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Chapter One

 


The forty-year old virgin was a virgin no
more. I stretched under my covers, sore in places never used before
last night.

Staring overhead, I listened to the whirling
ceiling fan. No cranky voice yelled my name like a curse this
morning. Never again would my father’s voice wake me with his
complaining. “You move too slow, girl! Where’s my medicine? I’m
hungry!” Relief outweighed regret for me.

I rubbed my face on the cool pillow and
breathed in its freshly laundered scent, a hint of Fragrance Free
Bounce Dryer Sheets. Memories of last night teased their way back
through my drowsy thoughts. Did I actually sit in a restaurant last
night, sipping a sweet, frothy drink from a delicate stemmed glass?
Edna Mae Withers, plain, gawky daughter of the late Jonathan and
Maggie Withers had eaten with a man.

Defiant for the first time in too many
years, I’d left my house with the last of father’s mourners and
headed to a mall, enjoying the forty-mile drive away from people
offering their condolences. The warmth of the late March evening
required only a light sweater over my brown dress. Georgia days
could begin short-sleeve warm and end up jacket cool by
evening.

After a free makeover at the Macy’s cosmetic
counter and wearing a new blue dress, I tossed the ugly brown dress
into the first trashcan I passed. With newfound courage I ventured
to the nearby Ramada Inn Restaurant and Bar. The huge neon sign had
drawn my attention to my growling stomach.

Inside the restaurant piano music drifted
from a bar and the scents of garlic and tomatoes made me even
hungrier. The music changed to something that sounded like a
recording. I caught myself humming softly with the music.

For the first time in my life, a man looked
at me with desire in his eyes. The delicious memory made me shiver
with anticipation. Having a drink from the bar, another first, I
answered the man’s smile with a shy one of my own that had come
more naturally than I’d expected.

Crinkles around his gray eyes matched his
crooked smile. “Waiting for someone?”

I remember fidgeting with my top button,
round and smooth against my rough fingertips. Clearing my dry
throat, I answered. “No, no one.”

His smile lit his face and I smiled I
return. “Mind if I join you?” His deep voice vibrated through
me.

When he sat, I nearly panicked. What could I
talk about with this handsome stranger? What could we have in
common?

The waitress looked so envious, leaning
toward him and pursing her red lips, I almost blurted that the man
wasn’t with me. But he was – at least for now.

He ordered the special, and so did I. I had
no idea what I wanted and could barely think straight with his
attention centered on me. He commented on our choice of steak and
fresh asparagus - something we had in common, after all.

We talked about everything from movies to
his work experiences and college education. I lied about my
background, since there were none of those things for the woman who
had devoted her life to nursing a bedridden parent until three days
ago. If he’d asked me to repeat what I said, I’d have been hard put
to do so. I did remember shredding the soggy napkin from under my
glass.

Someone began to play the shiny baby grand
piano. The stranger and I glanced around the crowded area,
commenting on people around us. When had so many people come into
the restaurant?

He spoke first. “Didn’t know there was live
music tonight.”

“The music is nice.” Too
brilliant for words.

He smiled and looked pointedly at my nearly
empty plate. Neither of us said anything, but when he held his hand
out.

I took it and stood.

“I don’t dance,” I said,
apologizing.

He drew me close. “We can stop when I step
on your feet too many times.”

A shiver hit me as I smiled. More than
likely I’d step on his feet. I couldn’t push the man away yet,
though I probably should have. Dancing with the handsome stranger,
I lost myself in the warmth of his strong arms until the bar closed
at midnight. Unlike Cinderella, I didn’t run home.

Now, the morning after, I’d do nothing
differently, not one single thing.

Last night I went with the stranger to his
room. The feelings I’d suppressed for a lifetime came rushing in,
making me feel alive when he kissed me and touched my body in ways
I’d only imagined. His mouth on my breasts, his tongue on my body
made me forget to be shy. My face flushed at the memories of my
first sexual encounter.

No man could have been more considerate as
he made love to every inch of my untutored body and brought me to
an orgasm I hadn’t believed possible outside of the few romance
paperbacks I’d managed to sneak past my parents over the years.

My body had welcomed the weight of his solid
body. The scents of his spicy cologne and a touch of sweat had sent
my heart racing. Even now my breathing sped at the memory of my
undeniable desire.

After a climax so strong I’d expected my
head to explode into a million pieces, I waited while the man fell
into a deep sleep wrapped around me. Tears pooled in my eyes for
the years I’d been cheated of the warmth of a man’s body, of the
belief I could attract a man, that I deserved one. At least some of
those tears were for the beauty of the time we’d shared.

When he relaxed, I slipped from the bed and
gathered my clothes by the faint light of near-dawn seeping through
a thin opening in the drapes. I left the naked man sleeping
sprawled across the bed and took the memory home to savor, like now
under the covers of my own bed.

Insistent buzzing jarred me from the memory.
Had I dozed off? I grabbed my bedside phone and cleared my
throat.

“Hm, hello?” My voice
still sounded muzzy.

“Where are you, Miss Edna
Mae?” Sam Jones asked. “We been waitin’ for you.”

“Sam?” I glanced at my
alarm clock. “Ten o’clock?” I tossed

off the covers and bounded from bed, my
thighs achy. My stomach clenched. Father’s breakfast is late. He’ll
have a fit. No he won’t, he won’t ever yell at me again. I’d slept
late for the first time I years.

“Ma’am?”

Sam’s voice jarred me. In my automatic
panic, I’d forgotten what woke me.

“We can put off this
meetin’, if you need to.”

“No, Sam, I can be in your
office in twenty minutes.” I reached into my dresser and grabbed
panties and a bra. “If that’s okay.” Please say it’s okay. I want
this business over as soon as possible.

“That’s fine, ma’am, but
there’s no need to rush. We can meet around half past
eleven.”

“That would be wonderful.”
I hung up and headed for my shower - there would be time to make
myself presentable for this meeting with my family lawyer. For once
I didn’t need to help a cranky, sick father who never allowed me a
minute to myself.

###

At eleven fifteen I glanced in the mirror on
the car visor. Frightened blue eyes stared back at me, mocking me.
What if my self-righteous father disinherited me? Even he wouldn’t
do that, surely. I pulled my waist-length, brown hair back in a
band.

I opened my cheap, worn leather purse and
took out my new lipstick. A couple of quick swipes of deep pink
color to my still tender lips reminded me of last night and the man
who had kissed me with passion and longing.

Letting my daydream go, I glanced at the
three-story brick building matching those on either side. Father’s
lawyer did well for himself, if the manicured grounds and huge
flowerpots filled with pansies and daffodils were any
indication.

“Time to face the music.”
I made my voice firm. Tossing the silver tube and the powder and
blush compacts I’d bought last night into my purse, I grabbed it
and the keys to my father’s car, my car now. He hadn’t driven the
Cadillac for the past seven years, though his name was still on the
papers.

By the time I strode into the lawyer’s
office, my stomach had twisted into knots. My stingy father had let
me know little about our finances or anything else. For all I knew
I could be left homeless, with no skills to support myself.

Raylene rose behind the receptionist desk
and hurried toward me. “Honey, you just sit right down.” Poor woman
looked distressed. “My condolences - about yur daddy, I mean, God
rest his soul. Can I get you something to drink?”

I shook my head. She has no idea what a
selfish, controlling sonovabitch my daddy was.

Raylene’s smooth hand patted my rough one.
“I’ll just buzz Mr. Sam and let him know you’re here. He should be
done with this client in a bit.” Her flowery perfume lingered after
her. After I learned my fate, I’d ask her what kind it was.

I was relieved to have my hand back. I
didn’t know how to handle kind gestures. The community folks who
visited mother when her health failed years ago stopped calling the
house or coming to see us. By the time father’s health started
downhill, only Sam and doctors made house calls. Grocery deliveries
didn’t count as visits. Of course father had been grumpy, so why
would they visit him?

Raylene spoke into the intercom phone,
keeping her voice low, so her words were muted. The tall
receptionist wouldn’t give the magazine models competition, but she
looked soft and feminine in a peach linen suit and matching
sling-back heels, a nice style.

A Redbook magazine on the dark coffee
table in front of the navy sofa caught my attention. The headline
read “Are You Letting People Take Advantage of You?” Hell, yes to
that one. “Fall Makeovers”, that one spoke to me too after last
night. I picked up the magazine, but Sam called my name from his
doorway before I opened the book.

