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CHAPTER ONE
 
May 2022
 
 

 
Gracie checked the supplies for the next flight, making sure there was plenty of booze, pretzels, sodas, and coffee stocked. The new crew would arrive in time to set up the hot meals and everything else that went along with a nine-and-a-half-hour flight from Dallas to Dublin. She’d just finished four twelve-hour days of flights and was ready for a break. At thirty-two years of age, she had spent most of her adult years traveling the world. But now she was looking forward to working domestic flights again, relishing their simplicity. A couple of drinks, snacks, a crying baby once in a while, and even the occasional grope from passengers who had had too much to drink would be a breeze compared to what was involved in international flights.
 
She recalled her first international flight after spending two years working domestic. She’d known immediately that it was her jam. Plans for flight training to become an airline pilot had gone down the tubes when she found out that twenty-twenty vision, even with glasses or contacts, was required. She’d had laser surgery in high school to correct her vision. A year later, however, she had to have a second surgery. Fearing another vision issue, Gracie knew it would be wrong to endanger hundreds of passengers should she become an airline pilot. Being a flight attendant may have been her second choice, but she took pride in her work and enjoyed traveling the world and making new friends. Since she was responsible only for herself, it was the ideal life.
 
Though there was a long list of responsibilities involved in prepping for overseas flights, she was diligent in her duties, which included checking equipment, learning how to use a defibrillator, and performing CPR. She was trained to handle the situation if a woman went into labor. And she had even been trained in how to handle the death of a passenger or, heaven forbid, a member of the crew. Fortunately, no one had ever died on one of her flights, though she once had to assist in delivering a premature baby boy to a young woman traveling alone with a toddler. It was a frightening experience, but Gracie’s instinct and professional training had kicked in, and when they touched down in Dallas, both mother and baby, as well as the toddler, were fine. When she walked down the aisle to inform the passengers they had a new baby on board, she was filled with pride from helping bring a new life into the world, and they’d clapped vigorously for her and the doctor who, luckily, had been on the flight.
 
Now that she was head flight attendant, once all the passengers were seated, Gracie would explain and demonstrate the emergency procedures and inform the passengers about the length of the flight, something most of them already knew. She would also inform the passengers that if there was a headwind, the time in the air might be greater, also explaining what to do should the aircraft encounter turbulence. Once they were airborne, the captain would repeat her instructions. After he was finished, her work began. Working in first class was simple. She enjoyed making her guests comfortable so they would have the best flight possible.
 
Before commencing her duties in first class, Gracie would walk through the plane, looking for anyone who feared flying. Long experience allowed her to identify such passengers in an instant, and she took extra care to see to it that their every need was met in the hope of easing their fear. Her older sister, Hope, didn’t like to fly, so she had a bit of knowledge about fear of flying. Many of her fearful passengers found themselves able to relax after she distracted them. Being able to help them was extremely satisfying. She had always been a people person, never met a stranger, and could talk for hours if the situation called for it.
 
Her mother often told her that she should have studied law, since she had the ability to speak so eloquently and endlessly. Her sister Hope was a talker, too. When they were together, they could yak, as her mother referred to it, for hours on end. Hope worked as a nurse anesthetist and had the same passion caring for her patients as Gracie had for seeing to her passengers’ needs.
 
Gracie had taken two weeks of vacation time to head to Amarillo for the upcoming Mother’s Day weekend. She had done this every year except last year, during the Covid-19 pandemic, since moving to Dallas to begin her training as a flight attendant after spending two years earning an associate’s degree in marketing. Her passion for the sky was much greater than her desire to earn a bachelor’s degree, much less a master’s degree, as her sister had.
 
Hope still lived in Amarillo, and she, too, would take two weeks off just to spend time with Gracie and their mother. The three women would do all the girly things they always did. The only difference this time around was that Hope could truly relax. Having divorced Roy Gates, she now had the freedom to do as she pleased. Roy was an okay guy, but he was fifteen years older than Hope and way too controlling.
 
Their mom, Ella, was as sweet as the iced tea she served up, which Gracie craved all the time. Gracie could not recall ever having the sort of teenage issues with her mother that some of her friends had with theirs. There had been no reason to. Her mom doted on both her and Hope. If Gracie ever met anyone to share her life with, and if she was lucky enough to have children, she would raise them exactly as her mother had raised her and her sister.
 
Ella’s husband, Gracie’s father, had died two years after Gracie was born, and Gracie knew that her mom could have dated. Instead, she chose to devote her life to her daughters. There were times when she wished that her mom would find someone to love, someone with whom to share her life. The thought of her mom living alone for the rest of her life always made Gracie sad. But her mother assured her that she was happy, and that is what really mattered. And there was still time for each of them to meet the man of her dreams. Gracie couldn’t help but laugh at the thought.
 
“What’s so funny?” Jessica asked.
 
Gracie gathered her luggage and a freshly dry-cleaned uniform from her small storage space at the front of the airplane. “Wondering if Mom will ever date, maybe marry again.”
 
Gracie and Jessica shared an apartment in Dallas. They practically knew one another’s life stories after six years of flying and rooming together.
 
“You never know. She’s still young enough; plus, she’s gorgeous. She could be Hope’s twin rather than her mother.”
 
“Yep, they look like sisters; they get that a lot. Don’t know what the heck happened to me. An odd strand in the gene pool, I suppose.” She smiled. Gracie was tall, with a slim, athletic build, her eyes an unusual mixture of gray and green, her hair thick and long, the color of a shiny copper penny.
 
“You look like your father.”
 
“I know; don’t know why I let my thoughts stray. I’m tired, ready for a trip home. Wish you could go with me. Mom and Hope adore you.”
 
“It’s all good. I’m headed to London, and I have the entire weekend to myself. I didn’t want to take the extra time off because Tina is still out on maternity leave. Us older, more experienced gals are hard to find these days.”
 
Gracie rolled her green eyes. “Hey, just because we aren’t twenty with plenty doesn’t mean we’re out of the game yet.” Twenty with plenty was their private joke, referring to younger women with great bodies to match.
 
Jessica winked. “Nope. I’m not out of the game.” She offered up a snarky grin. Jessica was the opposite of Gracie. Average height, short blond hair, eyes so dark that one couldn’t distinguish the iris from the pupil.
 
“I assume you have a date for your weekend in London,” Gracie teased.
 
“I never kiss and tell,” Jessica replied. “Though if there’s any hot romance going on, I’ll send you an e-mail.”
 
“As long as you leave out the details,” Gracie joked. “Even if you say you never kiss and tell, we both know that’s a crock of bologna!”
 
“Bologna doesn’t come in crocks, Gracie.”
 
They both burst out laughing, as this, too, was a private joke. Jessica used a crock of shit, but Gracie rarely swore. She thought it unladylike and knew that if she slipped while on duty, a passenger might hear. In addition, she didn’t want to tarnish her professional image. She was no goody two-shoes, but there were certain behaviors she preferred to avoid. Cursing at work was one of them.
 
“So you keep reminding me,” Gracie said.
 
“You gonna take a hopper to Lubbock?”
 
Gracie glanced at her watch. “Yes, and I need to be at Gate C in fifteen minutes. Be safe in London. Send me a text when you arrive, and I’ll do the same.”
 
Jessica laughed. “I will, Mother.”
 
Gracie rolled her eyes, gave her friend a one-armed hug, then raced through Love Field to Gate C, dragging her luggage behind her. The flight was just over an hour if all went as scheduled, which she had no reason to believe would not happen. She’d arranged for a rental car in Lubbock for the drive to Amarillo.
 
She usually made it in two hours, not making any stops along the way. There wasn’t anything she cared to see on the trip from Lubbock to Amarillo, which she had made numerous times, and she always made sure she had an audiobook for the drive. Reading was one of her favorite ways to relax, and she had made sure to visit the local library. She had been a member of her hometown library ever since she was a toddler. Audiobooks were great, but there was nothing like holding a book. Feeling the different textures of paper and experiencing the scent she couldn’t quite put a name to were a big part of her life. On downtimes during a long flight, she always had a book with her.
 
As soon as she rounded the corner to Gate C, she spied another flight attendant she had worked with in the past. “Hi, Elsa,” Gracie said.
 
“Hey, yourself. Girl, I hope they have a couple jump seats on this flight, I can’t wait to go home,” Elsa said. “Those twin boys of mine are going to forget they have a mother.”
 
Gracie knew what she alluded to, and knew if she had to give up her seat, she would. As far as jump seats went, there was only one on this aircraft. “Let me check, be right back.”
 
She spoke to the ticket agent, a young guy, and explained her situation. “The flight isn’t full, so you and your friend are good to go.”
 
“Thanks.” She hurried back to where Elsa stood.
 
“It’s not a full flight. Let’s hurry before someone decides to book a last-minute trip to Lubbock.”
 
Elsa shook her head. “I doubt it. Even though I call it home, I cannot see taking a vacation there.”
 
“Same with Amarillo. It may not be Dallas, but it is where I was born and raised. Home is where your heart is, anyway.” She might have sounded corny, even to herself, but she didn’t care because it was exactly the way she felt.
 
“Absolutely! Flying the world, I see a lot, so it makes going home seem like paradise.” Elsa was a few years younger and had given birth to adorable twin boys four years ago. If Gracie had a family of her own, she didn’t know if she would be able to leave them at all, let alone three to four days at a time.
 
Elsa followed close behind her as they rolled their luggage down the jetway, stopping as they neared the door to the aircraft. Waiting for the passengers to find their seats, Gracie and Elsa were able to sit together in the last row, seats that were usually the last to be booked. That day, Gracie would not have cared if she had to sit in the tiny restroom because she would finally be getting to see her two favorite people in the world.

 



CHAPTER TWO
 
Gracie parked her rental behind the house as she normally did. Her sister’s cherry-red Thunderbird convertible was shaded by the copse of oak trees next to Mom’s practical white Honda Accord. She smiled at the familiarity of it all. Home. Even though she had a great apartment in Dallas, Amarillo was what she thought of as her true home. She opened the car door, and before she could put a foot to the ground, Hope and her mother came bustling out the back door.
 
“Look at you,” her mom said. “My lovely girl; I have missed you so much.” Gracie hugged her mother, smelling the familiar lilac perfume she always wore. “It’s been way too long, sweetie.”
 
Hope stood behind their mother, her smile as wide as the state of Texas. “Hey, Poo.”
 
Gracie embraced her sister. “It’s so good to be home, I’ve missed y’all so much.” She looked at Hope. “Poo? Really, sis? It’s been ages since you called me that. I’ll let it slide this time.” She laughed at the nickname given to her by her sister when she had been a toddler.
 
“It’s been tough for everyone, Gracie. I’ve missed you, sweet child, more than you’ll ever know. I’ve made a fresh pitcher of tea just for you girls. We have two weeks to make up for lost time.” Her mom was always sweet yet very succinct with words. After years of teaching second graders, speaking to them on a level they understood, she hadn’t changed at all.
 
The past two years had been hard on all of them. The entire country had practically shut down during one of the nation’s worst pandemics since 1918. Flights were canceled; hospitals all across the nation and beyond had become the epicenters for hope and, sadly, too many unnecessary deaths. Hope had contracted the deadly virus at the hospital, though she had never been sick enough to require a hospital stay. Thankful did little to describe what Gracie had felt during that time.
 
“I’ve missed your tea, Mom. You can’t imagine,” Gracie said, her eyes pooling with happy tears. “And you.”
 
“Oh, sweetie, I think I can.” Ella took a tissue from her pocket to dry her tears. “Last night’s weather forecasters predicted we’re going to have one of the hottest days on record today, so let’s get out of this heat.”
 
Amarillo was hot and dry a big part of the year. Gracie had spent many of her teen years lounging in the backyard, her nose in a book while she worked on her tan. Fair-skinned, she never achieved the bronzed glow her friends had. Her efforts had been for naught, as all she came away with were more freckles and two splotches of bright pink on her cheeks. Her mother had warned her that she would regret this in her later years. So far, so good, she thought as she followed her mom and Hope inside.
 
Memories of her childhood rushed at her like a tidal wave. The kitchen, the hub of their home, looked exactly as she remembered it.
 
Almost.
 
White cupboards with wood-and-glass-framed doors wrapped around the large U-shaped kitchen. The family collection of Corningware filled the cabinets according to color, reminding her of a box of crayons. Her mother had replaced the old Formica countertops with white marble, and of course, all the appliances were modern and up to date. Pots of herbs in primary colors sat along the windowsill. Red-and-white-checkered curtains hung in the window above the kitchen sink, and as far as Gracie knew, these were the same ones she had seen on her last visit. The only new addition was an island in the center of the kitchen.
 
“Wow,” Gracie said. “Mom, it’s beautiful. You should start a Pinterest page, share your talent. Maybe let those tour groups have a peek inside.”
 
Her mom chuckled. “Since retiring, I’ve had to keep busy. Stuck inside all last year, I decided to make a few changes here and there. I had Rick build the island and added a few knickknacks here and there. No to the tourists; you know how I feel about them.”
 
“His work is pristine as usual.” Gracie had seen his work. He owned a woodworking shop on the outskirts of town. Word of his creativity had spread to a production company for a major network with a popular decorating show. He made an appearance about once a month. Gracie was thankful he had taken time off to work with her mother.
 
Hope took a pitcher of tea from the refrigerator and filled imitation Ball jar glasses with ice and tea. She plunked a lemon slice in each, then slid them across the new island.
 
Gracie sat on one of the new barstools. “I’ve dreamed of this,” she said, after she’d drained her glass. “I’ve tried making your tea a zillion times, but I can’t seem to get it just right. What’s the secret you’ve been hiding, Mom?”
 
Hope gave her mother a sharp look.
 
“Oh, it’s just years of practice, I suppose,” Ella said, but her words seemed strained.
 
Odd, Gracie thought. “Whatever it is, you’ve definitely mastered sweet tea.” She reached for the pitcher to refill her glass, but Hope had a death grip on its handle, so tight her knuckles were white.
 
“Jeez, sis, loosen up. Mom can make more tea.” Gracie forced a laugh, but she couldn’t help but think that Hope was ticked at their mother for some reason. She had to get the lowdown later tonight after their mother went to bed. This was usually the time when they had their best sisterly yak sessions.
 
Out of the blue, her mother said, “If you must know, it’s the pot.”
 
Hope’s dark eyes widened as she turned to look at their mother. Gracie raised her eyebrows. “Pot?”
 
“I’ve had it for years; it’s been handed down for at least three generations.” Her mother sipped her tea, her light brown eyes twinkling. At sixty-seven, her mother was fit and petite, like Hope. She wore her dark brown hair cut in a modern bob and could easily pass for a woman ten years younger. What little makeup she wore enhanced her high cheekbones, and her apricot lipstick was applied carefully as always. Gracie thought her mother was stunning.
 
“Mother, are you all right?” Hope asked, all traces of indignation gone, her professional instinct on full display.
 
“Hope!” Gracie raised her voice a notch so that Hope had to look at her.
 
“What?” Hope gave her a snarky look.
 
She tilted her head toward the stove. “That’s what she meant. I never gave it much thought until now.”
 
Hope followed her gaze. Gracie could see that her sister finally realized what her mom referred to. “The pot. It’s the one you always use to boil the tea bags in,” Gracie said, to clear the air.
 
“It is. As I said, it’s been handed down from generation to generation. I think that in its years of use, maybe the tea has somehow permeated the enamel into the cast iron.”
 
“You had me for a minute. I thought you were smoking pot,” Hope said.
 
“Actually, Mama smoked it when she was going through chemotherapy. Said it helped her more than her pain medication. She had such a terrible time taking all those pills. I’m not one to judge. It gave Mama a little relief.”
 
Her mother was truly the most nonjudgmental person she knew. She was kind and compassionate, and Gracie adored her mother. Probably more than most daughters, as they had always been extremely close. Hope, who was much older, had less patience with their mother, as she saw her almost on a daily basis. With Hope’s divorce and the hours she spent working at the hospital, Gracie figured her sister was long overdue for a bit of downtime.
 
“Mimi smoked pot. Wow, if I had known that I would’ve been the coolest kid in high school.”
 
“Gracie! Shame on you. I hope you’re not hinting that you and your friends smoked marijuana.” Her mom spoke in her you-are-in-big-trouble voice.
 
