually intended to do all that much. And 
if Mom had asked her help for anything else—rearranging 
furniture, washing windows, even shoveling snow off the 
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front walk—she’d have driven out to the farm on a moment’s 
notice. 

But taking down Christmas decorations?
Her mother gave a wry laugh. “It’s okay. Don’t worry, I’ll 

manage by myself.”
Mom’s disappointment tarnished Natalie’s brief glow of tri-

umph and raised a moment of concern. Her stubborn mother 
would “manage” all right. She’d take on the whole project by 
herself, arthritis and all.  Natalie pressed the phone against 
her ear.

“Don’t you haul all those boxes out to the barn by yourself. 
You’ll aggravate your bad wrist again and you won’t be able to 
paint for a week.”

 “Natalie—”
“I mean it, Mom. Stack the decorations out of sight in the 

downstairs guestroom, and I’ll come by one day next week to 
help you pack everything away.” 

After her mother assured her she wouldn’t take on too 
much, Natalie said goodbye. Just a few more days to psyche 
herself up for the end of the holidays, that’s all she asked. 
Shrugging off the last twinges of guilt, she snuggled into the 
recliner to finish her coffee.

Around ten, Natalie finally talked herself into exchanging 
her comfy robe and adorable foxy slippers for paint-stained 
sweats and grungy sneakers. Like it or not, she should at least 
do a cursory cleaning before her in-laws arrived. She’d just 
finished loading the dishwasher and returned from the garage 
with the sponge mop when the phone rang again.

This time it was Daniel’s father, calling to say the front had 
already hit their part of the state. With two inches of snow on 
the ground and more expected, they’d decided not to chance 
the drive. A crazy mix of relief and disappointment flooded 
Natalie. Daniel didn’t get to see his folks that often, and Lissa 
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had been planning an after-Christmas shopping trip with her 
grandmother ever since they’d first mentioned coming.

But any excuse for postponing cleaning the house was a 
definite cause for celebration. Natalie loaded the stereo with 
her favorite Christmas CDs, set up her easel and paints in 
front of the bay window, and settled in for her version of the 
perfect Saturday.

Hours later, the phone startled her as she added the finish-
ing touches to a winter landscape. The paintbrush skittered 
across the canvas, marring a stately pine with aquamarine 
streaks. Natalie mumbled a few choice words and glanced at 
the mantle clock as she wiped her hands on a paint rag. Five 
o’clock? Where had the day gone? Daniel and Lissa would 
be home soon. She needed to wrap things up and figure out 
what to fix for supper. 

While mentally sorting through the freezer contents for a 
quick and simple meal, she picked up the kitchen extension.

“Natalie?” Dad’s voice sounded ragged and choked with 
panic. “Come to the hospital right away. It’s your mother.”

Her stomach plummeted. She pictured her mother at the 
bottom of a ladder amidst a pile of Christmas decorations. 
“What happened? Is she okay?” 

Sprained ankle? Broken hip? Oh, Mom, why couldn’t you 
wait?

“Just get here.” Her father clicked off before she could press 
him for details.

Dread coiled around her heart. Natalie threw a parka over 
her sweats and grabbed her purse and keys off the coun-
ter. When she gunned the engine to back out of the garage, 
her trusty silver Saturn screeched in protest. The side mir-
ror nicked the doorframe, and she barely missed taking out 
the mailbox and the neighbor’s trashcan. Berating herself for 
ignoring Mom’s request for help, Natalie drove like a maniac 
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all the way to Putnam General. After everything her mother 
had sacrificed for her, she could only pray these new injuries 
wouldn’t cripple her for life.

She shoved through the ER entrance and picked her way 
through the congested waiting area, her gaze skimming the 
sea of faces. A mother holding an icepack against her son’s 
forehead. An ashen-faced woman dozing against an elderly 
man’s shoulder. Whimpering babies. Frightened children. 
Anxious parents.  

She spotted her father’s silver-gray head across the room, 
where he paced in front of a set of double doors, his gnarled 
hands shoved into his jean pockets. Her brother Hart rocked 
on his heels. He and her dad looked so much alike. 

Reaching them, Natalie touched her father’s arm. “How’s 
Mom? Tell me it’s not serious.” 

Her father turned and looked through her. “They think it’s 
a stroke.” His face crumpled as his thin veneer of strength col-
lapsed. He pressed a fist to his mouth and pulled her to him, 
squeezing her so tightly, she could hardly breathe.

Natalie pulled away and stared at him, not comprehend-
ing. Ice-cold terror crackled through her veins. She spun to 
face her brother and seized his wrist. “Hart?”