Sam stepped toward me. “Come on inside, Miss
Edna Mae. I’m sorry you had to wait.”

“My fault for being late.”
I hurried, no point wasting his time. “Thank you again for helping
me make my father’s funeral arrangements. I wouldn’t have known
what he wanted.”

Sam took my hand, patting it. “I’m glad he
made plans ahead of time and had me keep them with his will and
business papers.

“He never spoke to me
about any of that stuff.”

Sam shook his head and looked sympathetic.
“Guess he didn’t want you to worry about anything.” He turned back
to the door. “Raylene, could you get us some Coca-Cola?”

“Sure can, Diet for Mr.
Sam and for you, Edna Mae?”

I broke out into a nervous sweat. Raylene
looked at me, waiting for a response. “Regular, I guess.” I had
choices. Father would likely have said he didn’t need anything and
neither did I.

“Original for you, you
don’t look like you need to lose a single ounce,” she
said.

The woman was good for my ego.

By the time Raylene returned with two
bottled Cokes and two glasses of ice, I sat in a leather chair in
front of a huge polished wood desk. I loved the smell of leather
and lemon polish, especially if I hadn’t done the polishing.

Sam perched a hip on a corner of his desk,
near the guest chairs, while Raylene poured Coke into each glass.
Sam took his glass with a polite “thank you” and placed it on his
blotter.

I accepted my glass with a smile. The fizz
in my first sip tickled my nose.

Sam took over, reading the papers he held in
his wide hands. “As the executor of your father’s estate, I
arranged to have Judge Reynolds in to probate the will this
morning.”

Great, do it all as soon as possible.

“The house will be yours,
as will all its furnishings.”

I nodded, trying to hide my relief.

“Your copy of the probate
papers will get you access to this safety deposit box.” He handed
me a key.

He droned on. My sleep-deprived mind wasn’t
sharp, but I caught the part about bank accounts and retirement
accounts and breathed a sigh of relief.

I turned toward the door when Judge Pete
Reynolds strode into Sam’s office without a knock or an
announcement from Raylene. The judge looked totally at ease in
Sam’s office. He wore his dark suit with authority like it was made
for him. His woodsy scent suited him.

“Good to see you, Edna.”
The judge took my hand in his and looked into my eyes.

His brown eyes seemed so caring. Why? I
hadn’t seen him since high school where he’d been the football hero
a class behind mine and I’d been invisible.

“We’re here for you,” he
said, as though he meant it.

“Thank you, sir – Judge -
I mean - your Honor.”

“You should know to call
me Pete, Edna.”

Not likely. Was that the way a judge greeted
a client, or whatever I was now? Did judges usually leave their
offices for someone like me?

He turned to Sam. “Let’s get this show on
the road and tend to Ms. Edna Mae so she can get on with her
business.”

My brain hit overload by the time I signed
the last paper for the judge. Did he say something about
transferring ownership of properties? I’d think about that
later.Judge Pete took my hands in his again. “Take care, you hear?
Call if you need anything.”

I mumbled my thanks before he strode out. He
left as he’d arrived. If we’d been friends, I’d have appreciated
the touch. So dry I could barely swallow, I picked up my glass and
noticed the sweat ring it left. With a jerky motion I rubbed my
sleeve on the spot. He’d have a fit. He? Father? He was gone. No
more “Can’t you do a damned thing right, girl?” No more of his
scolding day and night.

Sam didn’t seem to notice the sweat stain or
my hasty moves to clean up after myself.

“Are we done?” I asked,
certain my head would explode if I didn’t get away for a
while.

“Sure are. Let’s go.”
Sam’s energy made me more tired.

I grabbed my purse and hurried from the
office. Home, I needed to be in my safe, familiar room, my haven.
In a daze, I almost missed Sam’s hand on my arm as he escorted me
outside.

“My car is over there.” I
pointed toward the relic that now belonged to me.

My lawyer laughed. “I thought you
understood. I’m takin’ you to tend to business today - the bank and
all. You don’t need to do everything by yourself. You’ve got me to
help you.”

“Oh, well, thanks.” I
hadn’t planned to deal with such things today. I had a house to
clean, plans to make about my home. My home. Could it really be
true?

He had a point about my need for help.
Father trusted this man to handle his business. Now I owned
everything. I needed to make this man my new best friend. I let Sam
help me into his car and drive me around in luxury - leather seats
and air conditioning that worked. Amazing.

Two hours after Sam and I left his office, I
had temporary checkbooks, papers signed by Judge Reynolds, and
deeds. The real checkbooks would be a surprise, because I couldn’t
remember which designs I chose. Did it matter? I followed Sam’s
lead as he introduced me to bank officers who called me Ms.
Withers, ma’am, like I was someone important. People had always
treated father like that, too.

Had someone replaced the old invisible Edna
Mae Withers with a real person? The judge and Sam had treated me
with deference I’d never experienced or expected. Back inside the
Lexus and ready to go home and let my mind rest, I closed my eyes
for a second. My stomach growled. I opened my eyes again and cut
them toward Sam.

Sam smiled at me. “Me, too, please join me
for a bite at Bob’s. We both missed dinner.”

Oh, God, I’ve only had one meal with a man
in public in more years than I can remember -last night, actually,
but this was different. My breath stalled in my lungs. I’d ended up
in bed with a stranger. My stomach growled again.

“Bob’s won’t be crowded
and we can consider it a business meeting.” Sam grinned.

“Okay.” I nodded. Might as
well start somewhere, and Sam would not expect me to be
sophisticated or good in public since he’d known me for years. He
certainly wouldn’t expect to have sex with me
afterwards.

We entered Bob’s restaurant, in the empty
entry area.

“Mind if I take a minute
in the ladies room?” I asked.

“Of course not, I’ll wait
here.”

I rinsed my face, patting it dry with a
paper towel. I refreshed my little bit of makeup. I couldn’t help
comparing myself with the polished professional women I’d seen all
day and I knew I came up short.

When I walked out to the lobby, Sam called
my name. He moved to my side and took my arm, then led me to a
podium where a woman I remembered from high school glanced at me,
dismissing me. Even I noticed her disdain and the lack of
greeting.

I might as well be as invisible as I was in
school. Sam, however, warranted a smile and a come-on as she
grabbed menus and asked if he had a preference of tables.

Sam looked patient and businesslike.
“Thanks, we’d like a booth out of the main traffic.”

The hostess shrugged, tossed long blond hair
over her shoulder, then walked away with hip action that would have
crippled me. I’d never try the incredibly high heels she wore,
either.

Once seated in the booth, I stared at the
menu. What would I like here? Every meal I’d prepared for my
parents had been simple and bland, doctors’ orders.

The waiter came to tell us about the
specials, recommending the grilled salmon.

“That sounds good,” Sam
said.

“I’ll have that, too,” I
said.

Sam added his salad choice, the house salad,
and ordered Sweet Tea.

I ordered the same, heaving a heavy sigh of
relief when the waiter left with our orders. No more decisions for
my information-overloaded brain.

“So, how are you really?”
Sam asked. He stared at me over the water glass he held, as though
he wanted to read my mind.

No longer a servant to my father. No longer
a virgin. He’d likely choke on the swig he took if I gave him
either answer. Settling back on the leather cushions of the booth,
I took a couple of swallows of water to stall answering.

“Okay, guess.” I
shrugged.

The waiter brought large glasses of iced tea
and salads.

Sam put his water glass on the table and
speared a chunk of lettuce. “You’ve had a lot of information to
digest today.”

“Yes.” I took a bite of
salad. It was tasty with a citrus dressing and bits of dried fruit.
Maybe Sam wouldn’t expect me to speak with my mouth full. Maybe I’d
make better conversation with a glass of wine. Last night drinks
helped me relax and talk with the stranger. He had made me feel
comfortable.

Meals at home had always been silent, even
when I’d come home from school with the excitement of a child eager
to learn and to share with my parents.

Sam ate his salad with the relish of a
starved man. He must really be hungry. I’d wondered if he stopped
here because he thought I needed to eat.

I finished as the waiter brought our
entrees.

The salmon was divine! I’d eaten half of it
before I remembered the rest of my food.

Sam’s laugh drew my attention to his smile.
“Good salmon?”

I paused with my fork on the way to my
mouth. “I was hungrier than I thought.”

Sam grinned. “I’m glad you like it.”