“Nope, never tried the stuff. I would get fired in a heartbeat if illegal substances were found in my pee.” Gracie watched Hope. She bit her bottom lip to keep from laughing. “We’re tested occasionally.”
 
“There’s definitely a lot of controversy on medical marijuana,” Hope interjected, trying her best to act serious. “Some patients with terminal diseases swear it helps them with anxiety, pain, and sleep. I’ve read a few published articles, and opinions vary. If I were terminally ill, and I’m not, before you ask”—Hope eyed her mother—“if pot helped, I guess I might give it a shot. Not much to lose with a diagnosis like that. I had no clue Mimi smoked the stuff, but she was pitiful at the end.”
 
“Yes, she was, but let’s not bring negative vibes into this house today,” their mother said. “We’ve had enough bad news this past year, so let’s spend our time together doing fun stuff. It’s been ages since we stayed up half the night playing Monopoly. When you two are rested, I’ll challenge you both to a game.”
 
They had spent many nights throughout the years playing their favorite board game. Gracie recalled a game that had lasted an entire weekend. As usual, Hope won, but they usually had a blast when they were into the game.
 
“I’m certainly ready,” Gracie said. “I need to beat Hope at least once in my life.”
 
“Game on, Poo,” Hope acknowledged.
 
“Let’s stop with the Poo stuff already! I’m thirty-two; time to call it quits.”
 
“Never,” Hope said.
 
Ella spoke up. “Girls, let’s not get into that stinky old story again.” She winked at Hope.
 
“Thank you, Mother.”
 
“Not so fast now. You’re not the one who cleaned the poo out of her hair,” Hope reminded their mother.
 
“What was I, two? I had no clue what I was doing. We didn’t have a dog. I didn’t realize what I was doing. Right, Mom?”
 
“You were just a tiny little thing, but I would have thought the smell might have warned you away.”
 
“I should have never volunteered to babysit you that day,” Hope added.
 
“I suppose I would’ve said no if the situation were reversed. You’re the oldest. Babysitting a little sister who is sixteen years younger than you is kind of a normal chore. Right, Mom?” Gracie smiled at them both. She couldn’t imagine the horror Hope must’ve felt when she found her in the front yard playing with a very large pile of the neighbor’s dog poo. According to Hope, she had called her “Poo” while being hosed down outside. From that moment on, Hope nicknamed her Poo, and the nickname had stuck.
 
“Gracie, let’s talk about something else before I gag at the memory,” Hope suggested. “Mom ordered Taylor’s BBQ for supper tonight. They’re delivering at seven-thirty. It’s been ages since I’ve had their brisket. I can’t wait to dive in tonight.”
 
“Oh no, Mom! I’ll gain ten pounds while I’m here. I won’t be able to fit into my uniform, but I can’t wait, either. Your iced tea and Taylor’s BBQ rank at the top of my list of favorite foods and drinks.”
 
“She ordered banana pudding, too. With extra whipped cream,” Hope added, an evil grin on her face.
 
“Their banana pudding is to die for, which both of you know I can’t resist. Guess I’m going to be jogging a bit more than normal,” Gracie teased.
 
“When do you find time to jog?” Hope asked. “I barely find the time to exercise these days.”
 
“Mostly through airports when I’m running late. My off days, I jog at the greenway near my apartment.”
 
“She does have the legs for it,” their mother said.
 
“Meaning?” Gracie questioned.
 
“Long and shapely,” Hope answered for their mother.
 
“Well, thank you both, that’s sweet.” Gracie had often wondered why she didn’t resemble her mom or Hope. They were petite, with dark hair and whiskey-brown eyes. However, she knew she looked like her father. He had been tall, but she didn’t remember much more about him other than what she had been told. She was barely two when her father succumbed to a rare disorder, Huntington’s chorea. She hadn’t known much about the disease until she was older. Knowing that there was a fifty-fifty chance she had been born with the defective gene, her mother assured her she had her tested when she was a baby. Neither she nor Hope had inherited the defective gene from their father. Hope remembered much more from that time in their lives, but she rarely spoke of it, as it still upset her. She thought that this was why Hope had never had children, even though she didn’t carry the faulty gene. Gracie couldn’t blame her. It must be incredibly difficult for anyone to take the risk of having a Huntington’s child.
 
Gracie had questions about her dad, and her mother was always happy to speak about him, but she would get incredibly sad as she recalled the last three years of his life. The disease had sent him into a state of depression, which happened to be a part of the disease itself. Mom told her that from there, he had become extremely forgetful—another effect of the disorder—and there were times when he could hardly walk.
 
What Gracie didn’t understand, and wouldn’t dare ask, was: If her father was so sick, how had she been conceived? Of course, she knew how; she just didn’t understand how he could, for lack of better words, keep up with his husbandly duties in the bedroom if he were so ill. She supposed he’d had good days and bad days, and she was the result of a good day. She would talk to Hope about it when they were alone, though not now, not on her first night home after all this separation during the pandemic. She would know when the time was right.
 
They spent the next hour catching up on one another’s lives and some of the experiences they’d had while forced to be apart.
 
Gracie yawned. “I’m still on European time. Y’all mind if I take a quick shower and a nap before dinner?”
 
“Not at all; I was about to suggest it myself. Your rooms are ready, sheets are freshly washed, and there are plenty of towels and supplies in the upstairs bath. And I added a little something extra for each of you.”
 
“Thanks, Mom. You’re the best.” Gracie stood up, stretched, and then leaned down to kiss her mother.
 
Hope blew their mom a kiss, then raced upstairs. She liked to be first in everything, as she was highly driven in every area of her life.
 
Ella shook her head and placed a finger to her lips. Hope did not like it when they spoke of her competitiveness.
 
“I know, not now. Don’t worry, Mom,” Gracie said, before heading upstairs to her childhood bedroom. Upsetting her mom was not in her DNA.

 



CHAPTER THREE
 
Gracie’s childhood bedroom had gone through a complete makeover after she moved to Dallas. Gone were the purple curtains, the silken purple comforter, and the three lava lamps she had received for Christmas the year she turned fourteen. They were a mixture of her then-favorite colors: purple, pink, and baby blue. Ugh, she couldn’t imagine wanting such a color scheme now. Years ago, her mother had asked her if she could donate the items to charity. Gracie remembered her response quite clearly. “Absolutely not! Burn them.” They were hideous. She had never asked her mother where the ugly linens and curtains had wound up. Hopefully in the garbage, never to be seen again.
 
Her mother’s decorating skills were obviously in service to Gracie’s adult self. The curtains were a soft cream color with matching blackout shades. Her twin bed had been replaced with a wrought iron full-size bed. She knew that her mother had painted the bed to match the drapes, and it truly looked like something from a magazine. Next to the bed was an antique table her mother had refinished, again in the cream color. The bed was covered in a red-and-white floral-patterned quilt. This, too, had been made by her mother. A red vase with a single white rose sat on the small table beside the bed. A white lamp, its shade in the same pattern as the quilt, certainly created a relaxing space. Her mother enjoyed decorating, and it showed. The room was perfect. A dresser had been sanded and stained, then sanded again to give the piece the look of age. It was obvious that her mother had kept busy this past year. Gracie’s luggage was still in the car, but she knew she had sweats, T-shirts, and underclothes here. They would do for now.
 
She opened the top drawer and found that her extra clothes were folded neatly and smelled like they had just been washed. There was a new cotton nightgown with matching robe and a little note from her mother. “These are designed to keep you cool on hot nights.” Gracie touched the soft lingerie. She would sleep in this tonight. Smiling, she took what she needed to the bath, not sure what to expect when she opened the door.
 
“Whoa,” she said when she saw that the room had also undergone a complete makeover. The single shower stall had been replaced by a much larger one, with white subway tile and glass doors and a seat, which Gracie thought a fantastic idea for shaving her legs. A single pedestal sink with an oval mirror and new light fixtures had definitely modernized the bathroom. The biggest surprise beneath the window was a soaker tub. Pale cream sheers that allowed the sun in washed the room in a golden glow.
 
Thick bath towels in a celery green were placed on an antique shelf beside the tub. Soaps, mesh sponges, bath salts, shampoo, and conditioner were in place on the second shelf, along with body lotion and two of her favorite gardenia-scented candles. Was there anything her mother hadn’t thought of? Gracie couldn’t imagine doing all this. She wasn’t nearly as talented as her mother in the decorating department. Hope, though, had a bit of decorating talent. Yet most of her skills, as a certified nurse anesthetist, were spent making sure that patients were pain-free and would wake up from surgery without remembering anything that had occurred during the procedure. Gracie sometimes wondered why Hope had not gone on to medical school and become a doctor—a full-fledged anesthesiologist. Hope was as close as she wanted, Gracie knew, as they had talked about this before.
 
Though Gracie wanted to fill the tub and climb into steamy water, she opted instead for a quick shower. She did plan to enjoy the tub a few times before heading back to Dallas.
 
As soon as she finished her shower, she felt like a new person. She would take a nap, too, because it was going to be a late night trying to catch up on one another’s life. Zoom was great, but it would never replace being with the people she loved.
 
It was after four when she finally fell asleep. A raucous outburst of laughter woke her. She glanced at her cell phone on the bedside table. Close to eight. Gracie made fast work of brushing her hair, pulling it on top of her head, and securing it with a clip. In the bathroom, she splashed water on her face before going downstairs.
 
Hope and her mother were in the kitchen.
 
“It’s about time you woke up,” Hope said, as she removed foil from an aluminum container. “You’re lucky the delivery was late.”
 
Gracie took a seat at the new island. “I agree.”
 
“Friday nights are their busiest,” their mom explained, as she brought a stack of plates to the island.
 
“Sorry, I was wiped out. Anything I can do to help?” she asked.
 
“We’ve got this, Poo,” Hope teased. “You needed the rest.”
 
Gracie let the Poo reference slide. It was silly for her to even care what Hope called her at this stage in life, though it was fun to mess with her when she used the old nickname.
 
“I must say, I needed it. It was early when we arrived in Dallas. It takes a couple of days for my internal clock to get back to normal.”
 
“I don’t see how you can spend most of your time in the air,” Hope told her. She filled a plate with ribs, brisket, and potato salad, handing her sister a fork and a knife.
 
“If I ate like this every day, they wouldn’t be able to get the plane off the ground,” Gracie teased. “I love flying, you know that.”
 
Hope sat next to her, a plate piled high, and a smaller plate with the jalapeño corn next to it. “No way will you eat all of that,” Gracie said to Hope.
 
“You’re right. I’m going to save some for later.”
 
The smoky scent from the BBQ filled the kitchen. Tea bags simmered on the stove in the family pot. Between the three of them, they could consume three to four pitchers a day.
 
Gracie dug into her food, not caring that barbecue sauce was smeared on her cheeks. “Do they ship this stuff?” she asked no one in particular. “I think once a month I should treat myself.”
 
Hope’s mouth was so full she looked like a squirrel with nuts packed in its furry little cheeks.
 
“I’ll find out for you,” Ella said. “They ship just about anything these days. Clara had Maine lobsters delivered on her wedding anniversary last month.”
 
Clara had lived next door to them ever since Hope was a baby. She had a son, Jackie, probably in his early fifties, still living at home as he had been born with a mental disability and wasn’t able to live on his own. He was sweet and kind. Gracie remembered that he would always mow the grass in the summer and do any other chore he could just to be helpful. She remembered him fixing the chain on her bicycle once when it broke, and another time teaching her to count to twenty in Spanish. Gracie had nothing but good memories of Jackie. He was like an older brother to her.
 
“Jackie still there?” she asked out of curiosity.
 
“He is. He helped me refinish the furniture, always sees to it the lawn is kept up. A good fella,” their mother said.
 
“Sad he hasn’t had much of a life,” Hope added, while stuffing her mouth.
 
Gracie looked at her mom, then turned to Hope. “Why would you think that?” She wiped away the sauce on her face, focusing her attention on the conversation rather than the food.
 
“It’s obvious. He’s a middle-aged man, his parents are in their seventies, and who knows what will happen when they’re no longer around? I don’t understand why they didn’t insist on his going to live in a group home. They do have them. He could be with people like himself.”
 
Gracie dropped the napkin she held and, raising her voice, asked, “Are you serious? You think Jackie is less of a person owing to a few mental disabilities?”
 
“I didn’t say that. Clara and Rob’s life would have been easier. They always wanted to travel. If Jackie were in a home with people like himself, they would be free to come and go as they please. Who knows? Maybe Jackie could’ve met someone to love, too. I know what you’re thinking,” Hope said calmly, then took another bite.
 
“No, I don’t believe you do. What if you had a child with mental disabilities? Would you just put them anywhere, a place with ‘people like himself’ so you could do what you wanted?” Gracie was upset. Jackie was as sweet as her mother’s tea.
 
Hope’s face turned several shades of red. Her mother’s, too.
 
“Am I missing something here?” Gracie felt like she was going to explode. “Mom? Is this what you think about your neighbor, your dear friends’ son?”
 
“Of course not. I don’t agree with your sister’s way of putting her thoughts into words. Clara has talked about this off and on for years, but she just couldn’t bring herself to check him into a home or a special school. Rob would never allow it under any circumstances, according to Clara. Rob is totally devoted to caring for Jackie. He was a teacher for many years, so he’s qualified to care for him. I’m sure that Rob has made arrangements for Jackie’s future. But . . . I do believe a special school might’ve provided more opportunity for him to make friends who were like him. And I don’t mean that in a cruel way. Jackie doesn’t have any friends his age, and certainly you can agree how sad that is?”
 
Gracie had lost her appetite. “I disagree. Everyone likes Jackie. If I had a child, no matter what the circumstances were, I would devote my life to their care like Clara and Rob.”
 
No one said a word. Hope pushed her chair away and took her plate to the sink. She wrapped her leftovers in aluminum, crushing the shiny foil so hard, the food was most likely mush.
 
“Not your favorite topic, huh?” Gracie raised her voice. “Just so you know, I am ashamed of you. Mother, you should be, as well. Hope is in the medical profession. Surely she has the ability to understand Jackie’s limits. He seems to. It’s not like he can’t read, write, do everyday chores. You said he helped you refinish some furniture.”
 
Hope turned around to look at her. “I didn’t mean it that way. Jackie is nice and quite capable; I agree with that. But what will happen when Rob and Clara aren’t here to care for him? He’ll be tossed into a state facility, and trust me, you wouldn’t want your worst enemy to step foot inside one of those places.”
 
“So, why don’t you do something about it? You’re the overachiever. Or is it too messy to get involved?” Gracie shot back. They were sisters, but they had different views on many issues.
 
“Girls, let’s not ruin our first night together. You two can discuss this another time. As adults,” Ella said, in a firm voice.
 
Embarrassed, Gracie nodded to their mom. “I’m so sorry.”
 
They both looked at Hope, who remained facing them. “Okay, I’m sorry, too, though I’m not exaggerating about the state institutions. They’re bad. It’s not my business, and there’s nothing I could do, even if I wanted to. The state controls these hospitals. It would take years for them to make changes. Plus, a boatload of money.”
 
“If you feel so passionately, then why don’t you try? Surely you’re in a position to get the ball rolling,” Gracie said. The thought of Jackie being sent to a home, where he knew no one, where he would shrivel up and die, made her ill. “You know doctors, right? People you can speak to,” Gracie pushed.
 
Hope took a deep breath. “I do.”
 
“I’m not asking for Jackie. I’m asking for all those who don’t have a voice. When institutions make choices for folks who aren’t mentally able, don’t you think they need someone to speak up for them?”
 
“Do you mean a guardian or a representative?” Hope asked.
 
“I suppose,” Gracie said. “I’ll admit that I know absolutely nothing about this, about how it works.”
 
Hope nodded. “Maybe I can speak to the hospital’s director. I won’t make promises I can’t keep, okay?”
 
“Thanks, sis. I know you’ll keep your promise. You’ve always been honest and up front with me.” Gracie took another rib from her plate. “Now, can we finish eating?”

 



CHAPTER FOUR
 
It was after ten by the time they cleaned the kitchen. With fresh glasses of iced tea, they took their usual seats in the front room. While Gracie reclined on the sofa, Hope sat in the rocking chair where, as Ella often told them, she had spent many hours rocking them when they were babies. But that night, sitting in her recliner, she did not remind them.
 
“This is nice,” Hope said out of the blue. She tucked her legs beneath her, one hand on the side table to occasionally give herself a push to resume rocking.
 
