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“And the prince and princess lived happily ever after.”

 I closed my eyes savoring the picture I’d formed in my mind of two happy people riding 

off into the sunset.

 “Are you reading those stupid fairy tales again? Where’s my dinner, Bridget?”

 Hurtful memories of harsh words and my book being yanked out of my hands and 

tossed on the foor brought me back to the nightmare that was my reality. I closed my 

eyes a moment knowing I would never forget last night. I started shaking when I heard a 

car pull up outside. I peeked out the window and saw it was my sister Marie popping by 

for a visit-just what I needed.

STRANGER 
IN THE MIRROR
A b u s e  D e s t r o y e d  M y  L i f e



“Bridget, are you home?”
My sister’s voice sent shivers of

fear running through me. She
couldn’t see me in the condition I

was in. I cursed myself for ever giv-

ing her the house key. What would
Keith do if he found out? Instead of
answering her, I scurried into the
master closet and carefully closed
the door, leaving it open a crack so
I could hear. I sat on the floor and
waited.

“Bridget?” Marie called again.

“Where are you? You promised me
you’d go shopping with me this
morning.”

I kept quiet and listened as she
searched for me. Marie stopped in
the bedroom close to where I hid
and muttered. “She’s not here.

Darn her anyway. I’ll have to leave
her a note.”

I listened for Marie’s car to start
and when the sound of the engine
was gone I ventured out to read her
note. I finished and wadded it into a
ball which I tossed. Keith didn’t like
me seeing my sister or any of my
family. I had to sneak around to do
it.

Tears of shame and anger
poured down my face. My dear,
sadistic husband would be home in
a few hours. The thought of seeing
him again made me queasy. I hur-
ried into the bathroom and threw
up. I wondered if he’d pull his usual
act and beg forgiveness or beat me
some more? There was no predict-
ing my handsome husband’s state
of mind or what he might do.

Whatever game of meanness he
played had changed the night
before. It wasn’t like him to hit me
in places where people could see
the bruising that always followed. If
the whisky he’d drunk made him
forget, he’d take it out on me. He
blamed me for everything.

What was I going to do? I ran to
the bathroom to fix my hair and
apply some make-up, but the effort
caused me so much pain I had to
quit. I winced at the battered face
in the mirror. Was that really me?

When the clock struck four, I hur-
ried to the kitchen to start supper.
Keith wanted dinner ready the
moment he walked in the door. My
lapse with the fairy tale book the

previous day seemed to have trig-

gered the whole thing, so I made
sure to hide it. I loved that book and
didn’t want him touching it.

We hadn’t spoken since the night
before. He’d left for work early that
morning. I’d pretended to be
asleep until he left. So much fear
and anger raged inside of me that I
knew I’d never be able to forgive
him for what he’d done—not this
time. I knew I’d loved him once, but
I could no longer recall what it felt
like or even why I’d loved him.

I wished that I’d listened to
Mama when she said, “I’m sorry to
have to say this, Bridget, but I don’t
trust that young man. I think you’re
going to regret marrying him some-

day.”
Poor Mama—I’d rolled my eyes

at her and let her have it. “You
never like anyone I go out with,
Mama. Keith’s different. He’ll treat
me right…you’ll see.”

I tried to leave him after the first
time he threw me against the wall
and slapped me. He came home
from work early and caught me
packing. This time he kicked me a
couple of times as I lay on the floor.

“If you leave me, Bridget, I’ll go
after you and your whole family.”

I’d have walked out the door if
my older brother Nathan hadn’t
moved away. He had a black belt in
the martial arts and could handle
someone like Keith. I thought of
calling him but didn’t want to bur-
den him with my problems. I had no
one to blame but myself for the
mess I was in.

My mind returned to the present.
Potatoes were baking in the oven

and a salad was on the table, but
dinner wasn’t quite ready yet when

I heard the front door open. My
heart sped up. He was early. Would
he still be mad that dinner wasn’t
ready? I pasted a smile on my hurt-
ing face as he came through the
kitchen door.

“Hi, honey. I finished my project
early and decided to surprise you.”

I did my best to hide the pain and
revulsion I felt.

“Something smells good,” he
said.

“It will be ready in a few min-

utes.”

I kept my eyes down, willing him
to leave me alone.

His cheerfulness felt creepy. We
didn’t talk during dinner. I tried to
eat slowly; but it was too painful for
me to chew and when Keith got up
to use the restroom, I dumped my
plate in the trash and quickly cov-

ered it with wads of paper towels.

When he returned, I stood at the
sink rinsing dishes and cleaning up.

Keith came up behind me and put
his arms around me. It took every-

thing I had not to scream and push
him away.

“Honey, I’m sorry about last
night. I promise I’ll never do it
again, and if you’ll let me make it up
to you, I’ll take you to dinner tomor-
row night.”

I forced myself to speak. “Sure,
Keith. That would be great.” I said
woodenly.

I’d left a box of tampons on the
dresser in the hopes he’d leave me
alone and it worked. He slept like a
baby while I tossed and turned
from the bruises he’d given me.

He left early again the next morn-

ing. I pretended to sleep until after
he’d gone. I was on my second
cup of coffee when the doorbell
rang. I spied a familiar face through
the peep hole and threw open the
door.

“Nathan!”
“Hi, Sis.” The smile faded on my

brother’s face. “Did that creep do
this to you?”

“Yes.” I admitted.

Nathan frowned. “How long has
it been going on?”

“Since a few months after we
were married I think.”

My brother drew me carefully into
his arms and gave me a gentle hug.

“I wish you’d told me, Bridget. I’d
have put a stop to it.”

“He said he’d hurt all of us if I told
anyone or tried to leave.” I sobbed.

Nate handed me a fresh hanky.

“He’s not going to hurt anyone; I

won’t let him.”
My brother helped me stuff my

few belongings into a suitcase, an

old box I’d saved and a large black
trash bag. Nate hauled it out to his
truck and came back to fetch me.

(Continued on page 53) 3
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“Rosemary, where are you? I’ve been sitting here at the wedding shop for over 

thirty minutes waiting for you to show up. I do have a life too you know.”

 “Sorry Mom, I got tied up. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

 “If you’re not here in ffteen minutes I’m leaving.”

 I heard a click. “Mom, are you still there? I guess not,” I mumbled.

DOOMED 
JUNE BRIDE
W i l l  I  Wa l k  D o w n  t h e  A i s l e ?





My wedding was only weeks away
and I still hadn’t picked a wedding
gown. I’d planned on wearing
Mom’s, but when we pulled it out of
storage we found that moths had
gotten to it. I didn’t want to pay the
cost of a new gown. I’d checked out
the prices for some of the ones I

liked and they were outrageous.

There was no way I would feel good
about sticking Mom and Dad with
another bill, nor could I afford it
myself. One of my friends told me
about a small shop that had cheaper
prices and I wanted to check it out.
I’d hoped to go there alone, but
Mom got wind of it and insisted on

going with me.

The high cost of having a wedding
was one of the reasons I wanted to
have a small wedding, but Billy’s
mother Kylie wouldn’t hear of it.
She’d insisted on inviting all their
family and friends. It didn’t matter to
the woman that my parents were
footing the bill. Personally, I couldn’t
stand my snobby future mother-in-

law and I’m sure she felt the same
way about me.

It was a good thing Mom and I

were the ones handling the invita-

tions because we sent out the ones
we thought should come. I figured
Kylie would invite the others anyway,
but after thinking about it I decided
to send out small notes explaining to
the uninvited that we were sorry, but
the wedding would be a small affair
and if they showed up they would be
denied entrance. I knew it would
anger Kylie, but the more I was
around the woman, the more I didn’t
care. My brother agreed to watch
the door and keep out unwanted
guests. Anyone without an invitation

would not get by him.

I didn’t mention any of this to my
fiancé Billy. I knew he’d side with his
mother.

As I pulled up to the shop, my
phone rang. “How dare you tell
some of our friends and family
they’re not to attend the wedding!”

“I’m sorry, Kylie, but since you’re
not paying you have no say in the
matter.”

Kylie said a few more choice
words and hung up. Billy called a
few minutes later.