By the time I finished my meal, I was
actually relaxed and comfortably full. When the waiter came to take
dessert orders I glanced around the room. Oh, God. The place was
full now, and I wanted to hide from all the people. Were they
watching me?

“I don’t need dessert.” I
tried not to show the panic building inside. “You order,
though.”

Sam, bless his heart, shook his head. “Nah,
I need to get back to the office. A lawyer’s work is never
done.”

“That’s not the way I
remember the expression.”

Sam laughed and shook his head.

After Sam paid the waiter, he rose and moved
to help me slide from the booth. Every step I took, I prayed I
wouldn’t trip and embarrass Sam or myself.

By the time Sam pulled into the parking lot
of his office building, I could barely move. Sam hurried out and
around the car to my door before I disengaged my seat belt. He
helped me out and walked me to my car. All gentleman, he took my
keys and unlocked my door, opened it, then handed my keys to me,
once I was under the steering wheel. Before my ride in Sam’s
luxurious car, I hadn’t noticed the old car smell of the Caddy.
“I’ll call for a time to go over your daddy’s books, so you can
learn to handle ’em yourself, unless you want me to keep doing ‘em.
I can collect the checks from the rental properties for you this
month and deposit those in the business account.”

“Good grief, I had no idea
my father owned rentals.” Did he or the judge mention that this
afternoon after I zoned out? “Thanks for all your help. How will I
ever learn how to look after my finances and my father’s business
interests?” I heaved a long sigh.

“We can do things one step
at a time.” With that Sam moved back from my car.

I glanced in the rearview mirror before I
turned into the street. Sam still watched me. No one had ever been
so concerned about me before. I tried to hold back the tears until
I could cry at home, but I swiped at them for the ten-minute drive
to my house.

After a nap, I awoke ready to tackle the
world. The dark room meant I’d slept away the spring evening. I
glanced at my clock. Ten thirty. Oh yes, I’d had a good, long nap.
There was so much to do. My stomach growled. How could I be hungry
again after my large meal with Sam?

I tossed my covers, shivering. Another
shiver made me grab a pajama bottom and a clean tee shirt. Tonight
had become one of those cooler nights so typical of late March.

Barefooted, I padded downstairs.

Quiet tempted me to turn on the televisions,
even the one in father’s sickroom.

Instead, I strolled to the kitchen. Thank
goodness the ladies of the church left plenty of food. Grabbing a
bag of fried chicken and a Coca-Cola, I plopped down at the kitchen
table.

According to the bankbooks I brought home, I
now had immediate access to three hundred thousand dollars. That
should buy plenty of groceries and let me make repairs.

I put away the chicken. There was something
to be said for eating out of a Zip-lock bag.

Restless, I watered the potted plants and
the vases of fresh cut blooms from the funeral. That done, I
grabbed a cardboard box from the storage closet and headed to
father’s room. Had it been only three days? The pungent odors of a
sickroom lingered in the place where I’d heard demands for service
and been credited with having every fault possible.

Tomorrow I’ll call the preacher who
conducted dad’s service and donate all the home-care paraphernalia
to his church. Clothes seldom warn in the past few years hung in
father’s closet. They would go, too.

I gathered watches, rings, papers that might
have value, envelops of cash father kept stashed to pay for
deliveries.

I moved to mother’s sick room across the
hall, unchanged for five years since her death. For ten years both
parents had been bedridden, and I’d hustled between their rooms.
Father demanded to be helped into his wheel chair and taken to
visit his wife in her room. He wanted to spend time with her, but
her coughing kept him awake. His snoring bothered her.

For fifteen years I carried meals to
mother’s room on the second floor. I tended to her every need, only
to be reminded that I owed her more since she gave up her health to
raise a daughter she’d had late in her life. My father was no
better, even when his wife died and he had only me left. I’d loved
and hoped to be loved by my parents. It hadn’t happened and my love
had faded until there was none.

The house seemed more lonely than I thought
possible. An unbidden tear blurred my vision, then slid down my
cheek. I was alone in the world for the first time.

 



Chapter Two

 


Deke Jackson stood in the cold, impersonal
nursing home office.

I’m so sorry, Mr. Jackson. The doctor said
your sister isn’t likely to last more than another month.” The
middle-aged woman looked as sad as he felt.

Deke couldn’t push a word past the lump in
his throat to respond to her.

“We’ll do everything we
can to make her as comfortable as possible. She isn’t
suffering.”

Deke flinched at her kind touch on his arm.
“I know you take good care of Caroline and,” He nodded, clearing
his throat. “I appreciate it.”

He turned to walk out the door of Our Loving
Lady Nursing Home into the April sunshine, holding his head high
and his grief inside. How much longer could he keep this up? He’d
thought having his parents die in a plane crash, leaving him and
Caroline to look after each other, was the hardest thing he’d ever
have to handle. He’d been wrong. Watching his only sister, the
person who had helped him finish high school and college almost
while sacrificing her own plans, die a slow death was killing
him.

He turned the ignition in his truck, flipped
the air conditioner on, and pulled from the nearly deserted parking
lot into the street leading toward the Ramada Inn. No way he’d let
himself give into his agony and grief until he reached his room.
Maybe he should get an apartment here on a short-term basis so he
could be near Caroline for the weeks she had left.

Nah, he’d have nothing to keep him sane if
he didn’t have his work and he’d be too far from the other love of
his life.

His cell phone rang. He flipped it open
without looking at the display. “Derek Jackson.” His business-like
greeting helped keep his emotions at bay.

His daughter’s musical voice responded.
“Becky Jackson.”

The giggle behind her greeting brought a
smile. Becky could make him smile no matter how bad things
were.

“Hey, kid, what’s going
on?” Part of his pain eased. He turned onto the highway toward his
home-away-from-home.

“Nothin’ much. Same ol’
same ol’. But this week Cate isn’t speaking to Katie and Mom’s
being bitchy.”

“Becky, you don’t say
things like that about your mama. She’s a good woman and she loves
you.”

“I know, Daddy. But Mom
hasn’t got a clue.”

“Yeah, well, be thankful
you have a mom.” How many times had he said that to the child who
would always be a link between him and his ex wife? Becky ranked up
there with the great kids, just as Jenna would always mean a lot to
him. Without Jenna and Becky he’d have nothing to keep him going
when Caroline gave up her fight to live. Or had she already given
up the fight?

“Daddy, are you mad at
me?” The little girl quiver in Becky’s voice tied him in
knots.

“No, Angel, just
thinking.”

“Mom said you were going
to see Aunt Caroline today. How’s she doing?” He could tell asking
that question had taken a lot out of her. She’d always adored her
aunt.

“About the same. It won’t
be much longer for her.” He forced his voice to sound
normal.

“Make Mom let me come with
you the next time you go to the nursing home.” Beth’s voice took on
a begging tone. “Aunt Caroline would want to see me, I know she
would.”

He made himself say the words that tore a
piece from his heart. “She wouldn’t know you were there.” He paused
and cleared his throat. “She doesn’t know anyone is there. You
don’t need to see her like she is. Remember her like she was.”

“I’m thirteen years old
and I think I can handle it.”

Ah, teenagers, so knowing and wise. “I’m
thirty-seven and I can barely handle seeing how she is now. No, you
aren’t coming here and that’s final.”

“Fine.” There was that
teen ‘tude tone. “Whatever.”

“Becky.” He forced himself
to sound reasonable. “I can’t deal with this now.”

“Sorry, Dad.”

There was his angel again, but for how long?
The girl’s mood could turn on a dime.

“I know you’re hurting.
Mama and I love Aunt Caroline.”

“I know you do.” He turned
into the Ramada Inn parking lot and pulled to a spot near the
entrance leading to his room.

What did his daughter really want? She was
interested in her aunt and how he felt, but she usually called him
when her mom gave her grief, like the bitchy mood she
mentioned.

“Does your mama know
you’re calling?” He leaned back in the seat, knowing an energy
drain was within minutes.

“I can call anyone I want
on my cell. I thought you’d want to hear from your only
daughter.”

“Yes, Baby, I love talking
with you. Hearing your lovely voice makes my day.” He tried for a
breezy manner because the words were too true.

“Love you, too, Dad. Gotta
go.” And just that quickly the dial tone replaced her voice. Maybe
she’d just wanted to talk to her daddy.