“I’m just happy to have my girls at home,” their mom said. “Just like old times, right?” She laughed.
 
Gracie stretched her long legs across the arm of the sofa. “It is. But it’s even better, because it’s been the longest we’ve gone without our annual Mother’s Day ritual.”
 
“I thought you both would want to do something different this time, so I have a surprise for you two,” Ella said.
 
“Hope and I should surprise you,” Gracie said. Though she hadn’t had time to shop for a gift, she planned to slip out of the house the next day and find something special. If she had time, she might see Rick, maybe commission him to repair the formal dining-room table. It, too, had been in the family for generations. Years of hot dishes, water rings, and a few gashes had created the need for repair. It would take a while, especially since Rick worked on the decorating show that everyone she knew watched, but she had only caught a few shows, and none with Rick as the guest carpenter. Gracie would visit him, or at the very least call, ask his opinion, see if he could fit the job into his schedule.
 
“Why are you two so quiet?”
 
“Speaking for myself, I’m enjoying this. As much as I love to talk, it’s nice to just sit with your thoughts. I don’t do this often enough. Flights are pretty much back to normal. You all know what my job entails. I do love to fly, love all the perks, but I think being home beats the heck out of a week in Paris.”
 
“The world traveler,” Hope said. “I would so love to go to Paris.”
 
“You should go with me, you’ll get a deal on the tickets,” Gracie teased. “When you fly on an international flight with our airline, you won’t even think about your fear—well, not really, but it’s not as bad as you imagine. The plane is huge. It’s almost like you’re just sitting around watching a movie, reading. Like now. Relaxed. Of course, when you’re fearful, your focus is either on landing or crashing.”
 
“Gracie! You know better,” their mom admonished. “Hope is terrified. You remember the one time we flew to Houston for Aunt Stella Mae’s funeral? I thought we were going to have to attend another.”
 
“Y’all stop talking about me. I will fly when and if it’s a do-or-die situation.”
 
Gracie sat up; she needed a little challenge. “So, what would you call a ‘do-or-die situation’?”
 
“It wasn’t attending Aunt Stella Mae’s funeral. I could’ve sent flowers, a card. I didn’t even know her that well. She didn’t know us either. Besides, she was blind. We could’ve paid someone to visit her, and she would never have known the difference.”
 
Gracie couldn’t help herself. She burst out laughing. “Oh, Hope, I am so glad it was you that said that and not me!” She tossed her head back, laughing so hard that tears streamed down her face.
 
Hope started laughing, too. “Remember when Uncle Joe used to talk about rearranging the furniture?”
 
“You two grown women should be ashamed of yourselves. I didn’t raise you to be disrespectful. Uncle Joe was a mean old drunk who really wasn’t your uncle. At one time, before the booze took over his life, he was a friend of your father’s. I can’t believe you girls heard that kind of talk.”
 
“Mom, we’re grown women talking about what we heard. I can’t help it if we overheard him.” Hope struggled to suppress her laughter, biting her cheeks.
 
It didn’t work, as they howled like two high-school kids. “I am so glad it was you that brought this up.” Gracie managed to spit out the words. “I thought the same thing myself; I just never”—she slid onto the floor, laughing so hard she could barely finish her words—“had the guts to say it!”
 
Ella couldn’t help but laugh at the two younger women. They were adults, and even though she didn’t like to speak ill of anyone, living or dead, she knew that both of them had a streak of orneriness and, often, a warped sense of humor.
 
“So”—Gracie blew her nose of the edge of her T-shirt—“what’s that ‘do-or-die’ situation we were discussing?” Her eyes were still pooling with tears of laughter.
 
Her thoughts traveled to a woman on a flight just three weeks ago. The flight was not a smooth one, the turbulence horrible. The pilot had turned on the seat-belt light, telling the passengers to strap in. Gracie spoke over the intercom, asking all passengers to please remain in their seats just as she always did after the captain spoke. As she was about to buckle herself into her jump seat, the plane hit the worst turbulence she had experienced in her career. Before she could finish buckling herself in, the restroom door flew open, and a very large woman landed in the small space in front of the toilets. Obviously, she hadn’t locked the door and had flown off the toilet seat. Gracie was stunned, as she had just told all passengers to remain seated. When the woman flew out of the restroom like a large missile, her first reaction was to laugh. Biting her cheeks as Hope had just done, she helped the woman up and back to her seat without cackling. As soon as the captain told the passengers they were free to move about, she had hurried to the restroom, where she hid and laughed for at least five minutes. When she was able to control herself, she returned to the galley, where Jessica was anxiously waiting for an explanation.
 
Jessica and Hope were the only two people on earth who knew of her fatal flaw. It was uncontrollable. Her brain misfired when anyone took a tumble. It didn’t matter where they were or how old the person was. She could not control her laughter when she saw a person fall. It was a terrible reaction. When she tried to control herself, she would laugh even more. She had even talked to a therapist once about her flaw, and the therapist had laughed, which caused her to laugh at the therapist. It was part of her, and try as she might, she had absolutely no control over it.
 
“Gracie,” Hope asked, raising her voice, “are you okay?”
 
“Sorry, I was just thinking about an incident that happened on a flight a few weeks ago. So, back to your ‘do-or-die’ situation. What would it be?”
 
Hope exhaled and raked a hand through her hair. “You’re not going to let up on this, so I would say if I needed to get to you, since you’re the only close family member who doesn’t live within a couple of hours driving distance, I would fly then. But only in an emergency, so there you have it.”
 
“Wow, I wasn’t expecting that.”
 
“Now you know, so can we talk about something else?” Hope asked.
 
“Thanks, sis. I really didn’t know.”
 
“Why don’t we call it a night? You two need to rest, and, honestly, I’m ready for bed myself,” Ella said.
 
“Me, too,” Hope said. “Tomorrow, we’ll be fresh as daisies.” She gave a slight wave, then headed upstairs to her room.
 
“’Night,” Gracie called. “Good night, Mom, I’m gonna call it a day, too.” She kissed her mom on the forehead and went upstairs to her room.
 
It had been a crazy evening.

 



CHAPTER FIVE
 
Gracie checked her cell. She had a text from Jessica.
 
Here safely.
 
With the time difference, Jessica was probably fast asleep, so she didn’t reply. Jessica would know she had read her message when she looked at her phone, as it would say: Read 05/07/22 @ 12:38 AM.
 
What would the world do without cell phones, she wondered, as she turned hers off. Certainly, she depended on hers to keep track of so many things: her work schedule, appointments, e-mails from friends, banking. She couldn’t imagine life without the technology.
 
Tired yet unable to sleep, she tiptoed downstairs to the front room. Built-in bookshelves covered an entire wall. She had to find something to read, as reading always relaxed her. Light from the streetlamp shining in through the large window provided just enough light so she could read the titles of the books. Her mom had everything from the classics to the latest fiction novels. She took a tattered copy of Barbara Taylor Bradford’s A Woman of Substance off the shelf. She hadn’t read any of her books but knew that she was one of her mom’s favorite authors. As she scanned the shelves, she spotted a photo album, one she didn’t remember having seen. She pulled it off the shelf and took her novel and the photo album upstairs.
 
She closed her door, switched on the bedside lamp, and sat down on the bed. She read the back of the book she had chosen and decided it was probably worth reading. But first, she wanted to scope out the photo album.
 
Tweed material in faded yellow, the edges scalloped from time. She opened the cover. There were pictures of her parents wearing swimsuits, her dad with his arm draped across her mom’s shoulders. They looked so young, so happy. She turned the page, and there was another picture, one taken with one of those cameras that developed the picture instantly—definitely before her time—of her mom and dad again, only in this shot, her mother was very pregnant. Gracie thought she looked ready to explode. Carefully, she peeled back the cling wrap–like covering and removed the picture to see if there was writing on the back. There was a date. May, 1974. The year and month that Hope was born. She continued to flip through the pages. All family photos of Hope as a baby; then there were a few of Hope and Dad. Flipping through the pages, she could tell a few of the photos had been removed. Many were of Hope along with her friends; she had to be in high school in some of them, and then the next picture was of Hope and her mother holding a tiny baby, whom she knew had to be her. She wondered if there were pictures of her with her father right after she was born. Knowing he had been ill when she was born made her sad for all the time she had lost, time they had all lost. She barely remembered him, as she had been only two when he passed away.
 
Something about her mom and Hope in the photo was strange. Neither was smiling, even though the occasion should have been a happy one. Gracie assumed her father had been ill at the time the photo was taken, or maybe he had taken the photo himself. She drew in a deep breath and closed the album. She would ask her mother about the pictures later. Too tired to start the book she had chosen, she switched off the light and instantly fell asleep.
 
A loud clattering jolted her out of a sound sleep. “What the heck?” She threw the covers aside, stretching her arm out to reach for her cell on the nightstand. She glanced at the time. “Dang,” she said, when she realized she had slept so late. It was after ten, so she hurried to the bathroom, splashed cold water on her face, and brushed her teeth. When another loud noise came from the kitchen, she knew it was Hope’s way of waking her up. It had happened often enough on their annual visits. Gracie laughed. She would have to think of a prank later, something she could do to Hope to tick her off, give her a good scare. Just then, however, all she wanted was a cup of coffee.
 
She spied a new red Keurig machine on the kitchen counter. “Nice thinking, Hope,” she said, knowing the coffee maker was most likely a gift from Hope to their mom. Hope was a coffee addict. Mom still made coffee in a percolator on the stovetop.
 
“I thought so,” Hope replied, handing Gracie a fresh cup.
 
“Thanks.” Gracie slid onto a barstool, sipping the black coffee. “I don’t know why I didn’t think of this.” No way was she going to tell Hope she had yet to purchase a gift for Ella. Hope was a planner and always one step ahead of her in that regard. Gracie had always been a last-minute shopper; more often than not, her gifts were purchased in airport shops across the globe. It worked with her hectic lifestyle. She had found many unique gifts over the years.
 
Her mother stood in front of the stove. “Isn’t this fancy? I won’t know what to do with myself when I don’t have to wait for a pot of coffee to brew.”
 
“Mom, I hate to inform you, but these coffee machines have been around for a while. No one uses percolators anymore,” Gracie said. “Are you making mulberry pancakes?”
 
“Of course. Though these berries are from last year. You two get bored, go check the tree, as it’s just starting to produce this year.”
 
“I read somewhere the trees were outlawed a few years ago,” Gracie said.
 
“They were in some states. They said they were a nuisance, because they produce so much pollen. The red mulberries, which are native to Texas—I don’t think they’re bad. At least I’ve never been asked to cut the old tree down. It’s been on our property since the house was built.”
 
“Gosh, I remember in the summer playing outside, I had to stomp on the berries that fell to the ground. My feet were always red,” Gracie said.
 
“Hope did, too. I would’ve done the same had I been in your shoes—rather, your bare feet. Hard to resist, I suppose. It was terrible bathing you two, trying to remove the stains from your feet.”
 
“I promise you won’t catch me with red feet,” Gracie said. She drained her coffee cup and brewed a second one. “Mom, last night I couldn’t sleep, so I went in search of something to read. I found a photo album I must have missed when I was younger. I went through it, saw pictures I had never seen. I saw how huge you were when you were pregnant with Hope. And there was another with you holding me; I must’ve been a newborn, and Hope looked like she had just swallowed splinters. Actually, both of you looked sad.”
 
As their mother poured pancake batter into a skillet, she stopped and turned to Gracie. “I haven’t seen that old picture album in years. You found it with the books?”
 
“Between a couple other books, yes. Toward the end, it looked like some photos were removed, but I did get a kick seeing you pregnant, all beached whale-like,” Gracie teased. “Exactly how much weight did you gain? If I ever marry and have kids of my own, I guess I need to know what to expect. Doesn’t that sort of thing run in families?”
 
“That’s rude to ask a woman how much weight she gained during pregnancy,” Hope answered for her mother.
 
“Mom, how much, seriously? There may come a day when I’ll need this information. I still have a few years left before my eggs are worthless. Maybe I should have mine frozen? Just in case Mr. Right doesn’t come along in the near future. Something to think about.” She said this more to herself than to Hope or her mom.
 
“Mom! The pancakes are burning,” Gracie shouted the moment she saw smoke coming from the stovetop. She jumped up, grabbed the skillet, and tossed it into the sink. “Crap, you’re going to catch the place on fire.” She ran water over the burned skillet, sending smoke throughout the kitchen.
 
Transfixed, Hope did nothing but stare at her.
 
“Couldn’t you see that Mom was burning this?” Gracie asked Hope, as she washed the skillet. “Mom, are you okay? You’re acting strange. You too, Hope. What gives?”
 
Her mother turned away from the stove, her face flushed from the heat, but there was something else Gracie couldn’t put a finger on. Had she upset her asking about her pregnancy weight? They were always open with one another. If Hope gained or lost a pound, they discussed it. If she had her usual monthly bloat, it wasn’t a big deal for them when she said she looked like she was pregnant. They laughed at her, and she at them. Burning pancakes because she had asked a silly question didn’t make sense.
 
“Honestly, I wasn’t paying much attention, lost in my thoughts,” Hope explained.
 
“They must’ve been deep,” Gracie said to Hope, then focused her attention on her mother. “Does this happen often? Are we going to have to hire someone to come in and look after you? Cook your meals?”
 
“Gracie Lynn Walden, I can’t believe you would ask such a thing! No, I do not need or want someone in my kitchen, thank you very much. I am sixty-seven years old; I am not ready to be put out to pasture yet.”
 
Her mother was angry. Gracie knew her mother, and she wasn’t angry about the pregnancy weight, or burning the pancakes, or asking her if she needed help. No, it had to be something serious.
 
The three of them were closer than most families. Gracie had known nothing but happiness in this house. She was sad that her father hadn’t lived to see her grow and become the woman she was today, but they had no control over that. Mom seemed fine. She had taught elementary school and had just retired a couple of years ago. She had friends she socialized with. Of course, Hope lived nearby and saw her mother almost daily. Was her mother ill? Did Hope know that her mother was ill? Were they trying to keep this a secret?
 
Without another word, Gracie made herself another cup of coffee, took the plate of pancakes, heated them in the microwave, and then took butter out of the refrigerator and a bottle of syrup out of the pantry. She set three plates on the island, added forks, knives, and napkins. When the microwave dinged, she removed the steaming pancakes and placed them in the center of the island. Then she sat down.
 
“Now, I want both of you to tell me what the heck is going on? Mother, are you hiding something from me? Are you sick? You too, Hope. You’re both acting weird, like I don’t even know you. So what gives?” she asked.
 
Hope looked at her mother, as if they shared something private and didn’t want to involve her. Finally, her mother spoke. “Gracie, nothing is going on except you’re overreacting to a burned skillet. Your sister was lost in her thoughts, and if you must know, when you spoke about finding that old photo album, it brought back memories of your father.”
 
“Really? You really think I overreacted?” She paused. Maybe she had been a little over the top. “It’s my job,” she offered as an explanation. “We’re trained to act fast in an emergency. Smoke, fire is not something we want to see on an airplane. I suppose I went overboard. I apologize, Mom. I guess I really need to chill out. After breakfast, I think I’ll go for a run, unless you have something planned.”
 
“No, nothing, a run will do you good. Now, let’s forget this and eat. I saved that last batch of mulberries in the freezer so I could make my girls their favorite pancakes. So, let’s eat.” They all bowed their heads, and Ella said a short prayer before they dug into the pancakes.
 
Out of the blue, Gracie remembered dinner last night. “We didn’t say grace before dinner,” Gracie blurted out. “Sorry.”
 
“I think we were all overly excited last evening. It’s been such a stressful time for all of us. For everyone. I’m sure we’ll be forgiven if we miss saying grace now and then.” Their mother smiled. “Though I appreciate the reminder, sweetie.”
 
“Sure, Mom. Hope, do you have any plans today?”
 
“Absolutely none,” Hope said with a grin. “I haven’t been in this position in so long, I feel like a bird out of a cage. I want to catch up on my reading, I want to get my hair trimmed. Maybe a manicure and a pedicure. All the things a girl needs. I might even paint my fingernails hot pink.”
 
“You should,” Gracie insisted. “I can’t wear polish at work, so I’m with you. What about it, Mom? You wanna join us?”
 
“Yes,” she said. “Sounds like fun. I’ll try a bright orange, it being spring and all. We need to lighten up, have fun just like we have all these years.” She paused, took a bite of pancake. “I never tell you girls this, but it means so much to me that you take time away from your jobs, your lives to spend this time with me. I look forward to it more than you know.”
 