“What’s this I hear about you not

inviting my family and friends?”
“We invited only close family and a

few friends because the hall we rent-
ed for the reception is small and can

only hold so many people. I have
family and friends too.”

Billy didn’t say anything.

“Are you still there?”
“Rosemary, I’m going to hang up

before I say something I’ll regret.”
Instead of going into the wedding

shop I called Mom and told her I was
outside, but I wasn’t coming in.

“What’s the matter, Rosemary?
You sound upset.”

“Kylie and Billy know about our
invitations and I just got an earful
from both of them. I need some time
alone to think, so I’ll see you later.
Thanks for coming.”

I picked a table in the far corner at
my favorite bistro where I ordered
coffee and a large slice of their deca-

dent chocolate cake.

“And Kimmy,” I told the server,
“Please cut an extra thick piece for
me.”

“Bad day, Rosemary?”
“Yes. And before you ask right

now I don’t care if I can fit in my
nonexistent wedding dress or not.”

Kimmy patted me on the shoulder.
“I’ll bring it right out, and it’s on me.”

Kimmy and I were old friends. She
was one of the people I’d included in
the wedding invitations. She
returned a moment later with a
gigantic piece of gooey chocolate
cake just oozing with fat and calo-

ries. It was just what I needed.

“Thanks, Kimmy. I can always
count on you.”

“You’re welcome. It’s too bad
Cathy won’t be able to make it to
your wedding. Have you picked
someone to take her place?”

“What? Cathy hasn’t said anything
to me.”

“Oops! Sorry. I thought you knew.

I ran into her yesterday at the super-
market. She said she was on her
way out of town but still had to tell
you she couldn’t make the wed-

ding.”
“How would you like to be my

Maid of Honor, Kimmy? I should
have asked you in the first place, but
you know how pouty Cathy gets.”

“Yep. I know. I’d be happy to be
your Maid of Honor. Do I have to

wear something special?”
“Not when the bride doesn’t even

have a dress. I was going to wear
Mom’s. It’s a long story. I’ll fill you in
later.”

I drowned my sorrows in the cake
with its chocolate ganache glaze and
caramel filling. I was just finishing up
the last yummy forkful when some-

one walked up to my table. I looked
up thinking it was Kimmy.

“Tyler! What are you doing here?”
“Hi, Rosemary. I’m visiting my

folks. Do you mind if I join you?”
I motioned to one of the chairs. “Of

course not.”
Tyler and I spent the next thirty

minutes catching up, but for some
reason I didn’t share the fact that I
was engaged and about to be mar-
ried.

He was on my mind all the way
home. I’d tried hard to forget him
after we’d broken up six years earli-
er, and seeing him again brought
back a lot of memories. It was
almost painful to discover I still cared
for him—much more than an

engaged woman should. I decided
my feelings were all in my head.

Billy’s attitude didn’t help things and
I wasn’t feeling much love for him at
the moment.

Around seven that evening the
doorbell rang. I answered it to find
Tyler on my doorstep with a bouquet
of flowers and a pizza.

“Hope I’m not too late for dinner.”
He handed me the yellow roses.

“Thanks. They’re lovely, how did
you find me? Never mind, Kimmy
told you, didn’t she? You might as
well come in. The pizza sure smells
good and I’m too hungry to resist.
How about I make a salad to go with
it?”

We talked, joked and had a great
time, but I still kept my upcoming
nuptials a secret. To be honest, the
more we talked the more I was afraid
if I told him he’d leave and I’d never
see him again. I pulled out a bottle of
wine I’d been saving for a special
occasion and the two of us shared a
few glasses. It’s never taken much to
get me a little inebriated, so I was
soon giggling like a school girl and
acting very inappropriately for a
woman about to be married to6



another man. I tried to think of Billy,
but for some reason I couldn’t
remember what he looked like.

When Tyler leaned over and
kissed me, I kissed him back. We
started making out like teenagers.

When we paused to catch our
breath, he gave me a sexy smile.

“Shall we?” He asked.

“Yes.”
Tyler picked me up and carried me

into the bedroom where we made
love and cuddled afterwards. The lit-
tle voice in my head kept whispering
Billy’s name, but I ignored it.

My fiancé and I had only made
love once since we’d started dating,
and I hadn’t been impressed. I fig-

ured it would get better after we
were married, but being with Tyler
again made me realize that Billy was
a dud in bed and probably always
would be.

Tyler kissed me gently on the lips.

“I should never have gone away to
college without you, Rosemary.”

“It’s all water under the bridge
now.”

“I’m glad I came home and we’re
here together again. I’ve really
missed you. I wanted to call you, but
after our fight the night we broke up I
wasn’t sure you’d talk to me.”

I sighed and kissed him back.

“You should’ve called, Tyler. I’ve
missed you too.”

Tyler looked at the bedside clock.

“I’d better get going. My parents will
get worried if I don’t show up.”

“I wish you could stay.”
“Me too. Give me your number,

and I’ll call you tomorrow.”
After Tyler left I fell asleep feeling

happier than I had in a long time.

The next morning, I woke with a
slight headache and took a couple of
aspirin. Billy’s face popped into my
mind—finally. I knew I should feel
guilty, but I didn’t. I asked myself if I
really wanted to marry a mama’s
boy. Suddenly I knew that I didn’t
love Billy and never had. He hap-

pened to come into my life when I

was lonely. Settling for second or
third best wasn’t my style and I knew
I still loved Tyler. I decided to tell Billy
the truth and break things off with
him. It was time. I knew Kylie would
be furious, but I was done. Let her

bully someone else. Hopefully my
parents could get some of their
deposits back, if not I’d work hard to
pay them back.

I showered and dressed in my
favorite pair of blue jeans and a light
blue blouse. I’d just finished brush-

ing my hair and putting on my make-

up when the doorbell rang. It was
Tyler and he didn’t look very happy.

“Why didn’t you tell me that you’re
engaged? Did you find it amusing to
have me tell you I still loved you?
Were you planning on telling me or
were you just playing with me?”

“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you, Tyler. I
know it was wrong, but I was afraid
you’d disappear again.”

“Goodbye, Rosemary.” Tyler
turned and started walking back
towards his truck.

“Wait! We need to talk.”
He didn’t pause for a second, but

kept on going. I stood in the door-
way until long after he’d sped away.

I moped around my apartment the
rest of the day, too depressed to do
anything else. I did call and tell Mom
and Dad they needed to cancel the
wedding plans.

“I’m sorry to do this to you at the
last minute.”

“No problem, honey. We’d much
rather lose a little money than have
you in an unhappy marriage.”

I gave up on having a productive
day, so I called it a night early.

My mind wouldn’t let me sleep. All
I could think of was Tyler. I was still
angry at myself for not telling him. I
rose with the sun and hurried to the
kitchen to make coffee. I’d decided
to tell Billy my decision that morning
and get it over with. I didn’t look for-
ward to it.

I asked him to meet me in the
same little bistro thinking maybe Billy
wouldn’t throw too big a fit in public.

He had a temper and I didn’t want to
be alone with him when I shared my
news. I ordered coffee and told
Kimmy I needed some time to talk to
Billy without being interrupted. She
put me in a corner booth and left me
with my cup of coffee. I spooned
some sugar in it and waited for Billy
to show up.

“What’s so important that you had
to call me so early? I thought maybe
you wanted to go to church with me

and my mother for a change. You
know she’ll expect it after we’re mar-
ried.”

“Sorry, but that’s not my plan…to
marry you that is. After a sleepless
night, I’ve come to a decision, Billy. I
don’t think we’re suited for each
other. Your mother loathes me and
I’m not sure I could or would try to
change her feelings. You’re a nice
guy, but I don’t want to marry you.”

“Are you trying to make me apolo-

gize for calling you out on the invita-

tions because I….”
I cut him off. “No. It’s not that. I

don’t love you, Billy. I can’t marry a
man I don’t love.”

Billy’s face turned so red I half
expected steam to come out his
ears. Before things could escalate I
got to my feet and set a small box in
front of him.

“What’s this?” He asked.