“It’s bad, Nat. Real bad.” He drew her into his arms, and 
she felt her brother’s fear in every tense muscle of his body.

A tall, bearded man in hospital greens pushed through the 
double doors. “Mr. Morgan? I’m Dr. Grissom.” He indicated 
a frayed blue sofa, the only empty seat in the waiting area. 
“Why don’t we sit down?” 

Natalie blocked his way. “Just tell us, how is my mother? 
She’ll be okay, right?”

“I wish I had better news.” The doctor glanced at the chart 
he held. 
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“But there’s stuff you can do for a stroke these days. I saw 
it on TV.” 

“It isn’t that simple.” Dr. Grissom explained her mother’s 
condition, tossing out phrases about blood clots and clot-
dissolving medicines and something about a three-hour time 
window before irreversible brain damage set in. 

A sob tore from Natalie’s throat. “Are you saying she got 
here too late? That there’s nothing you can do?”

“We’ll continue to do all we can to minimize the dam-
age, but under the circumstances— ” The doctor gave a one-
shoulder shrug. “I’m sorry. I’m so very sorry.”

J J J
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Chapter 1

Devonshire, England 1784
The first thing Juleah Fallows saw when she stepped out of 
the carriage was a full moon rising above a dark spear-like 
chimney belonging to Ten Width. She glanced up at the can-
dle, set against the blackness of the ivy-covered walls that 
glowed from inside Benjamin Braxton’s bedchamber window. 
A chill swept through her—from the wind, from a sense of 
what she might find beyond the frosted glass.

The lantern outside the door sputtered against the win-
ter night. She gathered the sides of her hood closer to her 
cheeks and entered the dark foyer where a servant met her. 
Benjamin’s physician, Dr. Yates, donned his hat and nodded 
to her.

“There is nothing more I can do, Miss Juleah,” he said. “He 
shall not last the night.” And he strode out the door to his 
horse.

Shedding her dove-gray cloak, she headed up the stairs 
and entered the sickroom. Benjamin lay in his bed, propped 
up against high pillows, making slight efforts to breathe. 
Caroline, his granddaughter, Juleah’s closest friend, sat by 
his bedside and looked up at Juleah’s approach. At first, the 
appearance of her face was one of grateful relief, but then 
changed to fatigued sorrow. 

Caroline hurried away from the bedside. “Oh, Juleah. I’m 
glad you came.” 

“I am here for as long as you and Squire Braxton need me.” 
She squeezed Caroline’s hand.

With despairing eyes, Juleah saw the bluish lips and 
heard the faint gurgle of liquid filling Benjamin’s lungs. He 
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coughed, and Caroline rushed back to him and held a cloth to 
his mouth that caught the blood-streaked mucus. She washed 
his lips with a moist sponge and spoke quietly in an effort to 
soothe him. Waves of steel-gray hair fell back from his fore-
head along the pillow, his eyebrows winging upwards above 
hazel eyes.

The clock on the mantelpiece sped past the half-hour. Juleah 
stood at the window and pressed her back against the grooves 
in the jamb in a poor attempt to abate the disturbing churn-
ing in her stomach. She gnawed her lower lip as she watched 
Caroline lean over to lay her cheek against Benjamin’s hand. 
It troubled Juleah that he lay dying in a drafty bedchamber on 
a grim, wintry day at twilight, facing the sort of emancipation 
most men fear, with only his granddaughter to comfort him. 
His sons were all gone, and his grandson lived in the wilder-
ness of America. Wind rattled the panes, shook off the hoar-
frost that encrusted the trees, and rushed down the fireplace 
flue. Frigid gusts blew over the coals of the fire and scattered 
wispy breaths of silvery ash onto the flagstone hearth. 

“How cold and lonesome a tomb will be,” Benjamin 
muttered.

Juleah turned to see sorrow flood her friend’s eyes. 
“Do not speak so grimly, Grandfather,” Caroline said. 
Benjamin turned his head to her. “I suppose, child, you’d 

rather me think of heaven, that it must be warm and bright 
and make one forget the cares of an earthly existence.”

She nodded. “Indeed, I would.” 
“Then for your sake, I shall make every effort to do so.” He 

reached his hand over and she took it. “I’ve asked you and 
Juleah to sit with me, with the intention you must hear what 
is about to take place. You both are to witness all that I say, 
and promise you will stand upon it when I am gone.”
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“I will, Grandfather.” Caroline pressed his hand against 
her cheek, her eyes sparkling from the tears she forced back. 
Juleah felt sorry for her and dreaded the idea she, too, would 
lose her parents someday. How awful it would be—how 
painful!