“Mom,” Gracie said in a syrupy-sweet voice. “We look forward to our time together as much as you. Right, Hope?”
 
“I do; even though I see Mom all the time, I don’t get to spend this kind of time here. Relaxing, eating too much, sleeping whenever I want. I relish this time, Gracie. With you, too,” Hope added.
 
“We’re all good, then? On the same page, right?” Gracie questioned.
 
“We are,” both Ella and Hope said at the same time.
 
They finished the pancakes, cleaned up, then went their separate ways.
 
Gracie remembered that she hadn’t brought her luggage inside and ran upstairs, grabbed the keys to her rental, swooped down the stairs like she was a teenager, grabbed her things from the car, then ran right back up the stairs. Thankful she always had her running shoes with her, she quickly dressed in jogging attire, grabbed her cell phone, and went downstairs. In the kitchen, she removed a bottle of spring water from the fridge, then left through the kitchen door.
 
It was warm, but not uncomfortably so. Gracie rounded the house and looked to see if any of the neighbors were outside. Luckily for her, they weren’t. Living at the edge of Amarillo’s historic area, most folks knew one another but minded their business, as Hope would say. Not that she didn’t want to see them, just not now. She looked a mess, and she needed this time to clear her head, allow her mind to relax. The episode in the kitchen had freaked her out.
 
She started a slow jog, heading for Polk Street, the historic district a few blocks from her childhood home. Knowing they had all sorts of neat gift shops, she planned to spend time searching for a gift for tomorrow. Unsure of what her mother had planned besides church, she was up for just about anything that didn’t involve work. Since her return to work, she had taken all the flights she could to make up for the financial loss when the airlines weren’t able to fly owing to the pandemic. Between her and Jessica, they both had enough savings to live comfortably. So to say she was in need of a break was an understatement. Gracie jogged down Polk Street when she remembered she had forgotten her wallet. Maybe she would ask a salesclerk to hold whatever she purchased, then go home and drive back to pay. Yes, this was even better, because she would be able to hide her gift in the car. Of course, it all depended on some unknown clerk. But Gracie did have the gift of gab and knew how to use it to her advantage when necessary.
 
After half an hour jogging, she slowed her pace enough so her breathing was normal. She downed the water, then saw that Thompson’s, a local stationery shop, had a bench for customers. She sat down and allowed herself to people watch, something she still enjoyed, even though she saw people from all over the world almost daily. Feeling content with herself and the world, she watched folks as they went about their business. When the sun started to feel too hot, she decided she had baked long enough. The weather in her hometown could change on a dime. It might rain, or maybe a windstorm or a tornado would pop up. Local weather wasn’t ideal in the spring. She went inside to get a card before remembering she didn’t have her wallet.
 
A pretty young girl, with long blond hair and eyes as blue as the sky, greeted her. “Let me know if I can help you with anything.”
 
“Thanks, I’m just looking for a Mother’s Day card,” Gracie answered politely.
 
“Yes, ma’am, we’ve plenty left, so I’ll just leave you to look around.”
 
She walked down the aisle where the Mother’s Day cards were displayed, then stopped. Gracie was bold. She returned to the register where the girl was typing on her cell phone. “Excuse me, miss,” she said in her most eloquent voice. “I was out jogging and left my wallet at home. If I pick out a card, would you mind holding onto it for a bit? I’m just a few blocks away at my mother’s house. Ella Walden.”
 
“Oh my gosh, is she your mama?” the girl gushed, her Southern accent pronounced.
 
“She is,” Gracie said.
 
“She taught me and my brother in second grade. Mrs. Walden was one of my all-time favorite teachers. Would you mind telling her that Kelly Thompson said hi? She might remember me and my twin brother, Philip. We were both in her class together.”
 
“Absolutely. Mom loves hearing from her former students. You should drop by her house sometime. She’s just a few blocks away, the big white brick house in the historic district, the place with the red doors. Now, I have a favor, and if you can’t do this, it’s not that big of a deal. As I said, I need a card, and I forgot to bring my wallet. I went out for a jog, with my car keys and cell, but no cash. Could you hold a card for me while I run home?”
 
“Oh my heavens, no! Just take it with you. You can stop by whenever. Don’t make a special trip. I know your mama, I know where y’all live. Daddy would never forgive me if I didn’t let you take one. It’s fine. You take a card, Miss . . .” Kelly paused.
 
“It’s Gracie,” she offered.
 
“Well, Miss Gracie, go on, find a special card for your mama, and don’t worry about paying.”
 
“Thanks, Kelly. I will, and I’ll tell Mom you said hello. As I said, she loves hearing from her former students.”
 
“You’re welcome,” Kelly said, returning her attention to her cell phone.
 
Gracie read through several cards before finding one that said what she felt, or as close as a greeting card could proclaim. Really, her mother didn’t care about material things. Mom would love a smile and a fresh-picked flower from her extensive gardens. Maybe she would get some red lipstick and kiss the inside of the card instead of signing it. Just for fun. They would all get a laugh out of that.
 
She took the card to the register. “Could I get a small bag?” she asked, not wanting to ruin the delicate paper inside.
 
“Absolutely, Miss Gracie.” Kelly took a lavender bag and slipped the card inside before handing it back to her.
 
“I’ll see you later; thanks for trusting me,” Gracie said.
 
Kelly smiled, then went back to her cell phone. Probably on social media, as that seemed to be the entire focus of the world these days. Gracie had an account with Friendlink for friends she had stayed in touch with, but that was it. She would not allow herself to get caught up in the drama that social media thrived on.
 
Gracie viewed the many shops downtown, deciding to peruse the art gallery that had opened last year. Her mother had spoken very fondly of it during one of their many phone conversations. Gracie loved art of all kinds, but she was especially drawn to pieces or paintings that communicated a message, one she could feel. It might not be the message the artist intended, but she always came up with her own interpretation of the artist’s work, what it meant to her.
 
Inside Artiste, Gracie was greeted by a gush of cool air with a tinge of sandalwood. High ceilings with track lighting focused on various paintings and sculptures, pieces so unique she had to stop and read the placards before she could understand what she was seeing.
 
She stopped when she spotted the paintings of a local artist, Callie Ramirez. On display in the middle of the studio were four mock walls holding eight paintings. Each painting depicted some aspect of Texas heritage, or at least that was Gracie’s interpretation of what the paintings communicated. Each painting was of a farm, a lone barn. In the first, the colors were light, almost pastel in color. In each, the scene appeared to be the same as the one before, but the colors became much more vivid. The last painting struck a chord in her. With vivid colors of a variation of the first painting, this particular one now had two little girls sitting on a fence. One had short brown hair; the other child had hair to her waist, the color an almost perfect match to her own. The little girls faced each other, smiling, as though they shared a secret. Bold colors, yet the scene was utterly tranquil in its simplicity. This could be her and Hope minus the age difference. She reviewed each painting several times, and each time she saw that another image had been added to the original. The final painting depicted a proud Texas farm, with vivid green grass, stacks of hay poking out of the barn window, and a tiny depiction of the flag of the Lone Star State.
 
No one had approached her, and she knew why. One had to soak up all the talent, the dedication of each individual artist in order to truly experience what pieces spoke to the buyer. It was a feeling, not a sudden urge to buy a new clock, where you hardly gave the purchase any thought. Clocks were practical and functional. Art was different. It spoke to her soul. She had to have the last picture.
 
“Excuse me,” she said, knowing the curator would appear.
 
“They’re quite simple though extraordinary,” said a man with a heavy French accent. It was not something she heard very often in Texas.
 
“They are,” she answered, still mesmerized. “Are they sold together?”
 
“Non, no,” he said.
 
“You’re French?” She stated the obvious.
 
He laughed. “I am.”
 
“The last painting, it’s stunning. I would like to purchase it as a gift.” She didn’t want to think how much that would set her back, but she was in decent financial shape.
 
“When do you want to take the painting?”
 
“Today, if possible. I’ll need to get my car first.” She cleared her throat. “And my wallet. I’ve been jogging and didn’t think to bring a credit card when I left the house. Can you hold the painting for me?”
 
The man was probably around Hope’s age. He was tall, with dark hair that reached his shoulders, and quite handsome. Showing a brilliantly white smile that reached his eyes, he said, “I will, but only for you. Only for a short time. As this is Callie’s first showing, and normally, I would not allow a purchase before the artist makes an appearance, but I will make an exception for you.”
 
“I wouldn’t want to get you into trouble with her,” Gracie said.
 
Again, the man smiled. “Non, non, Callie is my wife.”
 
“She’s very talented,” Gracie said. “Is it considered mal élevé if I ask how much you’re asking for the painting?” Her French was not the best, but she thought using a bit of his language might make him feel more . . . French in the Lone Star State.
 
“No, though I appreciate that you ask me in French. You have much Southern accent like Callie.” He motioned for her to follow him to the back of the store. “Not ill-mannered at all. Practical, I think.”
 
She followed him to his office, where they negotiated a price on the painting, one she was quite happy with. After Gracie assured him that she would return within an hour to pay for the painting, he told her to make it two hours, as he had to pack up the painting, correctement.
 
Gracie knew the French he used meant properly in English. Once this was agreed to, Gracie jogged back to the house as fast as possible. She didn’t want her mother or Hope to suspect she was up to something.
 
“Right,” she huffed, as she stopped to catch her breath. They always knew when she had something up her sleeve.

 



CHAPTER SIX
 
As she usually did, Gracie entered the house through the back door. She placed her keys on the island in the kitchen and grabbed another bottle of water to take upstairs. She needed to shower, get dressed, and leave before her mother or Hope saw her. They would definitely know she was being sneaky. Hope could look at her and know she was hiding something, as she wore her emotions on her sleeve. If she told even the slightest fib, her face would turn as red as a mulberry.
 
She was in and out of the shower in five minutes. Having no time to dry her hair, she twisted the drenched strands into a soppy wet topknot. She would let it air dry as soon as she picked up the painting. In this heat, it would dry in minutes.
 
She chose a navy sundress patterned with tiny bluebonnets, a birthday gift from her mom last year. She put on red handmade Magdalena wedges from Bali ELF, a gift from Jessica that she had yet to wear. She was glad she had thought to bring them on the flight, as she knew she wouldn’t have had time to run home and pack for her trip to Amarillo. Slipping into the soft handmade shoes, she wiggled her toes, amazed at the comfort. She located her purse, made fast work of adding mascara and lip gloss, then swooped downstairs without making a sound. Her keys were where she had left them. Still no sign of Hope or her mother. She hadn’t thought to check to see if they were in their rooms. Carefully, she eased the back door open, making her escape.
 
Hope’s and their mother’s cars were parked in the usual places. Gracie opened the door of her rental, started the engine, and rounded the circular drive onto the main street without incident. They were probably taking a nap or lost in the extensive gardens. The drive to the gallery took little time, but it took forever to find a place to park. Finding nothing close to Thompson’s or Artiste, she drove to the parking garage on Buchanan Street.
 
First, she returned to Thompson’s. Kelly was at the register with a customer. Gracie stood back, waiting for her to finish her sale. As soon as the customer left, she went to the register.
 
It was obvious that Kelly didn’t remember her.
 
“Gracie, Mrs. Walden’s daughter,” she said to jog her memory.
 
Kelly’s sky-blue eyes brightened in recognition. “Of course, I didn’t recognize you. You look awesome,” Kelly told her.
 
“Nothing like a shower and a change of clothes,” she said, thinking she must have appeared really hideous before. “Just wanted to thank you for letting me take the card. Take this.” She held a twenty-dollar bill out to her, more than enough to cover the cost of the card.
 
Using a handheld scanner, Kelly said, “It’s three dollars.”
 
Gracie put the twenty on the counter. “Just keep the change; you trusted me.”
 
Kelly seemed unsure. “I don’t think I should.”
 
“I insist; it will make me feel better,” she added. “For allowing me to take the card without paying first.” Gracie pushed the money toward Kelly. “Have a great weekend,” she said, then swooped out the door before the young girl could say anything.
 
The art gallery was just a few stores down. As soon as she entered, she was greeted by the cool air scented in sandalwood. “Mister . . .” It occurred to her that she didn’t know his name, so instead she said, “Hello?”
 
“Back here,” a male voice called out.
 
Gracie went to the back of the gallery, easily locating the office. The Frenchman held a large wooden crate. “You are back soon.” He gazed at her, a slight grin on his handsome face.
 
“What?” she asked.
 
“You look very ladylike. This is okay to say?” he asked.
 
“Sure. Thanks,” she said. Gracie wasn’t one to be easily offended. In her training, she had learned how to deal with an unruly man, or woman. In no way did he appear to be flirting with her. Frenchmen appreciate all women; at least, she thought so. Callie was a lucky woman.
 
“You’re parked where?” he asked.
 
“At the parking garage on Buchanan.”
 
“You can’t carry this that far, I will deliver to your house,” he said.
 
“No! Sorry. This is a gift for my mother. I was going to keep the painting in my car until tomorrow morning.”
 
“Non, Non, Non! Tu vas ruiner la peinture!”
 
She understood non meant no, but she was clueless as to the rest of his words. “I don’t understand.”
 
“My apology. Keep the painting in your vehicle; the heat will destroy Callie’s beautiful work.”
 
“I didn’t think of that. Are you open tomorrow?” It might be possible for her to slip away after church and pick up the painting.
 
He shook his head. “Callie and I, we have children. Big celebration planned for tomorrow.”
 
Gracie felt like an idiot for assuming the gallery would be open on a holiday. “Okay, then, I guess I can take it with me now, and I’ll bring it inside. I can keep it upstairs or in the shed. As I said, I want it to be a surprise.”
 
“Bring your car to the back entrance, and I will load it for you.”
 
“All right, I appreciate this. I, uh, didn’t get your name,” she said. He had been kind and helpful, and she wanted to send a card thanking him, and of course, Callie.
 
“You may call me Lucas Beaulieu,” he said. “Now, you get your car. Meet me in the back, and you shall have your surprise for la mère.”
 
“Thank you. I’ll only be a few minutes,” she replied.
 
“Use the back entrance; it’s closer to the car park,” he offered.
 
She nodded, then left through the door he held open for her and walked the few blocks to the parking garage. As soon as she opened the car door, a blast of heat hit her. She cranked the air conditioner as high as it would go. Now she understood. The painting would have melted if she had kept it in the trunk.
 
Ten minutes later, she thanked Lucas Beaulieu for everything, promising to bring her mother back to the gallery so she could see more of Callie’s work.
 
As soon as she pulled into the drive leading to the back of the house, she saw that both cars were still parked where they had been when she left earlier. Not wanting to take a chance getting caught bringing the large package inside, she quickly thought about what she would say when asked where she had been. Not that she couldn’t come and go as she pleased, but she just wanted to keep her surprise a secret. Hope tended to be a bit on the nosy side.
 
The second she entered the kitchen, Hope was waiting for her. “Where have you been?” she asked. “Mom thought you were still out jogging. I told her you usually don’t take the car on a jog.”
 
Gracie answered as truthfully as she could, given she wanted to keep her secret. “Thompson’s. I wanted to get a card for tomorrow. They always have the best selection.”
 
“They do, though I haven’t been there since all this virus mess. I practically lived at the hospital.” Hope took two glasses from the cupboard. “Mom and I were just about to have an iced tea. You want a glass?”
 
“Sure, thanks. Let me go change clothes. I thought this dress would be cool, but it’s sticking to me like glue. Be right back.”
 
“We’ll be on the side patio.”
 
The house had several outdoor areas they used. Mom tried to stay away from the front of the house as much as she could, because their home was on a local historic-area tour. She was a private person in many ways. Gracie often thought her mother went a bit overboard trying to maintain this appearance for the tourists, because most of the guides knew she lived in this house, which had been built by her family in the 1930s. Amarillo was not a small town, but it wasn’t Dallas, either. She guessed that the population was a couple of hundred thousand, give or take. Though she had always felt Amarillo had kept its small-town flair.
 
Now that the coast was clear, Gracie returned to her rental, removed the painting from the back seat, and took it to the shed, which sat under a large tree and remained cool, where she hid it in a tall chest. Then she went to her room and focused on changing into a pair of denim shorts with a white tank top. Kicking off her shoes, she slid her feet into a pair of flip-flops she had picked up at some airport.
 