“It’s the ring. Goodbye, Billy.”
I sprinted towards the door leaving

Billy at the table with his mouth
open. Kimmy held the door open for
me.

“Don’t worry about the coffee,
Rosemary. I’ve got you covered.”

“Thanks. I owe you big time.”
“You’d better get going while I go

over and try to head Prince
Charming off at the pass.”

I scurried out the door and into my
car. I guess I should have felt bad for
hurting Billy’s feelings, but all I could
do picture Tyler’s face. I knew I’d
done the right thing and only wished
I’d done it earlier.

A month later I was back at the
bistro after work. I didn’t feel like
cooking and always enjoyed
Kimmy’s friendly face. She and I had
spent a few Saturday afternoons
recently talking about my romantic
affairs—or lack of them. I’d just been

seated when I saw Tyler come in

with some brunette on his arm. I tried
to hide behind the menu, but he
spotted me and came over.

“Well if it isn’t the newlywed. Why
aren’t you wearing your wedding
ring? Trying to pick up someone
else?”

“I called off the wedding.”
Tyler looked surprised. “I’m sorry

things didn’t work out for you.”

(Continued on page 52) 7
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I 
opened and closed the book for the fourth time, staring at the handwritten 

name and phone number on the inside jacket; mixed feelings racked my 

conscience as I stood alone in the dingy apartment. My husband, Leland 

was off on another trucking drive, increasing my loneliness which is what 

made Steven’s name and number so inviting. I yearned for the true male 

companionship that Steven seemed to offer at our frst and only encounter.

RESISTING 
TEMPTATION



Have you ever said to yourself “I’d 

love to get a computer, if only I 

could figure out how to use it.” Well, 

you’re not alone. Computers were 

supposed to make our lives simpler, 

but they’ve gotten so complicated 

that they are not worth the trouble. 

With all of the “pointing and clicking” 

and “dragging and dropping” you’re 

lucky if you can figure out where you 

are. Plus, you are constantly worrying 

about viruses and freeze-ups. If this 

sounds familiar, we have great news 

for you. There is finally a computer 

that’s designed for simplicity and ease 

of use. It’s the WOW Computer, 

and it was designed with you in mind. 

This computer is easy-to-use, worry-

free and literally puts the world at 

your fingertips. From the moment 

you open the box, you’ll realize how 

different the WOW Computer is. The 

components are all connected; all you 

do is plug it into an outlet and your 

high-speed Internet connection. Then 

you’ll see the screen – it’s now 22 

inches. This is a completely new touch 

screen system, without the cluttered 

look of the normal computer screen. 

The “buttons” on the screen are easy 

to see and easy to understand. All you 

do is touch one of them, from the 

Web, Email, Calendar to Games– you 

name it… and a new screen opens 

up. It’s so easy to use you won’t have 

to ask your children or grandchildren 

for help. Until now, the very people 

who could benefit most from E-mail 

and the Internet are the ones that 

have had the hardest time accessing 

it. Now, thanks to the WOW 

Computer, countless older Americans 

are discovering the wonderful world 

of the Internet every day. Isn’t it time 

you took part? Call now, and you’ll 

find out why tens of thousands of 

satisfied seniors are now enjoying 

their WOW Computers, emailing 

their grandchildren, and experiencing 

everything the Internet has to offer.

Call today!

TECHNOLOGY SIMPLIFIED – BIGGER AND BETTER

Wow! A Simple to Use Computer 

Designed Especially for Seniors!
Easy to read. Easy to see. Easy to use. Just plug it in! 

“I love this computer! It is easy to 

read and to use!  I get photo updates 

from my children and grandchildren  

all the time.”
– Janet F.

FREE
Automatic

Software Updates

NEW
Now comes with...

Larger 22-inch hi-resolution 
screen – easier to see

16% more viewing area

Simple navigation – so you  
never get lost

Intel® processor – lightning fast

Computer is in the monitor – 
No bulky tower

Advanced audio, Better speaker 
configuration – easier to hear

Text to Speech translation –  
it can even read your  

emails to you!

U.S. Based Customer Service

• Send & Receive Emails

• Have video chats with family and friends

• Surf the Internet:

 Get current weather and news

• Play games Online:

 Hundreds to choose from!

Call now toll free and find out  

how you can get the new  

WOW! Computer.

Mention promotional code 105874 

for special introductory pricing.

1-877-767-5670
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Opening the book the fifth time, I
thought, What would be the harm in
just calling and talking to the guy? I

picked up the house phone and
dialed the cell phone number. I ner-
vously waited for him to answer,
wondering what I would say to him.

After a few rings, I heard his voice-

mail pickup. I hung up without leav-

ing a message, feeling a mixture of
disappointment and relief.

A few weeks ago, I had sat in the
park while our two-year-old son,
Brock played in the sandbox. Leland
had just started truck driving school a
few blocks from our apartment and
the park. I worked part time at a local
medical urgent care and as my
schedule allowed, we would walk
Leland to work and then Brock would
play in the park as I read.

One day a man walked up to me
and smiled. “Are you Leland’s girl-
friend?”

I hesitated. Who is this guy asking
questions?

“I’m Steven Martin,” he offered.

“Leland and I are trucking school
buddies. I’ve seen you three walking
back and forth.”

I relaxed a bit since this was a very
public place and if I needed help,
moms and dads were everywhere.

He was very attractive too, and I

was flattered with his attention. “I’m
his wife, Belle,” I said.

He nodded. “Leland’s done very
well in school. He’s at the top of the
class.”

“Yes, he does talk a lot about it at
home. He’s very excited about this
opportunity. Are you enjoying truck
driving?” I surprised myself by ask-

ing a question.

He shrugged. “It can be a decent
living. I’ve worked in warehouses as
a forklift driver for a few years. I

wanted to get out and see more of
the open road.”

“That can be a lonely life. Won’t
your wife miss you?” I ventured ask-

ing.

Steven smiled. “I’m not married or
have a girlfriend at the moment.” He
glanced around the busy park. “Do
you mind if I sit down?”

I slid over a bit, closing my book,
trying to keep Leland’s trucking
school application papers from
falling out. He gave them to me

weeks ago to file at home, but
they’d stayed in my book.

He sat down, glancing at the book
in my hand. “You like to read?” He
leaned back, placing an ankle atop
his knee.

I shrugged. “Not as often as I’d
like. Our son, Brock,” I said, point-
ing, “keeps me busy. I’ve been

working on this book for months,” I
grinned.

“Do you work or are you going to
college?” He asked, squinting in the
mid-morning sun.

I sighed. “Both in a way. I took
two years of college before Brock,
but I had to drop out. I plan on work-

ing for another year at the urgent
care clinic to afford going back to
finish. Leland’s trucking career
might speed that up though. I’m
also going to apply for financial aid
again.”

“What did you study?”
“Pre-med courses. I want to be a

nurse practitioner.”
He nodded. “You sound like a

smart girl with high ambitions. Are
you ready for Leland to be gone for
long periods of time?”

“My parents live fairly close; I

have my job, and I have a couple of
good neighbors. I won’t be alone
completely,” I slowly parroted back
what I’d already rationalized. Steven

asked the same questions I had
asked myself when Leland first
approached me about going to
trucking school. I had my doubts
about being separated, but I’d
hoped this would be the answer to
our financial problems.

“So, what do you do for fun?”
Steven asked, seeming to sense
he’d hit a sore spot and changed the
subject.

And so we continued to talk,
about me and Leland, my parents,
and where I was from. He told me
about himself. Steven had an easy
disposition, a great sense of humor
for he quickly got me laughing,
something I hadn’t done in a long
time. He was nice looking, maybe
five years older than me. I stole sev-

eral glances from time to time,
watching his lips move and won-

dered what it would be like to kiss
them. Noticing his well-built chest
and arms, I wondered what it would

be like to be held in them.

What was I doing? I was married
with a young son. I didn’t need to be
fantasizing about a stranger, howev-

er nice and good looking. Steven

was relaxed and carefree, the way
Leland used to be. Steven asked me
questions, personal, caring ques-

tions unlike Leland who stopped
asking me about my day or Brock’s.