Deke got out of the car and hurried into the
motel. On a whim he walked past the restaurant. No pretty woman
with long brown hair and a look that said she had known loneliness
sat at the bar or a booth. He hadn’t expected her, though he’d
looked for her each night of his monthly visits here.

He strode, despite his shaky legs, to the
elevator. By the time he slid his room key into the lock his
stomach roiled and he prayed he’d make it inside before he emptied
its contents. He stumbled to the bathroom just in time and tossed
his cookies. He rinsed his mouth and stumbled to the bed. He’d
sleep for a while, then call down for a sandwich. Each trip to see
Caroline ended the same way.

His shoes thudded on the carpeted floor when
he toed them off. Coolness of his pillow from home eased him into
sleep.

One night had been different. As he’d passed
the restaurant on the way to his room, his glance had caught the
image of a woman sitting alone, one who had tempted him to go
inside that night months ago.

Deke fell asleep thinking about that night
and that woman. He dreamed of her as he often did lately.

The woman against his body fit like she’d
been made for him. Her soft breasts against his chest sent messages
to his groin. The strawberry fragrance of her shampoo made him
think about her. She was past the bloom of youth, no twenty
something, but still fresh, unsophisticated. Her loneliness called
to his need for the warmth of another human being. He needed her as
much as she needed him and their bodies were certainly willing.

They danced to the golden oldies channel on
TV. When he took her into his arms she trembled against his chest.
He pulled her closer.

She seemed so shy he took her hands in his
and brushed his lips over her knuckles, drawn to the way she
shivered and gazed into his eyes. He placed each of her hands on
his shoulders, then settled his own hands at her waist. Moving to
the music became foreplay. There was no hurry to take her to bed.
Besides, she would likely bolt if he moved too fast.

Her forehead rubbed against his throat, her
soft hair brushed against his chin. He caressed her back, then her
buttocks, pulling her against his erection so she would have no
doubt he wanted her.

When she didn’t pull away, he bent his head
to kiss her neck, laving her throat. Her breasts seemed to swell
against his chest. Her nipples beaded enough for him to feel them
through her bra. When she turned her head away, he reached one hand
to her chin. Using one finger he lifted her face so he could see
her eyes. Up so close he could count her long lashes, he saw
himself reflected in those brown-green orbs. When he knew she saw
him, he touched his mouth to her plump lips. Her eyes softened even
more and he moved his lips against hers. His tongue coaxed her
mouth to let him inside.

She wasn’t a bad kisser, just inexperienced.
Hadn’t she ever been kissed properly? Should he stop, send her
away? He couldn’t, at least not yet.

When she reached for the top button of his
shirt, he placed his hands on her waist, sliding them up toward her
bra as she kissed his chest, mimicking his actions, kisses and
buttons all the way to his belt buckle.

She met him tentative move for move, shy
kiss for kiss, sigh for sigh. There was such wonder in her
reactions to him. He slid her blouse off her shoulders, revealing
smooth, pale skin he needed to taste.

No lacy bra could have been more sexy and
appealing than the plain cotton covering her generous breasts. He
kissed the swell of flesh above the cups, ran his tongue down the
valley, loving the way she shivered. He held her against him while
he reached around and unhooked the one thing between his chest and
her breasts. When she helped him remove the bra, she stood looking
down, her arms crossed over those luscious, ivory mounds, as though
she feared he wouldn’t like what he saw. How could a man not?

He kept his tone gentle. “Please let me look
at you.”

When she uncrossed her arms he wanted to
spend time with her rosy nipples. A breast man, he knew those were
fabulous and natural, and he wanted to kiss and suck each one.

“Beautiful.” His voice
sounded strained to his own ears. He looked into her e reading
relief. “You are so beautiful, do you know that?”

A loud beeping noise awakened him. Someone’s
car alarm was going off. Groaning, he dragged a hand down his face,
determined to find the woman who’d given him comfort.


Chapter Three

 


The next morning I took time to brush my
hair. I plaited it into a quick French braid as I had every
morning.

After taking two minutes to straighten my
bedspread, I made sure there was no dirty laundry in sight. Taking
the stairs two at a time I strode to the kitchen to pour a glass of
sweet tea. There was nothing I enjoyed more than a glass of iced
tea on a spring morning, actually any morning. Coffee helped me
wake up. Iced tea refreshed me.

Preacher showed up with two bulky men I
didn’t recognize. They tended to the moving of the hospital beds
and anything needed by a person having home care. A weight lifted
from my shoulders while I watched those symbols of my prison
leaving my house.

Three ladies from the church packed father’s
clothes and some of mother’s clothes. Dust had gathered in mother’s
room, a place I hadn’t visited in two years.

One followed me to the kitchen to help
gather glasses of iced tea for all the helpers. Each of them
offered the expected words of sympathy.

I said the words they wanted to hear.
“Thanks, I appreciate your help. I don’t know what I’d do without
you dear ladies.” I couldn’t give them the expected tears, though.
What would they think if I told them I was relieved to finally be
free?

They accomplished so much more than I could
have. Later I’d give each something she’d admired. I offered to
share some of the bounty still filling my refrigerator and my
freezer in the storage room. Everyone enjoyed the food then left
all at once, leaving the house blessedly quiet and peaceful. I had
enjoyed the company but I needed the solitude.

I called Sam’s office to ask Raylene for
advice about a good place for a haircut. Before I could bring up
that subject, the receptionist started her rant, making me
smile.

“Sugar, I told Sam I did
not believe he still had his key to your house.”

I could imagine Raylene with her free hand
fisted on her curvy hip.

Sam had let himself in the house several
times when I couldn’t get to the door in time. I couldn’t always
drop everything and answer the door on the first ring of the
doorbell. My father hated to her the bell ring more than once. “I’m
sure he didn’t realize he wouldn’t need it anymore.”

“I told him he could call
before headin’ to your house. What if you had company? What if you
didn’t want company?”

That should set Sam straight, so asking for
the key would seem less harsh after what Raylene said.

“I also told him he needed
to give your key back. He said your daddy gave him a key so he
could take care of things, like you can’t take care of your own
business.”

“Raylene, I appreciate
your help.” I had to fight the ingrained urge to
apologize.

“Sugar, any time you need
to straighten out a man, you just call me.”

“I might just do that.”
And I wasn’t just “whistlin’ Dixie”, either. Raylene could surely
make a man back away from an argument and run. “The reason I
called, can you recommend a place I can get a good haircut? I
haven’t had one in ages.”

“You’re not cutting off
your gorgeous hair?” Raylene’s raised voice made Edna
grin.

“Just several inches, you
know, dead ends.” I smoothed back several strands that had escaped
the braid.

“Tell you what, come by
here tomorrow around five and I’ll take you to a stylist I trust
with my hair. She’s a gem. Then we’ll have supper together at my
favorite place to go when there’s no man paying.”

“I don’t
understand.”

“Sugar, when I’m on a
date, I let the man spend money. Otherwise I go for
cheap.”

“Oh, yeah, how do I know
what to pay Sam for the stuff he does? He’s been so helpful, but I
know he has better things to do than baby-sit me.”

Raylene laughed. “Don’t worry, you’ll get an
invoice for the billable hours he puts in.”

###

Hours later I headed to my room and to get
ready to meet Raylene and lose some hair.

Last night I’d watched a makeover show. From
mom’s jewelry box I selected a gold chain and gold loop clip-on
earrings, still in their sales card.

I’d watched the makeup artist carefully and
decided I could use some of the lovely products in the Macy’s bag.
I had good skin, probably because I’d spent so little time outside
in the Georgia sun and because my parents had insisted on having
only healthy food in the house. They had controlled that by calling
in grocery orders and having them delivered.

Thirty minutes later I drove father’s car
toward Sam’s office. With each day the old car seemed to smell less
like an old man and more like me. Was I imagining it?

Sam’s Lexus left his office parking lot as I
pulled from the light at the corner. Raylene met me when I opened
my car door.

“We’ll take my car since I
know where we’re going, okay?” Raylene stepped aside for me to grab
my purse and exit the Cadillac and lock it. She gave me a warm,
fluffy hug, right there on the parking lot, like we had been
friends for ages. I hadn’t realized how much I’d needed a hug. My
one-armed hug back felt awkward but good.

Raylene’s baby-blue Lincoln wasn’t new, but
it looked well-kept. Never in my life had I been on a girls’ day
out, so I sat silent for a while, reveling in my new
independence.