Benjamin’s gaze shifted to Juleah. “And you, my girl? Do I 
have your word?” 

“You do, sir,” she answered, her heart coming up in her 
throat. 

Hearing carriage wheels crunch over the gravel in the 
drive, she leaned closer to the window. Below, Philip Banes, 
Benjamin’s longtime lawyer, stepped out, careful to avoid a 
patch of muddy snow.  She drew away and went downstairs 
to meet him. 

From the dimness of the entrance, Juleah watched 
Caroline’s handmaid, Claire, open the front door and show 
Banes inside. At the foot of the staircase, she waited, while 
Banes handed over his cloak and slapped his leather gloves 
inside the bowl of his hat.

“This had better be important—worthy of my time. I’ll 
double my fee for the trouble.” 

She stepped up to him and looked at Banes squarely. “He 
is dying, Mr. Banes. Please keep that in mind and show com-
passion for his suffering.”

With Claire trailing behind them, she led Banes up the 
staircase to Benjamin’s bedchamber. Banes hesitated before 
going inside. He glanced around the room and then rested his 
eyes on Juleah. Quivers of firelight flickered across the dull 
oaken floor and reached the tips of his buckled shoes. 

“The squire usually offers tea, Miss Juleah. Today, I hope 
he offers a glass of brandy to warm my arthritic bones.”
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“Claire, bring Mr. Banes a pot of Earl Grey.” She stirred the 
coals in the hearth with a poker and prayed his time at Ten 
Width would be short-lived.

Banes touched the serving-girl’s elbow. “I’d prefer warm 
brandy.” 

Standing straight as a rod, Claire shook her head. “Aside 
from tea, sir, all we have is cider. I’ll warm that up for you.” 

She turned to go, but he stopped her with a wave of his 
hand. “If you do not have something stronger, I’ll have noth-
ing at all. I had hoped I would not have to drink the expen-
sive elixir within my flask and keep it for the frigid journey 
home.”

“As you wish, sir,” Claire said. 
A rancid scent of approaching death lingered from the 

breath of the fire and the intrusion of wind. Benjamin’s rat-
tled breathing arrested Banes, and Juleah saw him wince. 

“Dear me, Miss Juleah. How thin and pale Benjamin has 
become. And Miss Caroline looks poorly.”

Juleah drew him aside. “Please, Mr. Banes, do not worsen 
Caroline’s distress any more than it is by commenting on her 
appearance at such a moment.”

Banes gave her a curt nod and set his portfolio on the 
table near the hearth, beside a high-backed chair once a deep 
indigo and now faded to gray. 

“You’re right, Miss Juleah. But I’ve never seen Benjamin 
look so poorly,” he whispered. “Indeed it won’t be long now.” 

She pressed her lips together hard. If only Banes would 
keep such comments to himself. A naked branch rapped 
against the window. Her skin went cold, as if a hundred icy 
fingers tapped up and down her body in time with the moan-
ing wind.  

Banes put his hand over his heart and approached 
Benjamin’s bedside. “I am here at last, sir.”
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Benjamin fixed his eyes forward. “The roads were poor?”
“Frozen hard as stone. Pitted with potholes the size of stew 

kettles.” Banes moved to the hearth. “You must excuse me, 
Benjamin. It is needful for me to sit by your fire. The cold has 
gone straight to my bones.” 

“My life had been a small flame, giving little warmth.” 
Benjamin’s voice quivered. “Soon the wind will blow upon 
my soul, and my body will turn into something like the gray, 
gritty ash in my hearth.” 

Juleah saw the pained look on Caroline’s face, equal to the 
regret she felt that Benjamin would speak so bleakly. Grieved 
to see her friend suffer, she reached over and took Caroline’s 
arm and looped it within hers. They sat together in silence.

 “I cannot help but think of Elizabeth,” Benjamin said.
 “First wives are the most missed.” Banes held his hands 

out to the fire. “How long has it been?”
“Fifteen years next month. She was the jewel in my 

crown.”
With ascending sorrow, Juleah looked up at the ceiling. 

She traced the cracks with her eyes to distract herself from 
the conversation. 

Benjamin sighed and looked over at his granddaughter. “I 
had to take you back with me when the rebellion started. You 
understand, don’t you, Caroline?” 

She gave him a weak smile. “Of course, Grandfather.”
“You were far too young to be exposed to the brutality of 

war, and had no mother or older sister to care for you.”
“You spared me much suffering.” 
His frame shuddered. “I tried to convince your brother to 

leave with us, but he turned his back on me and strode away 
angry. It was the last time I saw him. You must tell him how 
sorry I am.”