I tried to tell myself that I was just
lonely and in great need of male
companionship. We continued to
talk with me losing all track of time.

All too soon, Brock came running to
me, saying he was hungry and
wanted lunch.

I gasped when I glanced at my
watch. It was past noon. “I’m sorry,
Steven, but I have to go. It was nice
talking with you,” I said standing up.

He grabbed a pen from his pocket
and wrote his name and cell number
on the inside flap of my book. “Just in
case I don’t see you again soon. Call
me if you ever need to talk.” With a
smile, he turned and walked away.

That was six weeks ago. Leland
graduated and was out on his first
professional truck run. While I was
proud of his accomplishment, I had
never felt lonelier. Leland talked
nonstop about his schooling. He
never once asked about me or
Brock. I didn’t feel like I was part of
a real couple, but then did I ever in
our year and a half of marriage?
Steven, for a few hours, made me
feel like I mattered. That I was a real
person and not just Leland’s wife.

Leland and I had had a whirlwind
courtship. We met at Spring Break
at the beach. We danced and drank,
listening to the concerts and watch-

ing volleyball tournaments. It was a
crazy week, but we enjoyed each
other’s company, talking and get-
ting to know one another. He was
tall and lean with a sharp intelli-
gence. We dated afterwards on

weekends while we attended col-
lege, but all too soon I discovered
that I was pregnant.

Leland was a decent guy. He
didn’t bail on me once I told him. He
offered to marry me, but did I really
want him as my life partner? Sure,
we had fun together, but was he the
one? We were both young and what10



did we know about life and love? I
couldn’t give Leland an answer right
away. Dating was one thing, but
getting married and having a baby
was a complete shock.

I dreaded telling my parents who
seemed to have the perfect mar-
riage. They never argued or fought,
always getting along. I knew they
would be disappointed in me and
the situation I got myself into.

My parents made my decision for
us when we told them. They didn’t
just insist, they demanded that we
get married. It felt like a shotgun

wedding standing before the justice
of the peace when I was six months
pregnant with my disappointed par-
ents as our witnesses.

Brock arrived soon after we
moved into this dingy, little apart-
ment. We were husband and wife,
but I felt like we were just two peo-

ple sharing an apartment and a
child. I had never felt so trapped.

Finishing college was out of the
question now. I’d lost my scholar-
ship and was forced to find work at
an urgent care clinic. Leland
dropped out too now that we had
three mouths to feed and rent to pay.

Leland worked at a home supply
store full time, but we struggled to
pay the bills. When this trucking
school opportunity came, we
thought it would be our ticket to a
better life, at least financially anyway.

We stopped talking about every-

thing though. The stress of being
forced to grow up and be responsi-

ble had driven us apart. We didn’t
have the money to do fun things like
going to the movies or eating out.
We were becoming strangers. Our
working schedule kept us apart and
then I would be tired from watching
Brock. Yes, we were husband and
wife, sharing a son, but was that
enough to hold us together?

Maybe that was why I found
Steven so appealing. He had charis-

ma, a spark that Leland had lost by
our shotgun wedding. Maybe that
was why I yearned to have someone
put spice back into my young life.

I called Steven’s number several
times while Leland was out, but I

always got his voice mail. I was too
embarrassed to leave a message.

Steven never returned my missed

calls. Maybe that was his way of
saying he wasn’t serious about me. I
didn’t know how long Steven was
out so I made extra trips to the park
hoping I might see him again. No
matter what, I couldn’t force myself
to throw away the number. It was
my lifeline to hope.

Leland never called me along the
route to check up on us or to tell me
about his trip. Steven was silent. All
I could do was wait for Leland to
return to have some type of male
companionship, but I couldn’t wipe
Steven from my mind or stop the

fantasies.

“Do you think you’ll like driving
trucks across country as a living?” I
asked Leland, breaking the ice at
dinner when he returned.

He had toyed with his food, being
strangely quiet, avoiding conversa-

tion. He shrugged. “It can be okay, I
guess. It’s not all what I thought it
would be. I’ll make a few more runs to
know for sure. The money’s good at
least. I have to make a trip in two days.

I’ll be gone for seven days again.” His
face was void of any emotion.

“Will this be a regular schedule?
Gone for a week at a time only to be
home a couple of days in between?”

I knew he would have an irregular
schedule, taking any job he could for
a while to get established, but this
would be more than I bargained for.

He shrugged again. “Maybe.”
I wasn’t too disappointed. Maybe

I could actually reach Steven this
time or catch him at the park. Just
because I was homebound didn’t
mean I couldn’t have some excite-

ment between Brock and my job. I
was feeling less and less married
now.

The day after Leland left for his
truck run, I took Brock to the park,
hoping to see Steven. This time I

was rewarded.

He came out of nowhere, plop-

ping down on the bench next to me.

“Hello, pretty lady!”
The same laughing brown eyes

greeted me. Without thinking, I

leaned over and hugged him. “So
good to see you again! I called you
several times, but I could never
reach you.”

He returned my hug with an awk-

ward smile.

“They had me driving in some
pretty remote areas to where I

couldn’t get phone service. I

thought about calling you back, but
I didn’t want to make things sticky
with you and Leland.”

I nodded, just glad to see him and
be close to him. “Did you just get
home?”

“Yesterday. I have to go back out
tomorrow.” He waved some papers.

“I’ll be on the road a lot which is
what I wanted.” He glanced around.

“Leland out again?”
“Yes, he left yesterday and won’t

be back for a week.”
Steven jumped up. “It’s early and I

don’t want to sit down any more
than I have to. How about we go
down to the fair at the beach and
walk around and talk?”

“Good idea,” I said smiling. “It’s
time for Brock’s morning nap. I’ll get
my neighbor to watch him for a few
hours.”

The three of us walked the five
blocks to my house, talking all the
way, catching up like old friends,
something Leland and I didn’t do
anymore. At my apartment, I discov-

ered that my neighbor wasn’t home.

(Continued on page 56) 11
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APRIL SHOWERS
Washing Away 

Regret

“L
ooks like April Showers!” a 

craft fair vendor exclaimed. 

“We better close up.”

 On refex, I glanced up at the dark 

puckering clouds forming in the west. 

There’s still time to peruse for a few more 

minutes before everybody closes up shop. 

It had started out to be a brisk, spring 

sunny day, but as everybody knows the 

weather is tricky this time of year. It likes 

to lull you into a false sense of security 

and then in a blink it changes.





It’s a sad fact. Many people who have mobility 
issues and could benefit from a scooter aren’t 
able to use them away from home. Struggling 
to get it into a car or loading it onto a bumper-
mounted lift just isn’t worth the effort. Now, 
there’s a better scooter, the Quingo® Flyte. It’s 
easy to use, even for one person, and requires  
no more effort than closing a car’s tailgate. 
Clever design enables it to fit into SUV’s,  
mini-vans, crossovers and hatchbacks.

Quingo® Flyte can load and unload itself in less 
than 60 seconds using an innovative ramp and 
a simple remote. The built-in guide rails can be 

installed in minutes and safely direct your  
scooter to ground level. 

This scooter provides 5-Wheel Anti-Tip 
Technology for stability, agility and comfort  
with its unique wheel configuration. The 
patented 5-wheel BumpmasterTM design by 
Quingo enables it to ride safely over a wide 
variety of surfaces. It uses 4 ultra slim powerful 
batteries providing a range of up to 23 miles 
on a single charge.
 
The best selling auto-loading scooter in Europe 
is now available in the US! Don’t wait to take 
advantage of this exciting new technology,  
call today to find out more.

Introducing the Quingo® Flyte - the powerful, 

portable mobility scooter that you never  

have to lift.  Now featuring patented  

5-Wheel Anti-Tip Technology.

Finally... A scooter that loads 

itself in and out of your car.

Winner of  
the 2015  

International  
Innovation  

Award
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“For the first time in years I’ve been able 
to go with my granddaughters to the 
mall. A crowd gathers every time I unload 
my scooter from my car!” 

– Judi K, Exeter, CA

• Patented 5-Wheel StabilityTM by Quingo takes 

you almost anywhere.