“Sallee’s expecting us.
She was so excited when I told her I was bringing virgin
hair.”

That comment nearly choked me, but Raylene
didn’t seem to notice, she chattered nonstop about ideas for
hairstyles, for which I was grateful.

“Sallee’s the sweetest
person and she’s great at what she does. You’ll just love
her.”

When Raylene pulled into a parking space in
front of the Kut’N Kirl my tummy flipped. What if I couldn’t let
Sallee cut my hair? What if I panicked? I hadn’t been in a beauty
shop since mother became too sick to leave the house.

“Edna, sugar, let’s go
meet Sal.”



I made myself open my door and slide from
the safety of the car.

Inside the shop, fragrances assaulted my
nose as the noises of female voices and blow-dryers overwhelmed me.
The place was abuzz with women having fun. A tiny, red-haired pixie
rushed to welcome Raylene and me.

“Hey, Ray, is this your
friend?” She pulled me toward a large window and studied my hair.
“So healthy, like baby hair. Great texture.”

The pixie grabbed my hand and led me to a
pink barber chair. “Ray said you want to lose maybe four inches.”
She held that length of hair out to get approval.

“Yes,” I gulped. I hadn’t
thought in terms of inches and four sounded like a lot. “What about
highlights? Could we do that today?”

“Sure thing,” Sal
said.

Raylene grinned and offered to get Cokes
from the drink machine in the back of the large room. “The real
thing, for Edna.” She laughed at her own joke.

While the “experts” studied hair samples, I
sipped my Coke and glanced around at other women in the shop. All
the ladies seemed to be having a good time.

Sallee flipped a pink plastic cape over my
shoulders. She then cut a swag of hair. On the floor the cut hair
piled. Sallee spread some smelly goop on strips of my hair. Then
she left me to talk to Raylene while the color worked.

Finally, after a shampoo I watched Sal blow
the mass dry. The image in the mirror made her smile. Mighty fine
hair!

“Edna Mae?” I turned
toward the voice. “Is that you?”

Suzanne Barklay stared at me, then
grinned.

I hadn’t seen Suzy since high school.

“Edna Mae Withers!” Suzy
clapped her hands, then touched her cheeks in excitement. “Omigod,
it is you.”

I nodded, then finally found my voice.
“Suzy, you look great! Where have you been?” I tried to escape the
chair but the footrest got in the way.

Suzanne didn’t wait, she leaned over the
chair to grab me in an enthusiastic hug, cape and all. “I missed
you, Em! I missed my best friend.” Sue’s tears dampened my face and
mingled with my own tears.

“I thought you were mad at
me, your parents always said you wouldn’t come to the phone when I
called. The letters I mailed you came back marked Return to
Sender.”

“No way! I cried when the
letters I mailed you came back to me unopened.” I sniffed and
pulled away to study my friend’s face, as if the truth would be
etched there. My parents had denied me even one friendship.
Why?

When something was pressed into my hand, I
turned toward Raylene who was giving me tissues and holding out a
tissue box for Suzy.

Suzy grabbed a handful and nodded thanks to
Raylene. “I’d have been at their funerals, but I thought you
wouldn’t want to see me. Oh, girl, I really missed you!”

Sallee touched my shoulder. “You can get up,
I’m done with you for now.”

Suzanne ooed and aaahhed. “You look
wonderful. You haven’t changed a bit.”

“Neither have you.” Suzy
looked rounder and tanned. Her hair, shorter and darker than I
remembered it being, was neatly styled. My old friend looked
happy.

Raylene put the magazine on a table. “Why
don’t you come with Edna Mae and me and have supper and a drink or
two? Edna Mae needs a night out with us girls.”

I untangled myself from the chair and stood
with my hands clasped. “Yes, come out with us so we can catch up.”
A flush warmed my cheeks. I should’ve introduced the women.
“Suzanne, meet Raylene.” Should I mention Raylene was my lawyer’s
secretary? No, that might make it seem as though I had no friends.
“Raylene, Suzy is my oldest best friend.”

Suzanne shrugged. “ I gotta pick up my kids
at the ball field in an hour. I wish I could go with you.” She
looked torn.

“Look, it’s okay,” I said.
“Call me tomorrow, I’m living at my parents’ house, I mean my
house, and I have the same number."

Raylene did what I should have done. She
rummaged in her purse and pulled out a notebook and a pen. “Write
your number for Edna.”

Suzanne shook her head and rolled her eyes.
“Why didn’t I think of that?”

Raylene laughed. “It’s what I do. I look
after folks. Besides, I didn’t just see my best friend after a long
time like you did.” She took the notebook and wrote my name and
number. “I’d be too excited to think, too.”

Suzanne looked at the clock on the wall and
said, “I gotta get movin’. My girls will be fit to be tied if I’m
late pickin’ ‘em up. They hate being the last kid waiting. You two
have fun and I want to hear all about it.”

I wanted to grab my friend and hold her back
for a while. Instead, I hugged her. “If you don’t hear from me
tomorrow, call me.”

“Count on it,” Suzy
promised.

On the way to the restaurant I talked
nonstop about how much I loved my hair and what a doll Sallee was
and what were the chances I’d have met my long-lost friend at the
shop.

“So you’re glad we went to
Sallee’s?” Raylene teased as she exited the car.

“You know it!” I got out
of the car and grinned at my new friend.

Raylene and I strutted – well, Raylene
strutted and I followed her, into the restaurant. The young
waitress who seated us looked like a kid in tight jeans and a red
t-shirt. She didn’t look bigger than a minute. Her red lips and
pale face worked with the orange streak in her blacker-than-black
stringy hair.

“Enjoy ya dinna, Aint
Ray.” She gave me a long look, from my shoes to the top of my head.
“You, too, ma’am. Like ya hair. You could use some more high
lightin’, though.”

The girl left to seat another customer. By
now I was hungry enough to eat a horse. Raylene and I ordered
ribs.

She leaned toward me with a
just-between-us-girls look. “I like your friend.”

“Thanks.” Too bad I hadn’t
been given a chance to get to know Raylene years ago. Even when I’d
driven my father to the office, he’d made me rush in and out. He
had no patience for small talk. Sam had come to our house alone
once father stopped going out on business.

“So, you and Suzy have an
argument or something?”

“No, she just didn’t call
me after we graduated from high school. I didn’t had much free time
while we were in school but Suzy and I were in classes together and
we spent as much time together as we could.” The tears I’d thought
dried up pooled in the lump in my throat. “I can’t believe my folks
told her I didn’t want to talk to her. I cried when every one of my
letters to her came back unopened.”

“Why didn’t your folks
like her?”

“They didn’t even like
me.” I removed my glasses and rubbed the bridge of my nose. I slid
them into my nose instead of putting them back on. Why doesn’t that
make me want to cry anymore? Odd.

“Of course they did,
Sugar.”

I shrugged, then pasted on a smile at the
waitress who brought salads. “Let’s eat.” I hoped I hadn’t said too
much. I didn’t need Raylene feeling sorry for me. I didn’t need
anyone feeling sorry for me.

Conversation paused while the waitress
brought huge platters of ribs. The sweet, smoky aroma made my
stomach growl and my mouth water. Raylene wasted no time digging
into the ribs and licking the sauce from her fingers. I separated a
section of spicy meat and ate until I gnawed the bones clean. I
shivered with excitement, licking the tangy sauce from my fingers,
one at a time. Heaven must be like this, flavorful food and a
chance to eat myself too full. I looked up at my companion, who
grinned. “What?”

Raylene dipped her napkin into her water
glass, leaned across the table and wiped my cheek, startling me.
“Sauce,” she said. “You look like a kid! But you sound like you’re
havin’ an orgasm, girlfriend.”

“What?”

Raylene moaned, “Oooooh this is soooo good.”
She made a goofy expression. “More, more, more.”

“Stop, please, you’re
killin’ me. I haven’t had this much fun since high school.” I
laughed so hard my stomach ached. Playing, finally playing, and
over a meal. Could it get better than this? Raylene still stared at
me. “Keep eating or I’ll finish and start on yours.” I warned
her.

“Not even!” Raylene
glared. “Touch my food and draw back a nub, little girl. We’re
skipping dessert so we can have sissy drinks at the club
later.”

“Sounds like a plan.” I
smiled at her, feeling the smile all the way to my toes. I
determined to ignore the man staring at me from across the room. He
looked familiar but I couldn’t place him. I put my attention back
on my food.