Gracie saw her mom and Hope on the patio in deep conversation; Hope looked ticked off. Not wanting to interrupt, she stood off to the side, where they wouldn’t see her. If they were having a spiff, she had to let them do their thing before making her presence known.
 
Hope spoke, her voice much louder than normal. “You tell her, that will be the end of all I’ve accomplished.”
 
Gracie backed closer to the edge of the house. She couldn’t help herself, wanting to hear what they were arguing over. And I accused Hope of being nosy, she thought.
 
“It’s time, Hope. You and I both know it. You heard what she said this morning. She was not overreacting to the pan catching on fire. Neither were we. We know why. It’s time she knew, too.”
 
She waited a couple minutes to see where their conversation would lead them, but just as she was about to press herself closer to the wall, she heard Hope say, “She’s coming out soon, let’s pick this up later.”
 
Gracie felt like an intruder in her own family. What were they hiding from her? Should she ask them? Tell them she had overheard their conversation. No, she thought, this has to be handled delicately.
 
Plastering a smile on her face, she stepped away from the brick wall. “I’m ready for that glass of tea,” she said. It was the first thing that popped into her head. With no skill at acting, she thought now was time to start.
 
“There’s my girl,” Ella said, in her normal, sweet way. “I told Hope you must have gone for a drive. You ran out without telling us you were leaving.”
 
“Sorry, Mom, I had to pick up a couple of items in town. Was I gone that long?” she asked, tilting her head to the side in what she hoped looked as though she were mystified by the time she had been gone.
 
“An hour,” Hope said. “She was gone for one hour, Mother. She’s a grown woman, remember?”
 
“Jeez, if I had known you two were going to make a big deal out of my leaving without telling you, I would have added both of you to the tracking app on my cell phone. Should I do it now? Just in case.”
 
Hope’s brown hair was damp with sweat; her upper lip, too. A sure sign she was stressed.
 
“You look like shit, Hope.” She wanted to shock them, get their attention. Knowing it was rare for her to curse, Gracie felt sure they would know she suspected there was something they weren’t telling her.
 
“Gracie Lynn, that’s not like you to curse. You know how I disapprove. Are you upset with me? Did I do something to anger you?”
 
“I don’t know, you tell me,” she responded.
 
Hope looked at her mother. “Well, Mom, are you upset with little Gracie?”
 
She had never seen Hope so ticked. Ever. She was a calm person, never any drama. Until then.
 
“Hope, if you’re ticked off at me, tell me. You, too, Mother. I’m an adult. Whatever secret you two have, you can tell me or not. I don’t care either way, but don’t drag me into the argument I heard the two of you having.”
 
Watching them, Gracie knew she had hit the nail on the head. Her mother’s face turned as white as the brick on the side of the house. Hope clamped her mouth shut.
 
“I’m sorry you had to hear that. Hope and I, well, we’ve had a disagreement over . . . Clara. It’s nothing, really, Gracie. Just a little difference of opinion on Jackie’s future, more of what we discussed last night.”
 
In thirty-two years, Gracie had never known her mother to lie. As sure as the sun would rise in the morning, she knew at that moment that her mother was deliberately lying to her. “Okay, if that’s what you want me to believe, fine.”
 
She took a drink of tea and waited for one or the other to explain herself. Nothing but silence, except for the northern mockingbird’s mimicking singsongs, a hummingbird’s tiny wings flapping in a nearby feeder, and a loud bullfrog croaking in the bushes. A car passed by, windows down and blasting music. An ice cube clinked in her glass. Still, no one said a word. Gracie normally had the patience of a saint. She had to in her line of work. But not then. They were acting like two-year-olds. She took another drink of tea and watched the struggle between Hope and their mother.
 
Pushing her chair back, Gracie stood. “I’m going inside, just so you know.”
 
Let them stew for a while. She went inside to her room. Checking her cell, she saw that she had missed a call from Jessica. She would return the call when she was in a better state of mind. She leaned against the pillows, saw the book she had picked out last night, flipped it to the first page, and within minutes was absorbed in the life of the fictional character, Emma Harte. She was on chapter two when she heard a light tap on her door. She closed the book and slid it beneath the pillows.
 
“Come in,” she said, still reclining on her bed.
 
Hope.
 
“I’m sorry you had to witness me and Mom arguing. We’re normally like two peas in a pod, but we do have our disagreements more often than you’re aware of. I see her almost daily, and I think our relationship is changing.”
 
Gracie sat up. “Changing how?”
 
Hope shook her head. “That’s just it, I don’t really understand it myself. It’s like we’ve become these two old spinsters with no life. I work. Mom makes nice. Repeat.”
 
“First, neither of you are spinsters, and secondly, you like your work, right? Mom likes to be . . . mom. What is wrong with that?” Gracie asked, more curious about Hope confessing that her relationship with their mother was strained than she was when she had overheard them earlier.
 
“Lots of things, Gracie, so many that it would take years for me to try to explain them. It’s not like we don’t get along; we do. But there are issues, private issues, between us that you don’t need to hear, but that’s a whole different story. Just things from my childhood. When Dad was sick, home wasn’t the happiest place. Mom took care of Dad’s every need, and trust me, he needed constant care. Toward the end—I know you won’t remember this, because you were just a toddler—but Dad was like the walking dead. No, scratch that, because he couldn’t walk. Mom tried to put on a good show for me and her friends, but I knew she was about at the end of her rope. I was just getting in her way being here, so I spent a lot of time hanging with friends, drinking, partying too much for a fifteen-year-old. I know now that I was just trying to get Mom’s attention. I think I was jealous of all the time she spent taking care of him.”
 
“Oh, Hope, that must’ve been so hard for you, especially at that age. I don’t remember him at all, though I’ve never said this to anyone. I have a vague idea of him, seeing his pictures, hearing y’all talk about him. I wish life weren’t so cruel. I guess in a sense I was lucky, since I was so young when he died.”
 
“You were two. Cutest baby I had ever seen.” Hope had a faraway look in her eyes. “You ever wish you could do things over? Fix the mistakes you made, take away the hurt you caused.”
 
Gracie had never seen this side of her sister. “Honestly, I don’t really have any regrets. Yet. Who knows? I’m sure I’ve made some stupid mistakes, but that’s all they were. So what if you did a little partying when you were young. Isn’t that what teenagers are supposed to do?”
 
Hope reached for her hand, placed hers on top. “I guess it is, but I felt guilty leaving Mother here to do everything. I still do. I wish I had paid more attention to her.”
 
“Dang, Hope, you were a kid! It wasn’t your responsibility to take care of Dad. Why didn’t Mother hire help? It’s not like she couldn’t afford to. Maybe taking care of Dad’s needs was her way of letting him know she still loved him, in spite of his illness.”
 
“After he died, you know what I felt?”
 
Gracie shook her head.
 
“I was glad. I felt so much relief. Then I started feeling guilty. Mom changed. For the better. She had cared for him so many years, I think that when he died, she was relieved. Not just for herself, but for him, too. I know she would never admit it, but she knew he was better off. They were young, had no life together; at least if they did, I didn’t know about it.”
 
Gracie didn’t want to say what she was about to say, but Hope needed to hear this. “They had to have a little fun now and then. How else would you explain Mom’s getting pregnant? Dad must’ve shared a few private moments with Mom once in a while.”
 
Hope didn’t say anything for a minute. “Now that, I wouldn’t know.”
 
“I wouldn’t expect you to know something so intimate,” Gracie stated. “Hope, when you spoke to Mom about the end of all you’ve accomplished, can you tell me what you were referring to?”
 
“It was just a stupid comment, a figure of speech. We disagree sometimes. We’ve been known to get a bit hot and heavy at times, but it isn’t anything you should concern yourself with. As I said, Mom and I have our moments; you’re just not here to witness them.”
 
Gracie gave a half laugh. “I suppose I should be glad I’m not around much. It’s odd that I’ve never heard you two in a shouting match before.”
 
Hope removed her hand, stood up, and stared out the window that overlooked the gardens. “You’re lucky to have this view,” she said, staring out the window. She continued to speak. “Gracie, we don’t have ‘shouting matches,’ as you seem to think. Once in a while, we just knock heads. Mom is honest to a fault. She has her opinion, and I have mine. Don’t let our disagreements ruin your stay. I don’t want a dark cloud hanging over you or Mom. We’re fine.”
 
Gracie wanted to believe Hope, just as much as she wanted to believe that her mother hadn’t lied to her. Not being naïve, she had questions she wanted to ask, but she held back. It wasn’t the time. Tomorrow was Mother’s Day. Having disagreements with the two people she loved most in the world would have to wait.

 



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
Saturday evenings had always been game time at home. But Gracie wasn’t in the mood that night. As far as she knew, there were no plans for the evening, so she decided to take advantage of the new soaker tub. She took her book and the new nightgown and robe her mother had given her to prepare for a relaxing soak. Maybe they all needed a bit of privacy that night. It had been so long since they had spent quality time together, maybe all they needed was to find a new rhythm, a new way to bond. She didn’t think a game of Monopoly would be in the works that evening.
 
Just as she went to the bathroom, her mom came up the stairs. “Gracie, come with me. Please don’t ask any questions. Get your purse, your phone, and a fresh change of casual clothes.” Before Gracie could absorb her words, her mother raced downstairs. Clueless, she did as her mother asked, but she wouldn’t leave the house without having some idea where it was that she wanted to take her, if that was even a remote possibility this late in the evening.
 
In the kitchen, Hope was sitting at the island, a small travel bag in her lap. Her mother was opening and closing the kitchen drawers in search of who knows what.
 
“Are you two going to tell me what’s going on? This is beyond weird.”
 
Apparently, her mother had found what she was looking for. “My watch.” She dangled the Timex she’d had forever for them to see. “I take it off when I’m washing dishes and couldn’t remember what drawer I’d put it in.”
 
“That’s a relief,” Hope said, her voice laced with sarcasm.
 
“What are we doing, Mom?” Gracie held up the small tote bag with her change of clothes.
 
“I wanted this to be a surprise. Given the day, I can’t keep this to myself. In about”—she looked at her watch, now fastened on her wrist—“ten minutes, we are going to have a spa day, or evening. This is my gift to both of you. We need a bit of pampering, don’t you agree?”
 
Gracie couldn’t help herself; she burst out laughing. “Mom, you certainly surprised me; I thought we were . . . I don’t know what I thought. Hope, did you know Mom had planned this?”
 
“No, of course not. I’m as shocked as you are,” Hope told her. “Truly, I had no clue.”
 
“I’ve ordered a limousine to drive us to Salon Susannah’s. After that, we’re going to the Ale House for a late-night dinner. That’s why I asked you both to bring clothes.”
 
The Ale House was a local, family-owned business, their menu upscale, their service top-of-the-line. Reservations had to be made weeks in advance.
 
“I’m impressed,” Hope told her. “You must have been planning this for a while.”
 
“Actually, it was just a few weeks ago. I touched base with the spa, and they were open, happy to arrange a special evening for us. So many local businesses were closed for so long, now that they’re open, people are getting back to work. I’m proud of our city, its ability to bounce back. I want to make sure I do my part helping these good folks stay in business. I made a few calls, and here we are. So, are you two ready to go? I told the folks at Luxurious Limos we would be waiting in the back drive.”
 
Gracie imagined that a limo trying to park might have a hard time maneuvering, what with three cars in back taking up most of the space, but this wasn’t her gig.
 
The limousine’s lights shone in the kitchen window as soon as the limo turned into the drive.
 
“Our carriage awaits, girls.”
 
Gracie and Hope looked at one another, each rolling their eyes at their mom’s corniness. “Come on, Cinderella.” Hope raised her voice several octaves. “Our prince is waiting.”
 
Their driver introduced himself. “I’m José, and I’ll be escorting you lovely ladies tonight.”
 
José was dark-skinned and had a trace of a Spanish accent. He wore his black hair in a modern cut, along with the five-o’clock shadow that seemed to be in style. Tall, with broad shoulders and a slim waist, he was a handsome man. He held the door for them and winked at Gracie when he saw her scoping him out. He was beyond sexy, his dark eyes flickering with amusement. He held the door for them. “Please make yourselves comfortable. Mrs. Walden, nice to see you again.”
 
The inside of the limo was very upscale. White leather seats, soft lighting, relaxing music playing. A chilled bottle of champagne awaited them.
 
Gracie took a moment to take in all the luxury. “I’m impressed, Mom. You getting all fancy on us, or what?”
 
Ella laughed. “No, just wanted us to enjoy being together. I don’t know about you, Gracie, those Zoom calls are great, but having you both here with me, I thought we could all use a little extra pampering.”
 
“And I was just about to have a soak in the tub with your favorite author,” Gracie said. “But I think this is worth the sacrifice.”
 
“Barbara Taylor Bradford?” Ella asked.
 
“A Woman of Substance. I was hooked on the first page, but I can read anytime. I would much rather be here with you and Hope.”
 
“I’m going to have a glass of that champagne. You two want to join me?” Hope asked, taking the bottle and reading the label. “Cristal—you really are spoiling us, Mom. I know this stuff is very expensive.”
 
“Absolutely,” Gracie said. “It wouldn’t be a girls’ night out without Cristal. Mom, you do know your champagne. Who would’ve known? Do you want a glass?”
 
“You said it’s not a girls’ night out without champagne, so of course I’ll have a glass.”
 
Hope filled each flute of champagne. “Let’s make a toast.”
 
“Do you mind?” their mother asked. “I would like to.”
 
“Go for it,” Hope said.
 
“To my best friends, my daughters, may you each continue to follow your own paths to happiness and have an excellent massage tonight.” Ella held her champagne flute high; Gracie and Hope clinked their glasses together, then their mother’s.
 
“I can’t believe you pulled this off without either of us finding out. You do have a way of keeping secrets,” Hope said.
 
Gracie chuckled. “That she does. Well done, Mama.” Gracie’s eyes pooled with tears. Such an extravagant gesture, when she should be the recipient of so much more. Raising two girls on her own, keeping the Walden family together. “Mom, do you ever regret not getting remarried? Having someone in your life?” She took a sip of her champagne.
 
“I think she’s had a few dates,” Hope said, a grin on her face. “You’re not here all the time.”
 
“Hope, it’s not your place to discuss my private life, but if you must know, Gracie, I’ve been seeing a gentleman for a while.”
 
Gracie finished her drink and poured herself another. Hope held her flute for a refill, followed by Ella. “So who is this gentleman? Someone we know? Have you met him, Hope? I assume you have, since you know about him.”
 
Hope sipped her champagne. “Like Mom said, this is her news. Not mine to tell, and no, I haven’t met him.”
 
Gracie focused her attention on her mother. “So, are you going to give us a hint who the lucky guy is?”
 
“We can discuss this later.” Ella nodded toward the front of the limo. “We may have ears.”
 
“Mother, have you ever ridden in a limo?” Hope asked.
 
“No, I haven’t.”
 
“They have a window that separates us. Yes, they can hear us if we call, but I don’t think José cares what we’re saying. Limo drivers are kind of like doctors in the sense that they have a code of ethics that prevents them from discussing what they may or may not hear.”
 
“Yes, I think that’s the case, too,” Gracie added, when in reality, she didn’t know if what Hope said had any merit. “So, tell us who the lucky guy is,” she encouraged.
 
“I will later, I promise. Let’s forget about everything for a few hours, please? I want to relax. Both of you need to take this time and enjoy it. Let’s leave our troubles behind, just for a little while. Can we agree on that just for tonight?”
 
“Sure, Mom,” Hope said. “Let’s forget about everything.” She placed extra emphasis on her last word.
 
Gracie just nodded. It had been so long since she had consumed alcohol that the champagne had left her feeling slightly woozy.
 
Five minutes later, the limo stopped in front of the spa. José parked, then opened the door for them. “Ladies.” He held out a hand to each of them, making sure they were steady on their feet. “Enjoy your evening, Mrs. Walden. I’ll be waiting to take you to your next destination.”
 
“Thank you, dear. I’m really happy you’re driving tonight. I’ll send for you when we finish.”
 
Gracie had a major buzz and hoped that she didn’t pass out too soon. She wanted to enjoy the spa experience.
 
Inside, they were greeted by a stunning woman, whose long blond hair reached all the way to her waist. She was dressed in a smart, black, skintight dress, and her heels were so high that it was obvious she practically stood on her tiptoes.
 