• No dismantling or lifting of heavy scooter parts.

• Fits most SUV’s, mini-vans, crossovers 

and hatchbacks.

• Large motor + up to 350 pound capacity.

• Extra long range with BIG scooter performance.

• Won’t bounce around in your car– locks in place.

Only one scooter is this
powerful and portable

featuring 5-Wheel Anti-Tip Technology   

Call now toll free for our lowest price.

1-888-346-5997
See it in action at www.QuingoUSA.com

Please mention code 105873 when ordering.



Wrapping my duster sweater a
little tighter around my chest
against the rising breeze, I kept
walking, meandering booth to
booth, admiring handcrafted jewel-
ry, braided rugs, flower arrange-

ments, wood craft, and the like. I

wasn’t looking for anything in par-
ticular to buy, for what I truly want-
ed couldn’t be bought at a county
craft fair.

What my heart truly yearned for
was a happy family. The kind of
family I never had growing up. A
family with parents who deeply
loved each other and loved and
protected their children. I thought I
had found that twenty years ago
when I married Taylor.

Taylor had literally swept me off
my feet. I was at a modeling shoot
for shampoo and Taylor was the
photographer’s assistant. His smile
and five-o’clock shadow captivat-
ed me from the start and gave me
the inspiration to do my modeling
best. After two hours of smiling and
twirling and flipping my long golden

brown hair under those hot bright
lights, I was exhausted.

“You look like you could use a
drink,” Taylor said, holding out
some bottled water.

“Thanks, you’re a life saver,” I

said unscrewing the cap and taking
a huge swig.

“My name’s Taylor Connors.”
“Mae McCann.”
“Is this your first modeling gig?”
I shook my head. “This is my first

here, but I’ve done a few others
around the city. I’m taking art
classes at the art institute, but I do
modeling right now to pay the
bills.”

He nodded. “I thought as much.

You handled this session like a pro.

Renaldo shoots a lot of young
models and I can tell he appreciat-
ed your talent and energy. He rarely
works with inexperienced models.”

“Thanks. I enjoy it. It’s fun and
pays well, but I want to be a painter
one day. Hopefully in a few more
years I can be featured in an art
gallery.”

“Cool.” He glanced at his watch.

“We’re breaking for lunch. Care to
grab a bite with me?”

I smiled. “Yes, I’d like that.”
Taylor took me out several times

after that for the next year and a
half. I continued to model and take
as many art classes as I could.

Sometimes the shoots conflicted
with my classes and other times, I
was too exhausted to attend, but I
kept up with my projects and grad-

uated. I applied to art galleries,
showing my art samples, but no
one took me seriously. They kept
telling me to stick with modeling,
but I refused to give up.

Eventually, Taylor branched out
and started his own photography
studio. We went to dinner to cele-

brate his success.

That night he proposed and I

accepted. Three months later with
a grand wedding with all the bells
and whistles, we were husband
and wife. I knew we’d have the fairy
tale marriage come true that I’d
always dreamed of. Soon we’d
have children and I would have a
full family to complete my perfect
life.

Before long I was pregnant and
too round to model. We didn’t go
out as often, which I didn’t mind as
I set up the nursery and took lots of
naps. I also used this time to paint
and apply for art gallery jobs, but
nobody wanted to hire a pregnant
woman. I was disappointed, but I

comforted myself with the thought
that maybe the time wasn’t right
yet and that I just needed to be
patient and build up a portfolio.

We had Arthur and I was content
to be a mom and a wife. By the time
Arthur was walking, I was pregnant
again. I spent my days taking care
of my family and dabbling in paint-
ing at home, but I quickly realized
that there was no time for my per-
sonal interests so I set them aside
for my family’s sake. Elma joined
our family shortly. I felt so blessed
to have my loving husband and
beautiful children, the family I

prayed for. I wouldn’t have traded
them for the world.

A couple of months later, I

worked extra hard to get my mod-

eling body back in shape after hav-

ing two kids. I contacted my old
agent and soon landed several
shoots after a two-and-a-half-year

break. Not only did I do magazine
shoots, but I started doing TV com-

mercials. My life was full, but I

made time for my family. We had
family meals together. I read them
bedtime stories every night. We
attended all their school meetings,
plays and ballgames. We took fam-

ily vacations to theme parks and
went camping and canoeing. And
Taylor and I made special romantic
times for each other. I think we
were like a family out of a Hallmark
greeting card. And things were per-
fect for over ten years.

With the children getting older
and into their own interests, I felt
the time was finally right and
returned to painting and began to
actively pursue employment in gal-
leries again. Even though I enjoyed
my successful modeling career, I

knew there was a time limit on my
looks. I was getting older. It was
time for a transition. I turned to my
first love—my art. I felt more alive
when I was creating works of art
with paint, seeing people and
objects coming to life. I began to
discover a new me. I guess that’s
when my home life changed.

Then one day Taylor came home
and made his announcement. “I’m
leaving Mae. I can’t do this any-

more and I want out.”
I was speechless as I watched

Taylor pack up a suitcase and walk
out the door with only a brief good-

bye to the kids. I ran sobbing to the
bedroom, asking myself, ‘Why
wasn’t I good enough to be loved?
Where did I go wrong? I’d failed at
love. I’d failed to keep my family
together. Have I failed my children

too?’
I was devastated. For the next

several months, I couldn’t eat. I

couldn’t sleep. I couldn’t even pray.

I lost modeling contracts and sank
into a mild depression. Reflectively
in my dark haze, I realized that
Taylor had never supported my
painting. “Finger painting,” he
called them. I had always thought
he was just joking in a loving way.

During my golden modeling years,
he always seemed proud to show
me off to his social circle, like a
prize filly, but lately, we hadn’t
attended any functions as a couple.14



Was he moving on to younger pas-

tures?
I managed to take care of Arthur

and Elma’s physical needs, but not
their emotional ones. I could barely
function myself. I had no answer for
their father’s desertion. He called a
few times to talk to them and he
even stopped by one time, but they
didn’t want much to do with him
and I didn’t blame them.

At the divorce proceedings, I

learned that Taylor was dating one
of his models and they were plan-

ning to marry shortly after ours was
final. My worst fears were realized.

I wasn’t worthy to be loved.

Call it a moment of retaliation or
temporary insanity, I drove home
and pulled up my list of friends on

social media. Flipping through the
names, I reached out to one of my
high school boyfriends that was
still single, Meyers Reynolds, and
asked him out. He responded
immediately saying yes.

Three months later, I proposed to
him and we were married by the
Justice of the Peace. Arthur and
Elma were confused by the sudden

whirlwind marriage and new step-

dad, but they went with it. They
were dealing with a new step-mom
as well. I never stopped to consult
with them before I proposed to
Meyers. I was too wrapped up in

my own emotions to get them
counseling to deal with all these
family changes. I just reacted to my
own hurt and betrayal and lost
dreams, thinking that two wrongs
would make everything right. I was
so desperate to recapture my
romantic ideal of a family that I

didn’t take the time to really get to
know the man my childhood friend
Meyers had become. Five months
later, the marriage was over.

Shocked to my senses with two
divorces, I knew I needed profes-

sional counseling, as well as my
children. With help of friends, I

sought out a good therapist. Very
quickly she honed in on my biggest
unresolved issues: my parents.

I was six years old. I remembered
my parents signing some papers
and then my dad packed his bags
and left. I didn’t really understand it

at the time. Back then people didn’t
think to get children counseling to
help them deal with those kinds of
family issues. You were just sup-

posed to deal with it. So, I didn’t
cry. I tried to be brave and strong.

Even as young as I was, I knew
my mom was fragile. She wasn’t
able to take care of me or my older
sister, Dana, because she was an

alcoholic and the divorce only
added to her addiction. Dana did
most of the cooking and household
chores. She made sure I did my
homework. I helped out whenever I
could, like washing dishes while
standing on a step stool. At fifteen

Dana got a part-time job working
as a cashier in a local grocery
store.

Dad remarried a couple of years
later and Dana and I went to go live
with him and his new wife. Things
got better. We had full time parents
again and we got to be normal kids
with normal lives. We visited Mom
on weekends throughout the year,
but they were always depressing
visits. Her house was unkempt and
she looked worn down and lost.