“Edna Mae?” The man, Judge
Reynolds, now stood beside me. “I thought I recognized you. You
look mighty fine tonight.” His suit fit him well. He wasn’t a bad
looking man and he was looking at me. What were the odds since
Raylene looked sassy and feminine, as usual.

“Evening, Ms. Raylene.” He
didn’t even look away from me.

Amusement came through Raylene’s respectful
manner. “Your Honor, it’s good to see you again. Have you been
enjoying your supper this evenin’?”

“Indeed, I have. How is
everything going, Ms. Edna Mae? Sam treating you right?” He grinned
like a mischievous boy up to no good. Was he flirting with me? No
way.

“Good seeing you, sir.”
Were my tonsils paralyzed? My brain too? I had no idea what else to
say to the man and Raylene wasn’t helping with
conversation.

His Honor finally let us off the hook. “I’ll
leave you ladies to your dinner.” He sauntered off.

Raylene watched him all the way to his
table. “Cute ass,” she said and fanned herself, making more silly
faces I could see but he surely couldn’t.

“Yeah, for a judge.” I
thought about that ass while Raylene and I finished off the
ribs.

“But the man’s a player, thought you should
know that.”

“The judge? Like he’s
going to give me a passing thought?” Though I was flattered, he
didn’t make want to get personal with him.

“Sugar, he’s giving you
more than a passing thought. Especially after watching you lick
your fingers.”

Heat rose in my face and my pulse raced.
Maybe my one night of sex was making me need it again. Yeah.

“If you’re through playing
with those ribs, we can go get a drink and maybe find a couple of
men.” Raylene motioned for our waiter to bring our
check.

He smiled as he neared our booth. “Dessert
or coffee?”

“We’ll just have our
check, please.” Raylene gave the young man a coy smile.

“Your check has been paid,
ma’am.”

I couldn’t close my mouth to ask who had
paid it.

Raylene had no such problem. “You’re
kidding. Who?”

“It’s covered.”

“I’d better not find that
niece of mine spent her hard-earned money on me.”

The waiter left and detoured by Judge
Reynolds’ table.

Raylene whistled. “I’ll be damned. The judge
is flirtin’ with one of us, and it’s not with me.”

“What? Why would he flirt
with me?” I asked. “He’s a judge and I’m plain Edna Mae, a
nobody.”

“No, Sugar, you’re a
wealthy woman with property,” She flipped her hair and batted her
lashes. “and not bad looking, either. Get used to it. You’re
Sleeping Beauty.”

Oh, God, my prince had awakened me and more.
Raylene didn’t know the half of it.

I stood. “Thought you wanted to go party.” I
tried not to glance at the judge, eating alone, but I sneaked a
peek under my lashes. He smiled and winked, still looking at me, or
at Raylene.

I tried to keep up with Raylene as we
sashayed out. At least Raylene sashayed.

 



Chapter Four

 


I felt the loud music in the club down to my
toes. The bald man who let us inside looked like a TV wrestler, so
huge and heavily muscled he stretched his t-shirt. The scar on his
left cheek made him downright scary.

He nodded at Raylene, then at me. Could he
know I’d never been in a place like this?

“Evenin’,
ladies.”

“Evenin’, Craig,” Raylene
said, offering the big man a smile. “Meet my friend
Edna.”

I forced a smile but said nothing.

He smiled - businesslike, polite, but not an
“I’d-like-to be-your-new-friend” smile.

We wove through the crowds to a postage
stamp-size table. The young man who approached just looked at us,
then finally asked. “What’ll you ladies have to drink?”

When Raylene and the waiter looked at me, I
shrugged. “I don’t know what to order. What can we have here?”

When Raylene ordered drinks for us, I
couldn’t hear the order for the noise.

I watched bodies gyrate to the music,
wishing I knew how to join them, certain I never would.

The frothy drinks in two tall glasses the
waiter placed on the table looked delicious.

I took a sip. Sweet, fruity. “What are
these?“

“Strawberry
Daiquiris.”

“Good.” After the second
one, I was more than ready to head back home. The alcohol made me
sleepy, while the loud music and fear someone would ask me to dance
made me nervous as a cat. I found myself looking for my silver-eyed
stranger, or Sam, or even the judge. Any rescue from the chaos
would do.

Raylene mouthed “ready” as she pointed
toward the club’s door. Escape!

I nodded so hard my brain rattled. I wasted
no time weaving my way through the throngs of dancing people,
toward the door. Salmon must feel like this swimming upstream.

Outside, the silence throbbed in my ears as
loudly as the music had inside. I wasn’t cut out for places like
this.

Raylene laughed when she led the way to her
car. “The club scene overwhelmed me at first, you’ll get used to
it.”

“I had a good time
tonight, but you’re right. It was a bit much for my first time out
like this.” I didn’t mention my earlier visit to the Ramada Inn. It
hadn’t been nearly as noisy. Good thing!

By the time we reached Sam’s parking lot and
my car, my head had cleared enough to drive home.

“We’ll go computer
shopping when you’re ready,” Raylene said when I reached for the
passenger door handle. ”Be careful driving home.”

“You, too. And thanks.” I
hurried to my car, glad Raylene waited, leaving as late as
I

Two days later I made a deeper plunge into
the real world, as I alternated between smiling and fidgeting while
the men from “We Compute” set up my computer and all the gadgets
the salesman and Raylene said I’d need.

My dad’s enormous office barely resembled
the austere room he’d used before his health exiled him to the
hospital bed in his room. I’d dusted, and polished, and yanked down
heavy drapes, revealing long sunny windows I hadn’t seen in years.
Father had insisted the drapes stay drawn.

The odor of fresh paint competed with lemon
oil and musty smell of old books. I’d done a good job with a
paintbrush, a roller, and three gallons of eggshell white
paint.

I loved my shiny new computer. My father’s
big mahogany desk had plenty of space, even with the computer and
printer on it. I couldn’t do much with the equipment, but it made
me feel I could make my way into the twenty-first century.

Yesterday I spent the afternoon learning
about my personal finances. Sam showed me the pages of monthly
household bills, one of which would be due in a week. This looked
simple enough. Then he showed me the money aspects of my father’s
business, property rentals and their upkeep costs, and estimates of
the cost of repairs on the list I’d given him for my house.

On the way out, he turned to me. “My
secretary gave me what-for, took me down a couple of notches last
week.”

“Really? I can’t imagine
Raylene yelling at anyone.” I laughed at that lie.

Sam had the decency to look embarrassed.
“I’m so sorry I came inside without being invited. I should’ve
called before heading over here and I shouldn’t take over your
kitchen. I just thought I’d make you coffee, like I did when you
father was alive. ”

“I know you didn’t mean
anything by it.”

I’d almost shot Sam last week when I found
him in my kitchen preparing breakfast. He’d used his key to bring
me papers and bills.

“And I need to treat you
like I would anyone else and not try to look after you. No more
coffee or breakfast.”

“Is that what Raylene told
you to say?”

“No. She suggested I bring
you flowers and take you out to dinner tonight. I didn’t bring
flowers, but would you dine with me tonight?”

“Gosh, I have plans for
tonight, but maybe later.”

“Anyone I know?” he
asked.

“I don’t think
so.”

He looked disappointed, but he left. Maybe
he thought I’d tell him about my plans. He knew too much about me
and my business already.

###

That evening, barely able to contain my
excitement, I rushed to open my front door. “Suzy! I can’t believe
you’re finally here!” I held my arms wide to my friend. “Come on
in.”

Suzanne walked into the offered embrace. The
hug, the back rubbing, and the tears made the years fall away.
Suzanne and I had hugged away so many hurts for each other as kids.
This hug was even better than the one at Sallee’s, because of the
excitement of waiting for this time to come.

“I was so-o-o glad you
called me, instead of waiting. The girls keep me on the run and Jay
likes to have meals ready when he gets home from work. In my other
job I build websites from my home office.”

“Let’s go inside,” I said.
We pulled apart and strolled inside, arm-in-arm, laughing. “Welcome
to my home.”

“Nice digs,” Sue
commented. “All those years we knew each other and I’ve never been
inside this house.”

“My parents were strange
and I didn’t want anyone around them. My house wasn’t warm and fun
like yours was.”

“So, show me this old
mansion.”