 She nodded. “I will. I promise.”
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 “Where is the current Mrs. Braxton?” asked Banes, laying 
out more papers. “Shouldn’t she be present?”

Juleah cringed that Banes would ask. She knew it would 
exasperate Benjamin’s suffering to speak of his present wife. 
She remained silent, turned, and met Caroline’s eyes.

 “She is not available, Mr. Banes,” Juleah said. “There is no 
need to say anything more about her.” 

Banes drew out his spectacles and curled the stems over 
his ears. “Most unusual, indeed.”

Benjamin gathered the blanket in his fist and squeezed. “I 
sent her back to Crown Cove where she belongs.”

Banes’ eyebrows arched. “Sad that she is not at the side of 
your deathbed, Benjamin. A devoted wife can ease a man’s 
passing. At least you have these two young ladies here.”

Uneasy with the conversation and concerned for Benjamin’s 
feelings, Juleah looked over at the old man. By his expression, 
she knew that terrible feeling of not knowing what lay ahead 
had seized him. He returned her gaze, and her heart stretched 
out to comfort him.

“What shall it be, Juleah? Suffering and eternal separation 
from perfect love? Or blank oblivion?” Tears stole up into the 
corners of his eyes. 

“Neither, sir. Rest easy. You are not forsaken.” She knew 
nothing else to say. 

“You are good, Juleah. You’ve been a sister to Caroline and 
a daughter to me.”

Banes cleared his throat. “May we proceed to the busi-
ness at hand?” He pulled a writing table up against his knees 
and spread the parchments out. “I made the changes you 
requested in your letter. I had no idea your grandson had 
come into your favor. When did this happen?”

“Seth has never been out of favor with me. It is I who am 
out of favor with him.” Benjamin’s eyes were misty and he 
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turned them back to Caroline. “I repent that my allegiance to 
the King separated my family. The bulk of my estate is Seth’s. 
What I’ve promised you and your son shall stand, Caroline. 
You must help Seth make the right decision. You must write 
to him and urge him to come.”

Caroline gripped his hand. “I’ll do everything in my power 
to convince him, Grandfather.” 

Hesitating, Banes stood from his chair, document in hand. 
“Do not allow your hopes to rise too high, Benjamin. Why 
would he quit his life in America for here?”

“His inheritance will not require that he stay.”
“He will face prejudice―even harbor some of his own.”
Banes rubbed his eye with his finger and sighed. Once 

more, he dipped the nib into the ink and tapped the shaft 
against the rim of the bottle. The quill scratched over the 
parchment. Mingled with the sonance of rapping vines outside 
his window and the crackling fire, the sound dominated. 

“Shall I read it back?” Banes asked.
Benjamin nodded and shut his eyes in preparation to hear 

his final wishes, his firm treaty before God and man.
“In the name of God, amen. I, Benjamin Braxton of Ten 

Width, in the Parish of Clovelly, in the County of Devonshire, 
squire, being weak in body but sound and disposing in mind 
and memory, thanks be to God, for the same do make and 
ordain this my last Will and Testament as following. First, 
I commend my soul into the hands of God Almighty, my 
Creator, hoping through the merits of Jesus Christ my Savior, 
to receive free pardon and remission of my sins, and my body 
I do commit to the earth. As touching my worldly estate, as 
God hath been pleased to bless me with, I do dispose of the 
same as follows. I bequeath unto my grandson, Seth Braxton, 
and to his heirs and assign forever my estate at Ten Width 
where I now dwell. If my grandson, Seth Braxton, has no 
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descendants, or refuses this inheritance set forth, my estate 
is to be bequeathed to my great-grandson, Nathaniel Kenley. 
To my granddaughter, Caroline Braxton Kenley, I discharge 
the sum of £250 a year during her natural life, to be paid on 
the first of January after the date hereof. My will is that my 
grandson, Seth Braxton, shall pay the said principle sum of  
£350 to my great-grandson, Nathaniel Kenley, so soon as he 
shall come of the age of one and twenty years. To my wife, I 
leave £100 yearly for her natural life.” 

Banes rose and brought the quill and parchment over to 
the bedside. “I need your signature, Benjamin.” He helped 
him grip the shaft between his fingers. 

Juleah, sensing within herself the wretched reality of her 
own mortality and all those she loved, watched on, her hand 
firm in Caroline’s. She rallied against it, took a deep breath, 
and whispered a prayer. “I am the Resurrection and the Life.” 
Caroline heard her, and laid her head on Juleah’s shoulder.

Benjamin’s hand trembled, and he brought the tip of the 
quill down above the parchment. He hesitated a moment and 
then scrawled his name along the bottom. 

J J J