One day less than two years
later, Dad picked us up from school
with our suitcases in the backseat.
“I’m taking you back to live with
your mother. This isn’t working
out.” He didn’t give any further
explanation and I didn’t dare ask
for one. His tone discouraged any
discussion. Dana and I clasped
each other’s hand and exchanged
glum glances. My dad and step-

mom had a baby boy six months
ago, and maybe Dad couldn’t han-

dle raising us girls along with an

infant.
As a parent now myself, I under-

stand that he must have had his
reasons. Reasons that had a lot
more to do with him than with us,
but that didn’t make this rejection

any easier. And that’s what I felt:
utterly rejected by my mom and
now my dad. What had I done
wrong? Why wasn’t I good enough
to stay with my dad and his new
family? Why wasn’t I good enough
to be loved?

Right then and there I promised
myself that when I grew up, I would
find a husband who loved me for

me. We’d have children and we’d
all love each other no matter what.

Dana graduated high school not
long later and left for a job in the
city. Since it was just me at home
now, my mom and I grew closer,
but on many occasions her drinking
got in the way. Our mother-daugh-

ter roles were reversed. For several
years, I took care of her while I

watched her struggle to hold on to
jobs. It tore me apart to see her this
way with no one to help her. I kept
hoping that if I helped more around
the house, the less she would
drink. I didn’t dare invite my friends
over since I was never sure what
state she would be in. By doing so,
I felt more isolated and alone.

One of the few solaces was my
art class at school. My art teacher
said I showed promise after she
saw several of my sketches. She
encouraged me to attend an art
institute after high school. Many
nights I’d lie awake in bed, asking
myself if a normal life was even

possible for someone like me. I

knew Mom couldn’t afford college
tuition and Dad seemed more dis-

tant than ever with his new family.

But I still dreamed.

As soon as I was old enough, I

got a part-time job at a fast food
restaurant. Besides doing the
housework and almost nightly
putting my mom to bed after one of
her drinking binges, this was
another way I could help by con-

tributing to the living expenses.

One day a local modeling agent
came into the restaurant and gave
me her card. “I think you have a real
future. Come by and we’ll talk and
see about building up a portfolio.” I
was stunned. I had never given my
looks much thought. I’d always had
more grown-up things to focus on,
but I wanted to give it a shot.
Maybe modeling would be another
distraction from my home rejection

and loneliness. And maybe I could
earn enough money to send myself
to art school. For the first time, I felt
a spark of hope a sense of accep-

tance and belonging.

After work, I tried to tell my mom
about this modeling opportunity,
but all I received were glazed eyes

(Continued on page 48) 15
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My mother-in-law-to-be was a perfectionist. She never had a hair out of place 

and everything in her house was just so. I knew I could never live up to her standards, 

but Dewey didn’t seem to care. He loved me just as I was—a hot mess of insecurity and 

disorganization. Even so, I was surprised when he proposed one Saturday afternoon, 

dropping to one knee in the middle of the bookstore where we’d first met.

 Of course, I said yes.

 Then everything got real.





As he slipped the engagement
ring on my finger, my thoughts
swirled in a million directions at
once. We had to pick a wedding
date, confirm the availability of
Dewey’s minister, find a venue for
the reception, and do so many
other things that I had given little
thought to prior to that moment,
including announcing our betrothal
to our parents.

Once I realized that, I said, “We
should tell my father first.”

“He already knows.”
“Already knows? How can he?”
Dewey smiled. “He doesn’t know

your answer, but he knows I was
planning this,” he said. “I asked his
permission.”

“That’s so old-fashioned.”
“But it was the right thing to do.

He gave me his blessing,” my fiancé
said. Then he added, “He also said
that if I ever break your heart he’ll
break my legs. I hope he was jok-

ing.”
My father can be intimidating—

he’s a thick-bodied muscular man

with graying black hair worn in a
ponytail and tattoos covering both
arms, much of his back, and one
small spot on his chest where he
has my mother’s name tattooed
over his heart—but he’s never been

violent. Instead of reassuring
Dewey of my father’s teddy bear-
like qualities, I said, “Your mother’s
the one I’m afraid of. I’m not sure
she likes me. She’s always making
snide comments about how disor-
ganized I am.”

“But you are disorganized. You
tell me so all the time.”

“Well, I’ll prove your mother
wrong. Our wedding is too impor-
tant to screw up.”

Even though I had been working
full-time since graduating college, I
didn’t earn enough at the communi-

ty theater to rent my own place, so I
still lived with my father and knew
he would be home.

He was sitting in his black leather
recliner, drinking a beer and watch-

ing concert footage of some power
trio that recorded four albums in the
late 1960s before breaking up. He
muted the television’s sound when I
said we had something to tell him.

I stuck my left hand in my father’s

face, showing him the diamond
solitaire Dewey had given me.

“We’re engaged.”
“About time. You two have been

mooning at each other for months
now,” my father said. He pushed
himself out of the recliner and
shook Dewey’s hand. “Remember
what I told you.”

“Yes, sir,” Dewey said. “I will.”
“You two set a date yet?”
We looked at each other.
“June?” I said.

“Sure,” Dewey said. “Why not?”
“My baby girl’s all grown up

now.” My father pulled me into his
arms and we hugged. When he
finally released me, he said, “You
plan to wear your mother’s dress?”

My mother died when I was in the
third grade, and her wedding dress
still hung in my father’s bedroom
closet. “Of course. I wouldn’t have it
any other way.”

He nodded. “You let me know if I
need to do anything.”

“I will,” I said, and then I correct-
ed myself. “We will.”

Telling Dewey’s mother and
father was far more stressful.
When Dewey told his parents we
had news for them, his mother
insisted we sit at the dining room
table. We coupled off, with them
on one side and Dewey and me on

the other. Looking at them across
the table I was reminded once
again of how different they were
from my father. Instead of a black
T-shirt and jeans like my father, Mr.
Winchester wore a yellow polo
shirt and tan chinos. He had his
hair trimmed short, and a pair of
gold wire-frame glasses perched
on his nose. Mrs. Winchester was
dressed much the same, in white
slacks and a pink oxford shirt with
the sleeves rolled up to reveal the
gold bangles on her left wrist. Her
auburn hair had been styled into a
straight bob with bangs and high-

lighted to mask any gray that might
have been lurking among her
tresses. Even though it was a
Saturday, she’d done her make-up
as if she had plans for later in the
day.

“So what’s the news?” Dewey’s
mother asked as she turned from
looking at her son to staring at me.

“You aren’t pregnant, are you?”
Before I could respond with any-

thing more than a surprised look,
Dewey showed his parents the ring
on my left hand. “We’re engaged.”

Mrs. Winchester continued star-
ing at me, awaiting the answer to
her question.

“No,” I said. “I’m not.”
“Okay, then,” she said. “That’s

good news.”
“Congratulations,” Dewey’s

father said, but I wasn’t quite cer-
tain if he was congratulating us on

our engagement or me on not being
pregnant.

“Have you set a date?”
We had discussed it on the drive

from my father’s house. Dewey
said, “The last Saturday in June.”

“That’s only ten months away,”
his mother said. “You have a lot to
do before then. Have you confirmed
availability of the church? You are
marrying in our church, aren’t you?
And what about—?”

“Slow down, Mom,” Dewey said.

“We’ve only been engaged a few
hours. Like you said, we have ten

months to figure all this out.”
“The time will disappear in a

flash,” his mother said. “If you don’t
start lining things up now—”

“Mom,” Dewey insisted. “Take a
deep breath. Let us enjoy our
moment.”

Mr. Winchester put his hand on

his wife’s forearm, and that seemed
to calm her down.

“Congratulations,” she finally
said, but I was unsure how sincere
she was because the smile she
wore didn’t quite reach her eyes.

The next several months were
overwhelming. My father was the
go-to guy to repair a motorcycle,
build a house, or discuss old rock
’n’ roll groups, but, despite his best
efforts, he wasn’t much help with
girly things. He had done the best
he could, quitting his night job and
taking a day job after my mother’s
death so he could raise me. He had
guided me through my teen years
and through early adulthood, even

though he didn’t really understand
what it was like to be female and all
the changes my body went through.