Grinning like a kid with a great new toy, I
led the way to my new computer room. “Glad to, then we’ll have
lunch.”

“Your office?
Nice.”

“The computer stuff is
brand new.”

“Good equipment, do you
like it?”

I shrugged. “I haven’t used it yet.”

“Really? I can wait a few
minutes before we try out your new computer equipment, but not
long.”

“Good, you can help me. I
know nothing about computers. Raylene and the salesmen helped me
select this stuff and promised to help me learn how to get
started.”

“Show me the rest of this
house and I’ll help you get started with your lovely toy.” The
pause before “lovely toy” made the description sound almost
sexual.

We laughed over homemade chicken salad
sandwiches and chocolate cake made from scratch. I was enjoying
preparing meals in my kitchen now, especially since I could fix
anything I wanted and there would be no complaints.

Suzy pulled out dozens of photos of her
happy looking girls and her handsome, smiling husband. They made
such a lovely family.

“You have a beautiful
family,” I said.

Suzy beamed at me. “Well, the girls are a
handful sometimes and my husband works too much, but we are all
blessed.

Would I have had kids and a husband if my
life had been different? Well, it wasn’t and that was that!

Suzy and I had turned on the computer and
set up my personal email account. Actually, Sue did all the work,
but I wrote down all the steps on a notepad so I could do the steps
on my own. Holding hands, we danced in a circle like two kids.

“So cool! Suz, put your
email address down for me so I can email you.”

“We can chat,” she
said.

Huh? “We can use our phones for that.”

“I am sooo gonna love
teaching you all about chat rooms and the Internet.

Suzy and Raylene together might manage to
make me a computer person but it would take a lot of work.

###

I couldn’t believe I’d lost my breakfast the
second morning in a row. Could be a delayed reaction from father’s
death. I’d been so relieved to be free of my nagging, controlling
parent. Many times I’d wished to be free, though I hadn’t been
specific how I hoped my wish would happen.

By lunchtime I felt better. In just over a
month I’d given away furniture and clothes. I painted three rooms,
enjoying the physical work.

Wearing a pair of cut-off jeans, I headed
outside to see what I could do to make my yard as lush and pretty
as I remembered it being during my early childhood.

I pushed my large trashcan to the end of the
driveway for pickup. Sam had called a man to come by and cut the
tall grass and weeds that already grew in profusion. Maybe I’d buy
a riding lawnmower and cut grass myself. Actually that would be too
cool!

For now I needed to grab my trowel and start
weeding my flowerbeds.

Sam drove up as I weeded the flowerbed
closest to the house, finding perennial bulbs, irises and bloomed
out daffodils and tulips. I hadn’t seen Sam since the afternoon he
showed me how to settle the household accounts, but he called at
least twice a week.

Wonder what he wants today? We don’t have an
appointment.

Sam loped toward me. He’d left his suit
jacket in the car, or hadn’t bothered to wear it on such a warm May
morning. Odd, since he’d always worn a suit coat and his tie when
he’d come by to see father, even in August. “Hey, there, Ms. Edna.
You’re looking fine today.”

“Fine? I’m sweaty and
dirty.” Though I knew better, hearing the words still made me feel
good.

“Yes, ma’am. You look
healthy and happy.”

Oh, that was different. Was I so desperate
for a compliment I read too much into his polite greeting?

He grinned like a boy teasing a girl. Though
I’d never call him handsome, he was kinda cute. I shuddered at the
thought. Our relationship would be strictly business. He hadn’t
mentioned the briefcase he carried, but he must be here on
business. Why else would he be here?

I rose from my knees, stretching out the
kinks developing after a couple of hours of physical work. The
irises finally had breathing room.

“Iced tea?” I
asked.

“Love some.” Something odd
about his voice made me look over my shoulder and catch him staring
at me, grinning. If I hadn’t been so shocked, I‘d have popped him
one. But I couldn’t remember ever having a man admire my derriere.
Maybe “mighty fine” had been more than a polite comment.

Inside, I paused to let my eyes adjust to
the change in light, even in the foyer, lighter since I’d removed
heavy drapes from floor to ceiling windows and replaced them with
long sheer curtains.

With ceiling fans going, the house felt much
cooler than the sunshine outside. “Please make yourself at home
while I freshen up. Then we’ll have our iced tea.” I shouldn’t have
suggested he make himself at home. He’d likely pour our tea and
grab a snack. I nodded toward the guest parlor, though I didn’t
remember my parents visiting with him there.

I headed upstairs, taking all of ten minutes
to wash my face and hands and put on clean slacks and a sleeveless
blouse. Funny, the slacks were kinda tight. Must be all the
chocolate and junk food friends brought when they came to visit. I
actually enjoyed food now and trying different kinds of
recipes.

After running a brush through my hair, I
rebound my ponytail. For a minute I’d been tempted to keep my
yard-work look, but I actually liked being a hostess.

This time Sam waited for me in the parlor.
He hadn’t acted like he owned the place.

“I’ll get our tea
glasses,” I said. “Come on into the kitchen.”

Sam followed.

“Have a seat.” I nodded
toward the hardwood table.

He sat with his hands clasped in front of
him on the new blue tablecloth.

Once we sat across from each other, Sam
handed me the folder he’d carried since he got out of his car.

Inside I found a list of numbers. “I don’t
understand.”

“I collected your rents
for the month and deposited the checks for you. Your dad preferred
that I collect them personally instead of having them mailed here
or to my office. The rent receipts are here with the deposit
slips.”

I rubbed the condensation from my glass.
“Thanks, I’d forget all about those details without you.”

Sam took a long swallow of his tea. “But
you’re learning about other business details and doing a fine job.
We’ll bring you up to speed.”

“Sounds like a good idea,
but good luck.”

“We should set you up to
check your accounts online and pay as many bills online as
possible.”

“You haven’t sent me a
bill for any of the things you’ve done for me since the reading of
my father’s will.”

“Don’t worry about it, he
paid me enough to see to handling the estate.” He cleared his
throat, then took a gulp of iced tea with raspberry flavor added.
“Good tea.”

“And the rent collections
and teaching me to handle the family and business finances and
check on me regularly?”

“All covered.” Sam
steepled his fingers.

His smile seemed odd, but I couldn’t decide
why. Something about his eyes stirred something in my memory. What?
I shook my head to clear it.

“Raylene said you’d bill
me,” I said.

“And I will, when you’ve
run out of credit.”

“Want to see stuff I’ve
done to the house?” I wanted the chance to show off my
work.

“I have ten minutes to see
your changes, then I gotta get back to the office.”

I stood, then led him through the rooms I’d
painted and rearranged. He seemed impressed but not thrilled. Not
once did he ask what the changes had cost or who did the work.
Since he had been in the house so many times in the past, I’d
thought he’d be interested in the improvements. Guess not. I gave
him the short tour.

That night I watched one of the TV shows I
found flipping through the channels on the new set. Sex and the
City offered part of the education I’d missed. My
one-night-stand seemed tame compared to the situations on the show.
I flipped through a new Cosmopolitan Magazine, reading
carefully each article on sex and what men want.

Though several articles made me blush, I
read every word. How else could I catch up? The one on
self-stimulation, or sex for one, aroused me so much I found my
pearl of desire or clitoris. That was a discovery worth savoring
more than once.

###

In the two months since my father’s burial,
I’d been approached by ladies of the church sewing circle. At the
first meeting I learned there was little sewing and a lot of
gossip. Had my parents and I been the subject of discussion for
these women? They had little good to say about many people. I
wouldn’t join the group again. The ladies treated me well enough,
which could change easily from the things they said about their
neighbors.

###

My appetite had gone crazy. Everything
tasted good. Since my dad’s death I was always hungry, except in
the morning.

I’d never been a morning person. The second
time I rushed to the bathroom to toss my cookies, I prayed the
phone wouldn’t ring before I returned to bed. Suzy had promised to
call as soon as she got the kids off to school, so we could spend
the morning shopping for a decent new wardrobe for me. Shopping
alone wasn’t fun, so I did little of it.

My closets were nearly empty of the frumpy
clothes I’d worn to tend the sick and clean house. Some of mother’s
unworn clothing was retro enough to be interesting, but the time
had come for me to have new clothes and shoes.

When I fell back onto my mattress, I lay
staring up at my fresh white ceiling and the new fan moving the
air. My room seemed larger since I moved stuff into other rooms. It
would be better when I knocked down a wall and opened my area to
include another window and space for a sitting area.