“Welcome to Susannah’s, ladies. I’m Kelsey, your hostess. We have a few requirements we like to attend to before sending you on the most soothing experience we have to offer. Please, have a seat. I’ll be right back.”
 
They sat in plush pale green chairs. In front of them was a small table. A plate of strawberries, sliced pineapple, and several other fruits sat on it. Another platter held several varieties of cheese, olives, an assortment of crackers, and tiny little cakes. A pitcher of sparkling water, filled with slices of lemon and oranges, was there if they wanted a drink. “I don’t think I could eat before a massage,” Gracie said, eyeing the snacks.
 
“Me either,” Hope added. “But this is part of the deal, right, Mom? I guess you forgot to tell them we had dinner plans?”
 
“Yes, it’s part of the package I chose, but you don’t have to eat this. I do think I’ll have some water, though. They say you should be hydrated before getting a massage.” She filled a glass and took a few sips, then sat back in the plush chair.
 
Kelsey reappeared with three clipboards. “If you all would look over this form and sign at the bottom, we can get started.”
 
“Of course,” Ella said.
 
The form asked if they had any known allergies, any issues with latex, and if they were on any medication. Kelsey took the forms, looked them over, and said, “You all check out perfectly. Now we’ve prepared the salt room for your massage. We have dividers in the room for your privacy, but if you want them removed to chitchat, we’ll do that now.” Kelsey looked at them.
 
“Keep the dividers,” Hope said. “No way am I stripping down to my birthday suit in front of those two.” She laughed. “Seriously, whatever works, I’m good.”
 
“Then we’ll leave them as they are,” Kelsey said. “Now, if you ladies are ready, please follow me.”
 
Kelsey led them to a locker room, where they could undress and store their belongings. “Robes and slippers are in the lockers. As soon as you all are ready, Catherine will take you to the salt room. Enjoy.”
 
As soon as they had changed into robes and slippers that would fit a giant, Catherine appeared. She wore light green scrubs, her brown hair in a high ponytail. “Good evening, ladies, if you will follow me, we can get started.”
 
“I guess it’s now or never,” Hope said.
 
Gracie just nodded. She wasn’t feeling too hot after having had two glasses of champagne.
 
They followed Catherine down a long hallway, the dim lights making it difficult to see. Twice, Gracie had to grab onto Hope to prevent herself from tripping. As soon as they entered the salt room, which looked more like a cave, Gracie relaxed. The walls gave off a pinkish golden glow, which must be the Himalayan salt, as the form they filled out had stated.
 
The room was divided into three sections by partitions. Massage tables were set up, and each area had a small table that held supplies for the masseuse.
 
Catherine continued her spiel. “Just choose a table, get comfortable, and we’ll get started. If there is anything else you all might need, just tell your therapist, and she’ll let me know. Bathroom, a drink—we’ll see to your every need. Enjoy your massage.”
 
Finally alone, Hope spoke up. “Shall we have a coin toss for the beds?”
 
Ella shook her head. “I swear, you are the most competitive woman I know. Just pick one.”
 
“I think Mom should have the first pick. After all, it’s her treat; plus, tomorrow is Mother’s Day,” Gracie said.
 
“Yep, you’re right. Mom, hop to it,” Hope directed.
 
As soon as they were settled on their chosen tables, three women entered, each introducing herself in soft tones not much more than a whisper. Gracie thought this all part of the spa experience.
 
As soon as they went over what type of massage they wanted, they relaxed. No one spoke or cracked jokes as the magic hands of the masseuses soothed knotted muscles and stiff necks. Next, each had a facial. From there, they were led to another room, where they had a manicure and a pedicure. When they were finished with their treatments, they showered and spiffed up, and Ella called José.

 



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
As promised, José was waiting for them as soon as they exited the spa. They each glowed after their massages and facials, with their nails and toes painted in bright spring colors.
 
Gracie wore a pair of Seven jeans and a Danise satin top in emerald green with a scooped back, her creamy skin showing. She wore the soft leather shoes from Jessica, not caring that they didn’t match. She was so much taller than Hope and their mom that if she had chosen heels, she would have towered over them. She wore her hair loose around her shoulders.
 
Hope had brought a simple red sundress that highlighted her shapely arms and tanned skin. She wore beige flat sandals. Her dark brown hair had a just-washed shine, as they had all showered after their massages. The oil softened their skin but also did a number on their hair. Gracie had washed and dried hers again, using the blow-dryer the spa had provided.
 
Ella was dressed in a pair of black slacks and peach shell top. She had dried her hair, and her style was a shorter version of Hope’s. Gracie thought they must see the same stylist. They looked more like sisters than mother and daughter. And she stood out like a sore thumb. Sadly, she wished she had had the opportunity to know her father, to see herself in him as her mother did. Photos just weren’t the same.
 
José held the door for them as they climbed inside the luxury vehicle. Gracie saw another bottle of Cristal on ice. She was just starting to feel like herself and decided not to partake in any more toasts that night.
 
Of course, Hope took the bottle and opened it with the expertise she showed in everything she did. “Gracie?”
 
“No thanks.”
 
“Mom?”
 
“Just a little,” she said. “I don’t want to get too inebriated.”
 
Gracie laughed at her mother’s use of the old-fashioned word for drunk ; at least, she thought it old-fashioned. Like Gracie, her mom rarely indulged, so Gracie was surprised when she agreed to another flute of the fancy champagne.
 
“You two watch yourselves. It wouldn’t look nice if y’all were to stumble through the doors at the Ale House,” Gracie cautioned, ever aware of the safety of others. The last thing in the world she needed was to see either of them fall through the doors or trip. If that were to happen, her uncontrollable laughter would be worse than their misstep.
 
“I don’t believe either of us had too much to drink, but I’ll certainly make this my last sip of champagne tonight,” their mother said.
 
“This is good stuff. A shame to waste. I’ll just have a bit more before dinner,” Hope announced as she filled her flute to the top, the creamy bubbles overflowing and sliding down the sides of the sleek flute.
 
Gracie kept quiet. If Hope wanted to get smashed, that was her business. As long as she didn’t stumble or fall, Gracie didn’t care.
 
Ten minutes later, José pulled the limo beneath the canopy at the Ale House, where one would normally stop to have the vehicle taken to the valet parking area. A limo probably didn’t scream “park me,” but nonetheless, a young man wearing a crisp white shirt, black bow tie, and dark trousers came to the driver’s side window. After a few unintelligible words with the man, José opened his door and quickly came around the corner to open the door for them.
 
“Ladies,” he said, as he took each of them by the hand, helping them from the limo. “Again, Mrs. Walden, I will wait for your call. Please enjoy your dinner.”
 
It was almost eleven-thirty. Gracie wasn’t even hungry, but she would try to eat something light. Ella had truly gone out of her way to make the start of their annual trip memorable.
 
Inside the dimly lit restaurant, they were greeted by a man wearing the same outfit as the parking attendant with a burgundy vest added. The man was much older, very tall, and had steel-gray hair and pale blue eyes. He greeted them as though he knew them.
 
“Good evening, ladies. You must be the Walden girls?” He had a twinkle in his eyes.
 
Hope was half-lit. “Yep, that’s us. Though we’re far from girls.” She burst out laughing. “Maybe old women,” she had to add.
 
Gracie was mortified at her sister’s words. “She’s, uh, had more champagne than she is used to,” she offered in explanation. “Sorry.”
 
“No, please, no apology is needed. Now we have your table as requested; if you’ll follow me.”
 
Her mother gave Hope a dirty look. “Let’s not start something we can’t finish, okay.”
 
Gracie was clueless why her mother said this, but maybe Hope knew. Or if she didn’t, in her state, she probably wouldn’t care, anyway.
 
They followed the maître d’ to a corner table that allowed a bit of privacy. The soft lighting created a romantic glow. Fresh flowers were placed in the center of the table. Tiny candles at each place setting flickered, and soft Celtic music played in the background. The well-dressed man pulled out their chairs, seating them one at a time. Soft linen napkins, held in place with rings of baby’s breath rather than a traditional napkin ring, were more than Gracie expected.
 
“Mom, this place is top-of-the-line. How come you’ve never told me about it?”
 
“I guess it’s not a topic we usually talk about. It’s very luxe, though.”
 
Hope was quiet, her earlier outburst having been just that. She sat with her back to the wall, where she had a perfect view of people coming and going. She focused her attention on two couples entering. The same man who had seated them took the couples to a table just three away from theirs.
 
A young woman appeared at the table to fill their water glasses. “Your server will be here momentarily with menus. We had to make changes, as we ran out of two of the nightly specials.”
 
“No problem,” Gracie said. “Could you bring us an iced tea?”
 
“Absolutely, I’ll be just a moment.”
 
“Do either of you think it strange they print, or whatever, the menus on demand?” Hope asked, still staring at the two couples.
 
“Not really. With fine dining, I think it’s a matter of what they have available. Apparently, the Ale House serves different dishes nightly. I’ve been to a few restaurants in France. They have two or three main dishes on the menu. If they’re out of anything, they reprint a small menu offering what they have left.”
 
“Sounds like leftovers to me,” Hope said.
 
Gracie focused her attention on her sister. “Why are you being so negative tonight?”
 
“It’s the champagne,” their mother answered for Hope.
 
“Does she drink often?”
 
“Stop talking about me,” Hope said, her raised voice drawing the attention of the two couples at the other table. She lowered her voice. “And to answer your question, no, I rarely drink.”
 
“Then be quiet. They’re staring at you.” Gracie tilted her head toward the two couples.
 
Hope glared at the table, a mixture of emotions dancing across her face. When she was angry, she always squinted and chewed her bottom lip. She was doing both now.
 
Without being too obvious, Gracie directed her eyes to the people who seemed to entrance Hope. She didn’t recognize them, and nothing about them appeared out of the ordinary. Maybe Hope worked with them? She might have put one of them to sleep before surgery. Or maybe she had given one of the women an epidural. Not living here, Gracie didn’t know what Hope’s day-to-day life outside the hospital was like. They rarely talked about the men they were dating. Gracie hadn’t had a real date in over a year. With the pandemic, she thought it likely Hope hadn’t, either. Maybe she needed a bit of male attention, or possibly she had just been dumped by a longtime lover? She was clueless—and sad that she knew so little about her sister’s life.
 
The girl delivered their iced tea along with menus. “I waited while they printed these out.” She placed a small menu in front of each of them. While Gracie hadn’t expected a piece of typing paper printed in Times New Roman, she also hadn’t expected such heavy paper, the burgundy script elegant yet easy to read. Of course, there were no prices on the menu, but she was sure her mother had taken care of that, as well, so it really wouldn’t matter.
 
The specials were basic Texas cuisine with a flair. Brisket served with jalapeño chili and roasted potatoes. Honey-barbecue pork chops served with an apple and bean salad. For dessert, there was buttermilk pecan pie served with custard ice cream.
 
Though the offerings were simple, Gracie looked forward to trying foods she was familiar with but that had an added twist. Though she wasn’t starving, after seeing the menu, she changed her mind about eating a light meal. In addition, most of the alcohol was out of her system. She took a sip of tea and pushed her menu aside.
 
Finally, their server came to the table. “I’m Helena. Sorry for the delay. Are you ladies ready to order drinks?”
 
“No,” Gracie said, adamantly. “Sorry, we’re having tea. Mom, Hope, have you all decided?”
 
They ordered the brisket and made small talk chitchatting about their spa experience. “It’s been fun, doing all this girly stuff tonight, but why do I feel there’s something more?” Gracie asked.
 
Her mother directed her attention to Hope. “Yes, there is more, but it’s not my news to tell. It’s your sister’s.”
 
Hope laughed, though she kept her voice low. “Mom, I’ve decided not to tell her just yet. Maybe when we’re home. I’m not sure how she’ll react.”
 
“You can’t do this to me! It’s . . . mean. If I need to know whatever this is, just tell me now.” Gracie was no longer in a good mood. She knew they had something to tell her, and now Hope was playing with her. She didn’t like to be treated like an idiot, which Hope did more often than she admitted to herself. Almost a bully at times. Throwing her a branch, then yanking it back.
 
“Okay. There’s a possibility I may be transferring to Dallas,” Hope said.
 
Gracie felt let down. She had expected something much more exciting, even mind-boggling, the way her mother and Hope had been acting. They’d been all secretive earlier when she had overheard them talking; but now that the secret was out, she felt cheated.
 
“That’s fantastic, Hope. We can see more of each other.” She flew around the world, and Hope practically lived at the hospital. Gracie thought it wouldn’t be a whole lot different from their visits to Amarillo.
 
“Gee, don’t get all excited. It’s not a sure thing yet, but I’ll know soon. We have a new doctor from Dallas, and he’s supposed to be brilliant. He’s an internal medicine specialist, and get this, he’s also a neurosurgeon. So I decided I wouldn’t be needed as much and put in for a transfer. I need a change.” Which was only partially true. She had other reasons she was not prepared to share with Gracie.
 
Gracie had never really considered that Hope might want a different life, one away from the town she had grown up in. Away from her ex-husband, who didn’t bother her. Away from her mother, though they seemed to get along tremendously. Maybe things between Hope and their mom weren’t as they appeared.
 
“Then I’ll do whatever I can from my end, if you need me to,” she offered, knowing that her sister was a control freak who wouldn’t ask anyone for anything unless it was absolutely do-or-die necessary.
 
“Thanks, Gracie. I may need to stay at your place until I find one of my own, but again, it isn’t a sure thing yet.”
 
“Of course; we have an extra bedroom. Jessica and I use it to store odds and ends, but just say the word, and it’s yours.” She needed to check with Jessica, and should have before spitting out the first words that came to mind. She would send her an e-mail before she went to bed.
 
Their server interrupted further discussion when she arrived with their dinner. As soon as she left, they resumed small talk, all deciding the brisket was divine. When they finished, they declined dessert and coffee. Gracie was ready to call it a night.

 



CHAPTER NINE
 
As promised, José was waiting when they opened the door to leave the restaurant. “He is reliable,” Hope said. “Unlike some men I’ve known.”
 
Gracie rolled her eyes. Hope needed a boyfriend, and she would have a wider selection if she moved to Dallas. Of course, she would need a major attitude adjustment. She had always been bossy, controlling, and highly competitive. And, Gracie thought, Dallas might be too big and too sophisticated for Hope to navigate, though she wouldn’t say that, as she did not want to hurt Hope’s feelings.
 
“Did you ladies enjoy your dinner?” José asked, as he held the door for them.
 
“Yes, we had the brisket. Same as we had last night,” Hope said without a trace of enthusiasm or appreciation.
 
“I’ll make sure to tell Mercedes, my wife. We have an anniversary soon, and maybe I’ll bring her to the Ale House,” he said, before gently closing the door.
 
“So he’s married,” Gracie said. “Very handsome, don’t you think, Hope?” She wanted to weasel any info she could from Hope, ask if she was seeing anyone special.
 
“He is very easy on the eyes. The epitome of tall, dark, and handsome,” Hope replied.
 
“So, is he your type?” Gracie asked.
 
Their mother didn’t speak a word. She leaned against the plush backrest and was obviously relaxed and listening to them.
 
“I don’t have a type, Gracie. People have common interests. I suppose I prefer a guy who is educated and has a sense of humor. Looks, well, they’re important, but not the most important trait. So is that a type?” Hope asked, a slight grin on her face.
 
“Of course, you prefer smart men who can tell a good joke, and if he’s good-looking, that’s a bonus.”
 
“Then call that my type,” Hope said.
 
“Mom.” Gracie raised her voice. “So tell us about this guy you’re dating. What type of guy is he?”
 
Ella shook her head. “I swear, you two act like teenagers. But if you must know, he’s someone I worked with. He’s retired but has a part-time job to keep him occupied. He’s very . . . elegant.”
 
Gracie and Hope nodded.
 
“So, what about you, Gracie? I don’t think you’ve ever had a serious relationship that I know of,” her mother said, her tone serious.
 
“I dated a pilot for a while. I guess we were starting to get serious, but our schedules conflicted so much that we both knew the relationship couldn’t survive being constantly separated. We’re still friends, though.”
 
“You are passionate about flying, pilots and all.” Her mother stated the obvious. “I wonder where that comes from?” she mused. “I—well, never mind, you like what you do, as does Hope, so it doesn’t matter how or why, as long as you’re happy.”
 