So, I searched the Internet, found a18



list of things to do and when to do
them while planning a wedding, and
used it as my roadmap.

I had some savings and my father
was able to help some, but I had to
do everything on a limited budget.
Dewey made it clear that his par-
ents were willing to help with the
expenses, but I was loath to ask for
their assistance. I didn’t want them
thinking I was marrying him
because of their money. So, I

scrimped, I saved, I negotiated, and
I managed to put everything togeth-

er.
After taking in the bustline and

letting out the hips, I was able to
wear my mother’s wedding dress.

My bridesmaids found matching
dresses on the discount rack at a
bridal shop, and Dewey and his
groomsmen used coupons to
reduce the cost of their tuxedo
rentals. Because Dewey and his
family were members of the church,
there was no charge for its use, and
Dewey was responsible for provid-

ing an appropriate gift to the minis-

ter for his services.

The only reception hall we could
afford located within a reasonable
distance of the church wasn’t even

open for business when we signed
the rental agreement. A former auto
parts warehouse was being repur-
posed and my father was one of the
carpenters involved in the finishing
work. He and the owners swore it
would be ready in time, and we
would be the first people to use it.

There was no way to scrimp on

the sit-down dinner my mother-in-

law insisted we have, so we hired
one of the better catering compa-

nies and, other than providing
champagne for the toast, opted for
a cash bar to keep alcohol expens-

es negligible. The daughter of one
of my father’s co-workers had
recently opened her own studio,
and for a discount we agreed to let
her use photos from our wedding in
her advertising. We hired a band
that had never performed at a wed-

ding because Dewey was a friend of
the lead guitarist’s younger brother
and my father approved of the
band’s audition CD. My father
made a list of songs the band need-

ed to learn to ensure there was

music for everyone to enjoy.

Dewey and I had dinner with his
parents a week before the wedding.

By then I had finalized all the details
and was feeling pretty good about
our wedding plans.

Over Caesar salad, lasagna, and
garlic bread, Mrs. Winchester asked
about my father. “I think we should
know something about him before
we meet at the rehearsal. What’s he
do?”

“He’s a carpenter now,” I said.

Mrs. Winchester gave her son a
look I couldn’t decipher, but it cer-
tainly looked like disappointment.
Both of Dewey’s parents had col-
lege degrees and worked white col-
lar office jobs. “Now?”

“I don’t know what my father did
before my mother died. He won’t
talk about it. He just tells me he
gave up his dream to make certain I
never have to give up mine.

Whatever he did, he worked nights,
mostly on weekends.”

“And he’s never told you what his
dream was?” Mr. Winchester
asked.

I shook my head.

“What about you?” Dewey asked
his parents. “Did you give up your
dreams when you had me?”

“We gave up our dreams long
before you were born,” his mother
said. “We had to make practical
decisions, much like Lydia’s father.”

“You were in drama club, weren’t
you, Mom?”

“I was never going to be an

actress.”
“But that was your dream, wasn’t

it?”
“Your mother was pretty good,”

his father said.

“But I was better with numbers,”
she said, “so I became an accoun-

tant.”
Dewey started to ask, “Do you

ever wish—?”
“No,” she said, cutting him off.

“Never. Not once.”
I had earned my degree in public

relations and worked for the com-

munity theater. I reminded Mrs.

Winchester of that and added, “I

can give you advance notice the
next time they have an open casting
call.”

She gave me a look that ended

that line of conversation, and we all
ate in silence until Mr. Winchester
asked Dewey when he needed to
pick up his tux.

After dinner, Dewey took me back
to his apartment, a one-bedroom
second-floor walk-up that we would
soon be sharing full-time. I had
already moved some of my things
in, and the place no longer had a
bachelor pad vibe.

My fiancé opened a beer, and at
my insistence gave me a bottle of
water and settled onto the couch
next to me. Despite having my
mother’s wedding gown altered to
better fit my wider hips, I worried
that I had been stress eating since
the alterations were completed and
I vowed, despite having seconds at
dinner, to starve myself for the rest
of the week to ensure that I fit in the
dress.

As I opened the water bottle, I

said, “Your mother doesn’t like me,
does she?”

“Why do you think that?”
“She doesn’t want you to marry

me,” I said. “She thinks you can do
better, doesn’t she?”

“She’s never said anything like
that. Not once.”

“The way she looks at me some-

times makes me feel like something
the cat drug in.”

“My mother’s hard on everyone.”
Dewey put his beer on the coffee
table, wrapped one arm around me,
and pulled me close. “Including her-
self.”

“But—”
“Don’t let her get to you,” he said.

He brushed a lock of hair away from
my eyes. “She’ll loosen up when

she gets to know you better.”
“She’s had almost two years!”
“Yeah, and it’s taken her twenty-

seven years to get to know me!”
The absurdity of what he said

made me laugh, and for the first
time in several days I actually felt
some of the stress melt away. I

snuggled up against my husband-

to-be, absolutely certain that he
was the one for me.

My father and Dewey’s parents
met for the first time at the
rehearsal. Mr. and Mrs. Winchester

(Continued on page 51) 19



20

Our Summer Staycation
I Don’t Need 
Luxury for Fun!

I 
was fzzing with excitement as I waited for Ricky, my husband, to get home from 

work. We’d left it right to the last minute, but I’d booked our summer vacation! 

My mind raced as I went into the kitchen to check on dinner. I’d need a bikini, a 

few casual sundresses, and an evening dress, oh, and sandals: strappy, high-heeled 

sandals. The front door opened and I couldn’t stop a huge grin from breaking out on 

my face.

 “In here, sweetheart!” I called out. “I hope you’re hungry!”

 Even after two years I still wasn’t used to being married to the most handsome 

man in the world, and my heart skipped a beat when my dark-haired husband 

walked into the kitchen and gave me a kiss.
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Straightening up, he smiled down

at me, a suspicious look in his brown

eyes. “What’s up?”
Darn! I’d never been able to keep

anything from him! I’d hoped to keep
the news until after we’d eaten, but
now I knew that wouldn’t be possi-

ble.

“Nothing much,” I giggled. “I just
booked us two weeks in a luxury
Hawaiian resort, that’s all!”

He froze. “Penny, please tell me
you’re kidding.”

“Well, no, I’m not kidding,” I said,
confused by how serious he looked.

“We always said we wanted to go to
Hawaii and I knew if I didn’t snap up
this deal it wouldn’t last.”

Ricky slowly shook his head. “We
can’t afford this—I thought you
understood our situation.”

“But we can easily cover this!” I

said.

“The business is just getting off
the ground!” he snapped. “We can’t
blow thousands of dollars and take
two weeks off to play in the sun!”

“Fine!” Tears filled my eyes.

“Forget it, okay? We have twenty-

four hours to cancel.”
I was praying he’d take me in his

arms and apologize, tell me we could
swing it after all and he was just
being over cautious, but Ricky just
nodded, and I knew he was serious.

“I’m going to take a shower,” he
said, and stomped upstairs.

Feeling like a popped balloon, I

went online and cancelled our vaca-

tion. I knew I needed to be grateful for
all the things we did have, and I was.

Eighteen months ago, Ricky had lost
his job when the computer firm he’d
worked for downsized. We’d been

lucky to hang onto our house. It was a
blow we really hadn’t seen coming,
but between our savings and my job
as a kindergarten teacher we man-

aged. About a year ago Ricky and a
friend secured a business loan and
started their own computer repair
business, and it was really starting to
take off. I thought we could relax and
start enjoying life again.

I loved Ricky so much, but our
marriage was so different from what
I’d expected. It was much harder, if I
was honest. I saw so little of him and
the cheerful, fun-loving guy I’d mar-
ried often seemed to disappear

completely, replaced by a serious,
worried man who hardly noticed me.

By the time Ricky emerged from
the shower in fresh jeans and a T-

shirt, I’d set the table and laid out the
salad and chicken seasoned just the
way he liked. But my smile was
forced and the last thing I felt like
was eating.