I dozed, to be awakened by the phone.

“Rise and shine, sleepy
head.” Suzy sounded too damned cheerful for morning.

“Go away,” I
muttered.

“Drag yourself up and get
dressed. I’m leaving my house in fifteen minutes. Don’t make me
break into your house and yank you out of bed. We’re gonna shop
‘til you drop.”

Since I didn’t want Suzy to have to wait
outside once she got here, I dragged myself to my shower and stood
under the pounding spray of hot water until I felt waterlogged.
When the water began to cool I stepped out and dried off. I tugged
a pair of jeans and a tee shirt on.

While I applied the blow dryer to my hair, I
studied my face in the mirror. I liked the way my face was filling
out. I hadn’t realized I’d become so gaunt over the years. My skin
actually glowed with a light tan from yard work. Using sunscreen
and wearing hats all the time outside had become a must since I’d
hibernated for so long, but I couldn’t resist the urge to soak up
some sun occasionally. I looked good, if I did say so myself.

The doorbell chimed as I downed a tall glass
of orange juice. Seeing Suzy on my doorstep, holding a white bag
from Krispy Kreme and two covered cups from Starbucks, I nearly
melted in a puddle of pleasure in the warm morning air.

Suzy grinned at me when I reached for the
goody bags. “Your yard looks so much better than it did last month.
You must be working on it all the time.”

“Thanks, just most
mornings.”

While we devoured the donuts and coffee, I
told Suzy about Sam’s folder. “How could I not think about the
properties and the fact of rent collections and such?”

“Sam seems to like taking
care of things. Maybe it makes him feel needed.” Suzy popped the
last hunk of donut into her mouth, then licked her fingers. “I
think he likes you.”

I ignored that comment. “He mentioned online
banking.”

“We can work on that after
we shop!”

I stood. “I’ll just take a few minutes to
fix up my face a bit and I’ll be ready to shop. Come upstairs with
me if you want to. Or you can check out my computer.”

Suzy followed me upstairs. “I can look at
the computer later. You know I’d never get away once I started
playing with it. For now, I’d love to talk girl talk.”

Two hours later I sat at a table in the mall
Food Court and watched Suzy stand in line and order our lunch. I
sat, grateful to be the one guarding huge shopping bags at the
table I saved for the marathon shopper. How could anyone have the
enthusiasm for shopping Suzy showed.

Over tacos I posed the question I’d had
since last night. “Do you watch Sex in and City?”

Suzy stared across the small table, her taco
paused in front of her mouth. “Why do you ask?”

“You do watch it, don’t
you?” Her expression said she did and wasn’t ready to own up to
it.

“Reruns.” Suzy took a bite
of the taco and nodded.

“So, are women really like
that today? Like Samantha and Carrie? So free with sex?”

“Some are. I wasn’t and I
don’t know if I could ever be like that. I mean, I love my husband
and we aren’t prudes, but we don’t share each other,
either.”

“I see.” What else could I
ask my oldest best friend?

“Look, you’re single and
free to do anything you want to do, and that includes having sex
with any man you choose. I do think you need to be careful for now.
You’re still so innocent and you need to learn more about yourself,
first.”

I had no plans to contradict Suzy. The more
I learned about current ideas about sex, the more I figured my one
night wasn’t so reckless.

Days later I sat on the floor in my mother’s
old room, hemmed in by boxes from my mother’s closet.

In one corner of the bedroom shoes lay in a
pile. The woman had loved her shoes and dressed fit to kill before
she became too ill to go out much. Many of the expensive, like-new
shoes would have fit me as a young woman. They had never been
offered to me. My mother could have shared a pair of those shoes
and made me feel like Cinderella. Now my feet were a little too
large for them.

I pulled one shoebox toward me and rifled
through it. School photos of me bore labels on the back, grade and
year. At least the folks had bought my school pictures. Had my
parents ever sat with these papers and smiled and laughed at the
changing images? The elementary grade photos sported smiles and
happy expressions. I’d been a cute enough kid with my big eyes and
red mouth. My hair was stubborn, though, and never looked
presentable by photo time. The girls who looked neat by picture
time weren’t running and jumping and having fun. Suzy and several
other kids and I were always into mischief and having fun. Funny, I
had forgotten about that part of my life years ago.

I moved the box behind me and opened a
second box. Letters from someone named Sissy overflowed onto the
floor. The postmarks were at least thirty years old. I could read
those later, maybe learn something about who my mother really was.
That box I placed beside the photos.

The box of receipts from 1980 I’d toss. I
wanted to cry when I found love letters from my father to my
mother. I’d never have love letters from a husband. Who’d want to
marry a forty-something woman?

Should I keep the box of my mother’s
keepsakes from high school and college, napkins and playbills?
Maybe. They joined the other boxes behind me.

Suzanne and Raylene’d offered to help me
donate some of my mom’s stuff the church ladies hadn’t taken. I’d
let my friends help me with the shoes. Maybe I could take them to a
place that sold retro stuff.

###

Almost two months after I buried my father,
Suzy and I sat in my bathroom. I needed the warmth of Suzy’s hand
while we waited for the stick to change colors. The bathroom seemed
crowded for two people staring at a stick on the sink.

I sat on the edge of the tub. “But I can’t
be pregnant,” I moaned.

Suzanne sat beside me. “If you’ve missed two
periods you could, unless you haven’t had sex.”

My face warmed in a huge blush. My tummy
flipped. Could one time really do it? Actually, it had been more
than once with my stranger, but hadn’t he used a condom each time?
In every memory of that night I’d skipped the part about condoms,
but I thought he’d used them.

“Oh, my God. You could be
pregnant?” Sue’s eyes grew to saucer size. “Who? The lawyer,
Raylene’s boss? He’s cute.”

I shook my head. “No, not Sam.”

“Are you gonna make me
drag his name out of you?”

“He’s not from around
here.” I told my dearest friend about my one-night-stand with a
stranger on the day I buried my father. My stomach still knotted at
the thought of doing so many important things by myself, but most
of my decisions had been good the last few months.

When I described the man’s longish, light
brown hair and piercing silver eyes, his broad chest and narrow
waist, I shivered at the memory.

Suzy murmured the right thing - ”He sounds
wonderful, gorgeous and gentle.”

My breath quickened with the words “we made
love.”

Sue interrupted with “Again?” and
“Omigod.”

I told my friend about slipping out while
the man still slept to avoid embarrassment.

“That is so-o-o romantic,
like in a movie.” Suzy jumped up. “We forgot to check the
stick!”

I stood on shaky legs. We held hands
tightly, like girls waiting to see who would win the beauty
pageant, or make cheerleader. For seconds I wanted to say I’d just
wait and see, maybe wait until I missed another period, if I did.
Maybe I’d see how long the icky mornings lasted. It could be flu or
some kind of bug.

“You look, please, I just
can’t.” My voice sounded odd in my own ears, childlike and scared
shitless.

Suzy turned my hand loose and inched to the
sink, craning her neck to see.

 


 



Chapter Five

 


Suzy squealed loudly. “Edna Mae Whithers.”
Then her voice softened in wonder. “Good heavens, you’re gonna be a
mama.”

I couldn’t utter a word, because I couldn’t
form a thought in my shocked brain. “A baby,” I whispered, tears
clogged my throat and spilled down my cheeks.

“Oh, honey you are gonna
be such a wonderful mother.” Suzy pushed my hair from my
face.

Wringing my hands I wanted to set up and
wail like a kid. “But what if I don’t do things right? What if I’m
a terrible mother?” I didn’t add “like my mother was”, but I
certainly thought it.

Sue wrapped her arms around me. “You are the
kindest, caringest person I’ve ever known.”

“I just don’t know. I
guess I’d better make a doctor’s appointment soon.”

“I’ll give you the name of
my OB-GYN. She’s wonderful. You’ll just love her.”

“Thanks.” Rubbing my flat
stomach, I imagined how it would feel to have a baby nestled inside
me. Could I have this child? Could I live here in this house in
this small town and raise a fatherless baby? Could I do this alone?
My supper threatened to come back up.

Suzy broke into my wondering. “You know I’ll
be here for you, don’t you?”

Did she read my mind? “I know you will.”

“I’ll bet you couldn’t
keep Raylene from becoming an honorary aunt, too. And maybe you can
find the baby’s father.”
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