Just as the conversation was getting serious, José pulled the limo around to the back of the driveway. There was barely room, but he had once again skillfully managed to park without hitting their vehicles. He shut the engine off, then came around to open the door for them. He assisted each of them, closed the door, then grinned. “I hope you all enjoyed my services tonight. I don’t usually drive, as I own the business, but I had a driver call out sick today. I enjoyed driving you ladies around our wonderful city.” He shook each of their hands and said good night.
 
As soon as he pulled away, Gracie said, “Mother, did you give that man a tip?”
 
“What do you think?”
 
“Well, I don’t know. It’s what usually happens at the end of a service. These people are dependent on tips, Mom.”
 
“I took care of that before José arrived. Remember, I planned this a few weeks ago; plus, he owns the limousine service and is quite well-off.”
 
Once they were inside, they were all ready to call it a night.
 
“Mom, I might miss church because I’m really super tired,” Gracie said, which was true, but she needed time to uncrate the painting, and who knew what time she would manage to get to bed? She sounded like a teenager.
 
“We’ve been having our services streamed, so you can watch them later. I always record them.”
 
“Okay, girls, let’s say our good nights,” Hope said.
 
Once they were in their rooms, Ella called out, “Good night, Hope.”
 
Hope followed suit. “’Night, Mom.”
 
“’Night, Gracie,” Ella called, to which Gracie replied, “Good night, Mother. ’Night, Hope. I’m going to sleep. I can’t believe you still do this. We are not the Waltons.”
 
“That’s right, sweetie. We are the Waldens.”
 
Gracie waited a couple minutes to make sure her mom had finished the silly ritual they’d had as far back as she could remember.
 
While she waited for them to fall asleep, she sent an e-mail to Jessica, telling her that Hope might need to stay with them if her transfer went through, but only if Jessica was okay with it. She scrolled through her e-mails and saw nothing important. Then she turned her cell off for the night. It’s not like she needed to make a call at this ungodly hour. She took her good shoes off, replaced them with her flip-flops, then switched to a pair of sandals. The flip-flops were too noisy. She was careful as she headed downstairs to go to the shed, where she would gather the tools she needed to uncrate the painting she had left there earlier. When she was in the kitchen, she paused. Hearing nothing from upstairs, she went out the back door to the shed. She entered it, carefully and silently closed the door, and turned on the light. It took her some time to locate the tools she needed and a satchel to put them in. She rejected the idea of uncrating the painting in the shed, afraid that someone would wake up to go to the bathroom and notice a light shining through the window.
 
If she woke her mom and Hope in the process of bringing the painting upstairs or uncrating it in her room, she thought it wouldn’t be the end of the world. But no, she truly loved surprising people, so she opted for plan B.
 
If anyone were to see her walking at this hour, carrying the crate holding Callie’s beautiful painting and a satchel of tools around her neck, they would probably think she was a thief. As she rounded the back of Clara’s house, she realized that she didn’t know whether or not they had an alarm. Again, hoping for the best, she carefully slid the lock to the gate aside with one hand, barely managing to keep a grip on her precious cargo with the other. In the backyard, she spotted Clara’s shed. She knew that the painting would be safe there for a few hours after she uncrated it. As she hefted the wooden crate on her hip, her foot became tangled in wire.
 
Before she could brace herself, she fell forward, and she smashed her head on a large rock.

 



CHAPTER TEN
 
Ella had been an early riser for as long as she could remember. Mornings were her favorite time of day. The sunrise and the pastel-colored sky often drew her outside to drink her morning coffee. Sometimes she would go into her garden, check on a new bloom, or just take in the beauty she worked so hard to maintain. Gardening had been her therapy when Samuel was ill. The new growth, life, and beauty always gave her strength and hope.
 
It was cloudy the morning of Mother’s Day, so she opted to stay inside. She was on her second cup of coffee when Hope came downstairs. Before she spoke, she brewed herself a cup of coffee in the Keurig. “Do you think this was a cheesy gift?” she asked her mom.
 
“Not hardly—I love it. I don’t have to wait for my coffee to perk; plus, putting the percolator together and making sure not to spill coffee grounds all over the counter was a bit of a pain. I love this. Pop in the coffee pod, and there you go.”
 
Hope took her coffee to the island, pulling out a seat across from her mom. She took a few sips of coffee, needing it after such a late night. It had been after three in the morning before she had finally fallen asleep. Hope had much to think over after she had put in for a transfer. Then, of course, there was that other issue, for which she did not have an answer. But soon, she would have to get it figured out. Then, maybe she could live peacefully.
 
“Gracie still asleep?” Hope asked. “I thought I heard her sneaking downstairs last night, but I opened my door to check, and I didn’t see her. I’m so used to my own place, it takes me a while before I get comfortable with the house at night.”
 
“And I wouldn’t know what to think if I lived somewhere else. This old place is the only home I’ve known, but I wouldn’t have it any other way.”
 
“I love it, too, especially the garden. If I had more acreage, I might’ve taken up gardening, too, but I don’t. Though I do have my herb garden, and I enjoy the smells when it’s cool in the morning. I try to do what you always do, check new growth, though I don’t get any weeds in the planters. And before I forget—happy Mother’s Day.” She got up, went to the other side of the island, and gave her mother a hug. “I don’t know what I would’ve done without you, Mom. I am humbled and ashamed, but we did what was best at the time. But now, I can’t seem to find peace anymore. I thought a change might be in order. That’s why I put in for the transfer to Dallas.”
 
“I suspected as much,” Ella said. “You will do what your heart tells you to do, and when that time comes along, you will know.”
 
“I’ve thought about it for years, but so much time has passed, I wonder if I should just leave well enough alone?”
 
“It’s your decision, Hope. I’ll support whatever you decide.”
 
“Thanks, Mother. You are the best, and you know it,” Hope teased. “I think it’s time Gracie got up. I’ll run upstairs and give her the arctic wave.” She headed upstairs to Gracie’s room.
 
“She will not be happy,” Ella said. But she knew that this was a thing between the two girls. One would jump on the bed whenever the other was sleeping, rip the covers off, and wave them up and down, hence the “arctic wave.” Ella sighed. She missed the girls, and she was so lucky to have them here with her for Mother’s Day.
 
Hope raced downstairs, sounding like an army. “Gracie isn’t in her bed. Her purse is in her room and her cell phone. It doesn’t look like she’s slept in her bed.”
 
“That’s not like her. Maybe she’s outside in the garden. Let’s check.” Ella slid her feet into the Crocs she reserved for gardening. Hope was barefoot.
 
They searched the two acres. “Mom, she isn’t here.”
 
Before Ella had a chance to answer, Jackie could he heard screaming in his backyard. They looked at each other, then ran over to Clara’s to see what Jackie was screaming at. “Miss Ella, look at her. I think she’s dead. Mama called an ambulance.”
 
Ella almost fainted when she saw Gracie sprawled across the grass, facedown. “Hope, hurry,” she called out to her daughter, knowing her medical experience would be of some use.
 
“Don’t move her,” Hope said. “Jackie, watch for the ambulance. Hurry!”
 
“Right away, Miss Hope.”
 
Hope checked for a pulse. “Thank God, she’s breathing. I can feel a pulse. Gracie, can you hear me? It’s Hope.” No response.
 
In shock, Ella watched as Hope administered to Gracie.
 
Hope lifted Gracie’s hand, checking again to make sure she had heard a pulse. She checked her neck again, too, just to make sure. “She definitely has a pulse, Mom,” Hope shouted.
 
In the distance, they heard the sirens wailing as the ambulance got closer and louder. As it pulled into the drive, Jackie and Clara ran out to the front so they could lead the EMTs to Gracie.
 
Ella couldn’t believe this was happening. With expertise, the EMTs placed a neck brace around Gracie’s neck, and then an oxygen mask on her face as soon as they had her on the gurney.
 
This sort of thing didn’t happen here. It only happened to other people. It had to be a nightmare, and Ella prayed she would soon wake up and tell the girls how awful it was, but when she saw Gracie being lifted into the back of the ambulance, her face covered in crimson, her beautiful hair crusted with dried blood, she wanted to die right there on the spot. Dear God, please save my baby, she silently prayed. Take me, she thought, not Gracie. Her hands were shaking so badly, she couldn’t use them to wipe the tears from her face.
 
“Mom,” Hope shouted, “I’m following the ambulance to the hospital. Clara and Rob will drive you.” Hope ran faster than she had in her entire life. Inside the house, in her room, she grabbed a pair of jeans and a T-shirt, slipped her Ugg slippers on, then raced out the door to her car. Never before had she had the desire to test the big engine in her Thunderbird. She slammed her foot on the accelerator, swerving as she rounded the drive; then, on the main road, she pushed the pedal to the floor, almost passing the ambulance. She stayed behind it, knowing it was headed to the nearest hospital, Amarillo General, where she worked. They were first class, with emergency and trauma units second to none, and if Gracie had to go to any hospital, Hope would’ve chosen AG. As soon as the ambulance pulled into the emergency parking area, Hope parked the Thunderbird in a doctor’s spot nearby, not caring that it was against the rules. She had to find someone to tell this to as soon as she saw Gracie, knew what her condition was.
 
Inside, everything around her was a blur. All she wanted was to see Gracie, speak to the doctor, and pray her condition was stable and that this nightmare would end. Then it hit her. Last night, when she thought she had heard Gracie sneaking downstairs, she had been right. If something happened to her, she would never, ever forgive herself. She had made so many mistakes, and adding this to her list, Hope wasn’t sure she could survive if Gracie didn’t pull through.
 
Then Hope saw her friend working at the admissions desk and called out to her, “Joanne, the ambulance that just arrived—where is the patient? I’m her sister,” Hope asked.
 
“Oh, Hope, I am so sorry. I think she’s in station three. Go on,” Joanne said.
 
“Watch for my mom; send her back when you can,” Hope shouted over her shoulder, as she ran down the hall. People probably thought she had just escaped from a loony bin, given the way she looked. She couldn’t care less. There was nothing more important than Gracie.
 
She entered station three, where she spotted two doctors from the trauma team and another doctor she didn’t recognize surrounding Gracie, so she was unable to see her. She knew enough not to shout at them while they were doing their assessment. She chewed on her bottom lip so hard, she tasted blood. Two nurses came in with an array of supplies. She couldn’t see what they had, so she was clueless. They were connecting Gracie to a heart monitor. When she saw her heartbeat, slow but still beating, she almost fell to the floor in relief.
 
“We need to get a CT scan, stat. Check her blood type; it looks like she’s lost a lot of blood. I want red blood cells, just in case we need them.” This was the doctor she didn’t recognize, but there was something familiar about his voice. Maybe he was the new guy from Dallas, but he had an unusual accent. At that moment, she had to focus on Gracie and nothing else.
 
“Okay, let’s get that CT, guys. Now,” the new doctor said. “Victoria, go with them, check her pockets, see if she’s got identification on her. And try to clean her face, I want to see her.”
 
“Her name is Gracie. Gracie Lynn Walden,” Hope shouted so she could be heard above all the commotion surrounding her.
 
“I’m her sister, Hope Walden,” she said to the back of the tall doctor. He turned to look at her. Their eyes locked, and Hope knew.
 
“Ronan?” she asked, her voice not much more than a whisper.
 
“Hope Walden, from school,” he said. “My Hope?”
 
Words she had longed to hear so many times since he had said them to her. Words she’d needed to hear so, so many years ago when she thought her world was going to end.
 
“Just Hope,” she said. This wasn’t the ideal situation for old lovers to have this conversation.
 
She didn’t have to be a mind reader to know what he was thinking. “Gracie, right?”
 
She just nodded.
 
“How? When.” He stumbled over his words, stunned by this wildly insane yet incredible news. He turned to Gracie again and smoothed the blood-caked hair from her face. Removing a penlight from his pocket, he gently lifted her eyelid to check her pupils. “Gracie belongs to me?”
 
“She does.”
 
“Does she know? Why didn’t you tell me?” He stepped away from the bed and whispered to her, “I don’t know what to say.”
 
The nurses continued executing orders given by Ronan, yet Hope felt like she was in a bubble where only she existed, with Ronan and Gracie.
 
“You don’t have to say anything. Gracie doesn’t know about you; I’ve never told her.” She gave him a few seconds to soak up this information. More nodding. “There’s more.”
 
“Okay,” Ronan said.
 
“Gracie believes I’m her”—she tried to swallow the lump in her throat—“sister.” Before she completely fell apart, Hope slipped out of the room to absorb the enormity of Gracie and Ronan. Her entire world had flipped.
 
Dr. Laird, their family doctor with whom she had worked numerous times, stepped out of the room. “Hope, I’m so sorry, I didn’t know. We will take the best care humanly possible of your sister.” Dr. Laird questioned her. “Do you know what happened?”
 
Hope tried to focus, but all she could think of was Gracie, the blood covering her beautiful face, her thick hair matted with dried blood. “I don’t know. We went out last night with Mom, celebrating early. It was around two in the morning when we got home. I thought I heard someone go downstairs around two-thirty, quarter to three. I looked out and saw no one, so I went back to bed. It must have been Gracie, but I don’t know why she was at Clara’s house. Mom’s neighbor. She had a huge crate beside her. After mom and I were up for a while this morning, I went to check on Gracie, and it was obvious she hadn’t slept in her bed. We searched the gardens, and that’s when we heard our neighbor’s son screaming. We rushed over, and that’s when I saw Gracie. Jackie’s mother had already called for an ambulance.” Tears filled her eyes, but she didn’t care. She would not let anything happen to Gracie.
 
“That’s good. It gives us a timeline of sorts. She is unconscious now, but we will know more as soon as we see what the CT scan says. Her pulse is a bit shallow, but she’s young, Hope. She’s in good hands with Ronan. He’s the best we have now, and he couldn’t have arrived at a better time.”
 
Hope thought she was going to faint, as his words were, to say the least, the understatement of the year, though of course he had no way of knowing that. She grabbed Dr. Laird’s hand. “I need to sit,” was all she could manage. It was all too much.
 
He led her to a chair a few steps down the hall from Gracie’s room. “Stay here; I’ll be right back.” Dr. Laird returned with a bottle of Coke and a pill. She took the pill, swallowing it with the Coke. “Thanks.”
 
He lowered himself so he could look at her. “Do I need to examine you?” Dr. Laird was in his early sixties, with thick white hair and wire-rimmed glasses that made his bright blue eyes a bit larger.
 
“No. What was that pill?” she asked.
 
“Ativan. It will help calm you.”
 
“I am quite familiar with drugs,” she said. “Not the bad kind, though.”
 
He chuckled. “You’re the best nurse anesthetist on staff. I know you know your drugs, kiddo. How many surgeries have we worked together?”
 
She shook her head. “Too many. Look, could you check Gracie? They should have had her in the CT room by now.”
 
“Sure.” He patted her shoulder and went back inside the room, then stepped out a few minutes later. “They’re taking her now, but you might want to know she’s mumbling, and that’s a good sign.”
 
“Thank God,” Hope said. “Thank you, too.”
 
“You need to thank Dr. O’Connor. He’s the neurologist on duty tonight. He really is the best, Hope.”
 
Ronan O’Connor. Now Dr. Ronan O’Connor, the new doctor, the neurosurgeon. Never in her wildest dreams could she have imagined this scenario. It made her feel as though she were losing her grip on reality. She and Ronan needed to discuss what to do when Gracie was able to speak, and she prayed that she would be able to come out of this without damage of any kind.
 
“Hope,” her mother yelled when she saw her. “How is Gracie? Is she going to be all right?”
 
“I pray that she will. They just took her down for a CT scan. Dr. Laird said she was mumbling, and that’s a good sign. So we pray and wait,” Hope said. “Let me get a chair for you.” She needed a few minutes alone before she told her mother what she had just learned. This was crazy in so many ways.
 
Locating an extra chair in an empty cubicle down the hall, she carried it to the hallway outside the room. Her mother was seated in the chair she had left. She pulled her chair close to her mother’s.
 
“Did Clara and Rob drive you?”
 
“Rob did. Jackie was so upset that Clara had to stay with him to calm him down. He’s very sensitive.”
 
“I’m grateful for Jackie. I’m sorry I said all those mean things. Maybe this is my punishment,” Hope said. She deserved it, but not Gracie. She was kind and decent, always happy, loved everyone. Hope wished she could be more like her, but for now, all she cared about was her recovery.
 
Ella felt every one of her sixty-seven years. Other than losing Samuel at such a young age, she had had a happy life. A few bumps in the road, but nothing like this had ever happened before. Gracie was her baby, her sweet, sweet baby girl. Tears streamed down her face when she remembered the day they brought her home. She was a screamer, had a set of lungs an opera singer would envy. And all that hair. When she wasn’t screaming, she was a perfect little angel.
 
Hope reached for her mother’s hand and held onto it as though her life depended on it. Both were lost in their own thoughts. Hope felt the effects of the Ativan kick in. This must be how her patients felt when she gave them a shot of the stuff, knowing it was much stronger than the pill Dr. Laird gave her. Woozy and light-headed, she just let the medication do what it was meant to do. Leaning her head against the wall, she was hyperaware of the sounds of the hospital. Doctors being paged over the intercom, the clanking of metal, the swooshing sound of elevator doors opening and closing. Voices, people crying. She opened her eyes and looked at her mom beside her.
 
“Mom, will you be okay here for a few minutes? I need to speak to one of the doctors.”
 
“You’ll let me know as soon as you hear anything?”
 
“Of course I will. If you need anything, just ask Joanne—she’s the admissions clerk; you remember her, right?”
 
“I do,” Ella said. “Just do whatever you need to do, Hope. I’m not going anywhere.”
 
“I’ll be back. I’m finally going to do what I can to make things right. I may never get another chance.”

 



CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
Four days later, Hope knew it was time.
 
“Hey, Poo,” Hope said. “How’s the head today?”
 
“Really? Poo? I’m in the hospital; someone might hear. My head hurts, if you must know. I feel like I’ve got the hangover from hell.”
 
“You had a bad concussion, kiddo. You’ll probably have a headache for a while longer, but we’ll manage it with Tylenol. Dr. O’Connor gave specific instructions. You can’t take strong pain meds now that you’re fully awake. Sorry about the Poo, but who cares if they hear?” Hope replied. “I know you do, but trust me, that’s not going to leave this room.”
 
“It better not,” Gracie said. Someone had cleaned the blood from her hair and taken the time to put it in a braid. “So what’s going on? Is Mom okay? She’s coming later this afternoon.”
 
The door opened. “Mom, I just said you were coming this afternoon, but I’m glad you’re here now,” Gracie said, surprised. She scooted over, patted the bed. “Sit with me,” she said.
 
Her mother spoke. “No, sweetie, I’ll just sit in the chair. You need to be comfortable.”
 
Gracie nodded. “You said you were coming this afternoon—not that I mind—so what’s up? Have you heard from Clara? I feel horrible about Jackie, what I put him through, though I think he’ll be okay. He’s called three times, and I’ve assured him that I’ll be okay. Did you find the painting?”
 
“Clara told me. He’ll be fine, Gracie.” Her mother looked at Hope. “The painting is perfect. We’ll visit the gallery when you’re up and about.”
 
“Okay, I’ll hold you to it. Is there something wrong, Mom? You look, well, kinda crappy,” Gracie said. “Hope? What’s going on?”
 
“Yes, there is something I need to tell you, but it’s not bad,” Ella said, a slight smile on her face, but her eyes were saying something else.
 
“Go on,” Gracie encouraged. “I’m not going anywhere.”
 
Hope walked over to her bedside and took her hand. “This isn’t Mom’s story to tell, so I guess”—she swallowed—“it’s mine.”
 
“Okay, then spit it out,” Gracie said.
 
Hope chewed her bottom lip, a bead of sweat forming above her lip. Gracie thought this might not be a good sign.
 
“There really is no other way to tell you what I’m about to, so . . .” Hope looked at her mother, who nodded. “When I was fifteen, remember I told you I was a bit of a party girl?”
 
Gracie laughed. “I do, but I don’t care, you’re a big girl now.”
 
“I had a steady boyfriend in high school. We dated for two years. He moved away the summer before our senior year. I had just turned sixteen that May, so I had already planned what I was going to do when I graduated. You know what a planner I am?”
 
“I do, and I hope this is going somewhere, because you’re not making sense,” Gracie said. Taking the water glass from her side table, she took a sip. “And?” She put the cup down.
 
“Hope, you can tell her the details later,” Ella said.
 
Now Gracie was concerned. This wasn’t about some high-school prank. “For the second time, and . . . ?” she cajoled.
 
“I found out I was pregnant a few weeks into my senior year.”
 
Gracie didn’t move. Didn’t say a word. This is not what she had been expecting to hear. “Okay,” was all she could manage.
 
“As I said, my boyfriend had moved, and I had no way to stay in touch. This was before all the social-media rage. Later, I found out that he had moved back to Ireland with his family.”
 
Gracie sat up in her bed so fast, a wave of dizziness forced her to lean back into the pillows.
 
“I am your mother, Gracie Lynn. Me. Mama thought it best, at the time. Dad was so sick, she truly didn’t know what else to do. I was in a state of shock for a couple of months. Then, after we got used to the idea, it was decided that she would raise you as her daughter while I finished high school. Mom isn’t your mom; she’s your grandmother, or Mimi, whatever. I am so sorry I didn’t tell you. I should have years ago, but I didn’t. I was, and am, a coward.” Tears rivered down Hope’s cheeks, but she didn’t care. This might be the last time Gracie spoke to her. Or Mom.
 
Gracie took a deep breath to calm herself. She looked at her mother, who also had tears pouring from her dark brown eyes, so much like Hope’s. This made sense. Kind of. She did look different. She had always known this, she had always assumed she looked like her father, whom she didn’t remember. So this was the truth.
 
Another breath; she nodded, needed to think. No one said a word. Gracie appreciated the silence. She took another drink of water, then smoothed out the sheet. “Okay,” she said. “I see. It actually makes sense. I am different, tall; you obviously had a convenient explanation for my appearance. Dad’s dying so young was a bonus,” she said, more to herself than to them.
 
“Gracie, it wasn’t like that. This was not planned, and your father—grandfather—adored you. He agreed with me, for your sake and Hope’s. She was young. As her mother, I felt this was my responsibility, too. Surely you can understand?” Ella pleaded.
 
“I suppose so.” She nodded. If she had been in Hope’s position, as a young girl, she would have agreed to this, too. But still, it shocked her. Yet it explained so many things. The missing pictures in that old album. Never any pictures of Ella when she was pregnant with her. Add the lack of physical likeness, and it all made sense. “So, do I get to know the unlucky guy, or what?” Gracie asked.
 
“He wasn’t unlucky, Gracie; he didn’t know about you. And I promise you that he does now, and he’s”—she searched for the right word—“blown away.”
 
“And what happened; how did he suddenly learn I existed thirty-two years later?” She looked at her mom, then Hope.
 
“Because he sort of saved your life,” Hope said.
 
“Sort of? How did that come about?”
 
“Ronan O’Connor is your father. He’s lived in Dallas since his college days. He transferred here just recently, but I didn’t know until I saw him at the hospital,” Hope said, utterly and completely filled with a sadness unlike any she had known.
 
“Really?” Gracie said, in a sort of perked-up tone.
 
“He is,” Hope confirmed.
 
“Then I want to see him. Now, if that can be arranged,” she said. Each word became more powerful, yet Hope detected a little bit of excitement in her sister. Her daughter. Hope stepped out of the room for a minute, returning with Dr. Ronan O’Connor.
 
“Hey, Gracie, how are you feeling, physically?” he asked.
 
This tall, handsome, brilliant man was her father! She offered a little smile. “Okay, I do have a headache, but I’ll live with it. How about you? What about this parent thing?” she asked.
 
He sat down on the edge of her bed. “I think what happened to you is divine intervention. I think I have a purpose now. I didn’t know about you, Gracie. If I had, I promise you I would have been in your life. I promise that I will be now.” Tears filled his eyes. “You are my daughter, and I’m stunned, yes, but frankly, right now, I feel like I’m the luckiest man alive.”
 
Gracie smiled at him through her tears. “Do you have a family?”
 
“I do now,” he said. “I do now.”

 



EPILOGUE
 
Gracie couldn’t believe she had been in the hospital four days before waking up. Now she had spent four more days confined to her hospital bed, and she was going stir crazy. She ached to get up, take a shower, and go home, but the reasonable side of her knew this was where she needed to be. For the moment.
 
At first, she didn’t remember why she was there, or how she had gotten there, until Hope, Mom, and her doctor came into the room to explain the situation. She was on day eight of her stay in the hospital and was beginning to come to terms with what she had learned. Three days ago, her entire life had changed, and it wasn’t because of the accident. She could manage a broken ankle and a minor head injury, but the other news had shaken her to the core.
 
Recalling the conversation still gave her quite a shock, though she had come to believe that it was the best kind of shock to have.
 
Unsure of what she would do, how she could return to her old life as though nothing had happened. This afternoon, she would speak with a psychiatrist, who would help her figure out a way to cope with the shock of what she had just learned. It wasn’t going to be easy; she knew that. But Gracie knew that she was tough, as tough as the doctor—her father—thought she was.
 
She also knew she was loved, more loved than she had ever known. With love, she would get through this. Maybe she would be an even better human after the newness of the many changes ahead soaked in, changes she would somehow come to terms with.
 
Suffering a mild traumatic brain injury hadn’t been in her plans when she had taken Callie’s painting to Clara’s. Day by day, her memory of that night was becoming clearer. In the midst of the nightmare that she had, after worrying about surprising her mother on her special day with that painting, her sneaking around that night had changed all of their lives. A total one-eighty.
 
She touched the spot on her head where they had shaved part of her hair in order to stitch her wound. She had fifteen stitches, a broken ankle, and of course, the head injury, which she knew she was lucky to have survived. She had lost a lot of blood. Had Jackie not found her when he did, she might have died right there.
 
Thinking of that upset her, because it was her own fault. Gracie knew she didn’t have to sneak and hide that painting. It was her own selfishness. She delighted in surprising others, in a good way. But this, well, it hadn’t been a good surprise at all. Even though her mother loved the painting, trying to hide it hadn’t been worth all the trouble she had caused, and it certainly wasn’t worth sustaining all the injuries she had suffered.
 
Though her life was certainly going to be different, it wasn’t a horrible kind of different. It would work if she allowed herself to come to terms with it, be as honest with herself as possible. If she hid her anger, she knew it could fester, become poisonous.
 
Her door opened, and a woman about Hope’s age entered. “Hi, Gracie. I’m Dr. Keller. Do you feel up to a chat?”
 
“Sure,” she said. “You’re the psychiatrist?” she asked.
 
“I am.”
 
“Then start asking me any question you think will help me handle this life-changing event.”
 
Dr. Keller replied, “I promise to do my best. Now, tell me how you felt the moment you learned what had happened, how it all came about.”
 
Gracie spent the next hour telling Dr. Keller all of her innermost thoughts about the accident and the outcome, and that she really wasn’t totally miserable with the changes. She agreed to a family therapy session. First with her mom—grandmother—and then Hope, and after that, she wanted them all together, including her father. This could work. The more she thought about it, the more she found she was truly okay with the changes coming in her life. It would be rocky at first, but weren’t new beginnings always a little rocky at first?
 
Having made this decision, she took the cell phone that Hope had brought to the hospital on her last visit. She dialed Hope’s cell number. She answered on the second ring. “Hey, girl, did I catch you at a bad time?”
 
“You can never catch me at a bad time,” Hope said.
 
“Oh crap, act like yourself. If you start treating me like I’m a delicate little flower, I’ll have to kick your butt when they let me out of this place.”
 
“All right, smarty pants, I was about to meet one of your doctors for coffee in the cafeteria to discuss your case, but since I’m already here and he isn’t, I suppose I can give you a few minutes of my time.”
 
“I want to run an idea by you; then you promise you’ll do whatever you can to make it happen?”
 
“Whoa, now that’s a heck of way to ask a favor, but go ahead, shoot.”
 
“As you know, they’re releasing me tomorrow. I’m going to be a real pain at home, especially with the stairs at Mom’s. So, how would you feel about my homecoming taking place at your house? No stairs, no main street for all the tourists to drive by the Walden house to get a glimpse of the nut job who tried to hide a gift and wound up in the hospital.”
 
“Not what I was expecting to hear, but I would love to have you stay at my house. Mom”—Hope paused—“well, she might not be too keen with the idea, since at this very moment she’s having one of those stairlifts installed at the house. Just for you.”
 
“Are you serious?”
 
“Yep. You know Mom. Once she gets an idea, she won’t let it go. So she thought doing this would make the rest of your stay easier, what with you hobbling around with crutches. Of course, she made perfect sense when she explained that she would need to use the lift herself one day when she was too old and crippled to walk upstairs. So, if you want to disappoint her, I don’t have a problem with it. I would love for you to stay with me, Gracie. Truly.”
 
“Then I’ll just spend a night at your place, a night at Mom’s, and maybe Dad’s. It’s all going to work out, Hope. I’m not angry, you know that, right?”
 
“So you say,” Hope said, “but you should be.”
 
“Says who?”
 
“Says your mother, your mom,” Hope said. “Me.”
 
“I’m an adult, remember. I know how I feel, Hope. I’m going to tell you a secret. Your birthday is next week, and Mother has planned a surprise party for you. In the garden. She’s having it catered by the Ale House. And do you remember the older man who seated us the night we had dinner there? His name is Michael, and he was the principal at the elementary school where Mother taught. He’s also the guy Mother has been seeing.”
 
“Holy moly, girl. You can’t keep a secret, can you.”
 
“Yes, I can,” Gracie said, “but you’re a better keeper of secrets than I am. I wanted you to know that Ronan, Dad, is invited.” She let her words soak in before she went on. “How do you feel about that?”
 
“I don’t know.”
 
Gracie’s door opened just then. “Hope, listen, I need you to come to my room. Whatever that doctor has to say can wait. Please, it’s kind of urgent.”
 
“On my way,” Hope said.
 
“She’s on her way up,” Gracie told her mother and Ronan, who had just walked into the room. “Act surprised when you see her, okay?”
 
Ronan O’Connor, Dr. Ronan O’Connor, all six-foot-six of him, smiled at her. He had the same gray-green eyes. The same reddish-brown hair. The same fair skin. The same as hers because Ronan O’Connor was her father. It still sounded crazy to her, but in a good way. The event that had led to this discovery, one that had almost cost her her life, was turning out to be the best news a woman could hope for. She still had trouble thinking of Hope as her mother and Mom as her grandmother. This was the secret they had spoken of that day when she had overheard them talking outside. They had always planned to tell her, but according to them, the timing had never been right.
 
Never in a zillion years had they expected this. When Dr. O’Connor saw Hope, he immediately remembered their relationship, the intimacy they had shared, and Hope had felt that given Gracie’s medical condition, it was fate that had brought him back to Amarillo, back to a daughter he had never known he had, and back to the girl who had stolen his heart all those years ago. She had told Gracie this.
 
Hope pushed through the door, stopping when she saw her mother and Ronan in the room.
 
“I told you, Ronan, the woman is a sneak. She knew I was waiting for you in the cafeteria.” Hope shook her head.
 
“She is a smart young lady. Smart parents,” he said to Hope. “I’m proud of her, of you all, taking care of my girl.” His Irish accent thickened with emotion. “I want us all together, as a family. Hope, we have a few things to work on, if you’re willing?”
 
“Of course, whatever it takes,” she said.
 
“Even if it means starting over? Dating, getting to know each other all over again?”
 
Hope grinned, her smile lighting up her beautiful brown eyes. “I’m game,” she said.
 
Ella, who still referred to herself as Gracie’s mother, and said she would always, sparkled like the brightest star in the sky. Her girl took this news better than they had expected, and now, they had Ronan in their lives.
 
He was forty-nine, never married—except to his work, he had said—and now, to discover he had a family, again he believed it was divine intervention that had sent him back to Amarillo.
 
Her father looked at her, a twinkle in his eyes. “You want to know what I think?” he asked his daughter.
 
She nodded.
 
“I think you’re amazing, Gracie.”

 



Ella’s Sweet Iced Tea
 
3 family-size Luzianne tea bags (or brand of your choice) 
6 cups water 
3 cups ice 
1 cup sugar 
lemon slice (optional) 
mint (optional)
 
 

 
 
Bring the 6 cups of water to a boil. Place the tea bags in water; simmer for 10 minutes. Add sugar. Allow time to cool. Pour tea and sugar mixture into a pitcher of choice. Add 3 cups of ice. For weaker tea, add water to desired strength.
 
 

 
 
Enjoy!
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