“I know you’re disappointed,
Penny,” he said softly. “And I’m
sorry.”

“I thought we were back on our
feet again,” I said.

“We’re doing good, but the period
of time I spent out of work was a set-
back,” he helped himself to chicken

and salad. “There’s still a substantial
amount of the bank loan to pay off,
plus the money I borrowed from my
folks.”

“But everyone has loans these
days, Ricky,” I argued. “We’ll get
them paid off.”

“Our monthly expenses are huge,”
he replied. “Let’s build our savings
up a bit more before we go away on

a fancy vacation, huh?”
“Okay,” I sighed.

“Plus I really can’t afford to take
two weeks away from the business
and leave it all to Adam, not at this
point,” he added.

I sighed again at the mention of
Adam, Ricky’s stodgy, serious busi-

ness partner. He probably saw more
of my husband than I did!

“I can take about a week off,”
Ricky said. “Why don’t we have one
of those ‘staycations’ people talk
about?”

“And do what?”
Ricky chewed thoughtfully on a

mouthful of chicken. “When we
moved here we talked about all the
things there were close by—muse-

ums and restaurants—but we’re
always so busy we never go out.”

“True—but would I really have you
all to myself?” I asked. “Or would
staying in town mean Adam sucking
you into work issues every day?”

“I promise I’ll be all yours for a
whole week,” Ricky grinned, placing
his hand on his heart. “No work, no
checking emails, nothing. We’ll have
the most fun staycation ever, and
you’ll forget Hawaii ever crossed
your mind!”

I highly doubted that, but I forced

a smile. “Okay,” I said, giving up. “A
staycation it is.”

As it was Ricky’s idea, I left the
planning of our ‘staycation’ all to
him. I still wasn’t crazy about the
idea, but I was determined to put a
brave face on my disappointment. I
knew I was lucky—I had a job I loved
working with kids, and I was married
to the man of my dreams. We lived in
a beautiful house in a great neigh-

borhood. So what if we weren’t jet-
ting off to some exotic location this
summer?

After school was out I spent the
first few weeks in June enjoying
sleeping in and seeing friends. One
afternoon I caught up with Carla, one
of my oldest friends, a successful
realtor married to a wealthy busi-

nessman. She stood and hugged me
close when I arrived at the restaurant
where we’d arranged to meet for
lunch. It was a beautiful day and we
sat outside, so we could enjoy the
sunshine. I suddenly felt so carefree.

“Are you having a good summer?
Enjoying your break from all those lit-
tle munchkins?” Carla laughed.

We ordered and Carla began to
chat about the Caribbean cruise she
and her husband were going on in

few weeks. They’d be stopping at
several tropical islands along the
way. I nodded, smiling. “Oh, it
sounds wonderful!”

“When do you and Ricky leave for
Hawaii?”

My smile faded. “We’re not, actu-

ally. Turns out we can’t really afford
it.”

Carla stared at me. “But I thought
the business was doing well!”

Our food arrived and I nodded
miserably as I shook out my napkin.

“It is, but Ricky thinks we need to be
careful for a while longer.”

“Oh, does he now?” Carla sound-

ed cross. “Well, I’m sorry, Penny, but
I think you deserve a decent break.

So, if you’re not going to Hawaii,
where are you going?”

“We’re having a staycation.” I tried
to make my voice light and jokey,
but couldn’t quite pull it off.

My friend frowned. “A what?”
As I explained, Carla shook her

head in disbelief. “So basically you
hang out at home and maybe go on22



a few cheap day trips?”
I nodded, wishing we could

change the subject. I felt like we
were criticizing Ricky and that made
me feel uncomfortable. “Can we talk
about something else?”

“I just have one more thing to say,”
Carla said in her forthright way,
pointing her fork at me. “You
deserve better than this, Penny
Jenkins. That husband of yours
needs to be putting you first—not his
darn business.”

I couldn’t get Carla’s words out of
my mind that night as I lay in bed. As
usual, my husband was still up,
going over business stuff on the
phone with his partner. Tears filled
my eyes and I groped for a tissue on

the nightstand and wiped them
away. Over and over again, I’d told
myself how lucky I was, having such
a hardworking and conscientious
husband. But the truth was, I didn’t
feel very lucky.

As a dating couple, we’d been

inseparable. Each day held its share
of magic and romance as we
explored the world together, taking
trips and eating at new restaurants.

There’d been times I’d caught a hint
of the serious man Ricky could be—
he’d told me it was his dream to start
his own business someday and how
that would involve a lot of hard work.

But I guess I’d thought he meant
someday in the far-off future, and I’d
never dreamed it would be like this. I
was lonelier than ever before in my
life. In my single days, I’d lived
across town closer to Carla and
some other friends, and at least
twice a week we’d met up for a meal
or a trip to the movies. Everything
was so different now. I loved my
husband, but there were times I

missed my old life so much.

I heard Ricky’s footsteps on the
stairs and closed my eyes. He
entered the bedroom and as he
climbed into bed, he whispered to
me, “hon? Are you awake? Are you
all ready for our staycation to start in
the morning?”

I wanted to yell—No, I am not! I
want a proper vacation, like we used
to have! But instead, I just pretended
to be fast asleep.

The following morning I woke to
the delicious smell of coffee and

bacon. I showered quickly, then

dressed in jeans and a simple T-

shirt—I had no idea what Ricky had
planned for us, but I didn’t imagine it
would be anything fancy. Down in

the kitchen the table was set, and
Ricky was grinning as he served me
up a plate of hot hash browns,
bacon and scrambled egg, then

poured me a big cup of coffee. He
looked relaxed and handsome and
in spite of everything I couldn’t help
smiling back.

“So, what are we doing today?” I
asked.

“I thought we’d try out the art
museum,” he replied.

A fresh wave of disappointment
crashed through me, but I tried to
keep my expression neutral. I’d last
visited the museum years ago, when

I was in middle school, patiently
plodding in and out of drafty rooms
to look at paintings of fields and
vases of flowers. I’d never returned,
and I had no wish to.

“They have this new exhibition,”
Ricky said enthusiastically.

“Romance in Photography—I

thought we’d both get a kick out of
it.”

“Sounds good,” I nodded.

Photographs with a romantic theme
did sound a little more interesting
than old paintings, but I’d still have
preferred to be soaking up the sum-

mer sunshine on a tropical beach.

“Let’s get going,” Ricky said. “We
can beat the crowds.”

Thirty minutes later we arrived out-
side our destination, and I was sur-
prised to find that the chilly old brick
mansion I remembered from my
childhood days was now only a
small part of the museum—a large,
modern building rose up beside it.
Crowds of school kids milled around
outside, but as Ricky had already
purchased tickets for the exhibition

online we didn’t have to wait. Inside,
the museum was vibrant and wel-
coming, with a cafe and a gift shop.

Hand in hand, Ricky and I wandered
through the display of photographs.

I hadn’t expected to be
impressed, but I was. I guess I’d
expected pictures of weddings and
flowers, but it seemed everyone had
their own view of romance. One pho-

tograph showed a very old couple

seated on a bench in a park holding
hands. The look in their eyes went
beyond words. Another showed a
messy family room strewn with toys
and baby equipment. Beyond the
family room an exhausted looking
mom prepared a meal, smiling at her
husband, who was cradling a tiny
baby. The look in her eyes said so
much.

“These are beautiful,” I whispered.

Ricky squeezed my hand. “Do you
have a favorite?”

“This one, I think,” I said, gazing at
a black and white photograph of an

avenue of trees towering over a
curving path. A couple walked up
the path together, only visible from
behind. Her head lay on his shoul-
der. For some reason this one
brought tears to my eyes.

I thought we’d head straight home
when we left the museum, but Ricky
lingered outside the large doors,
scanning the parking lot. A car pulled
up and a man hopped out.

“Ricky Jenkins?” he called.

My husband nodded and hurried
over and I watched, bewildered, as
the man handed him a wicker basket
before driving off.

“Are you hungry?” Ricky smiled. “I
thought we could have a picnic.”

“That sounds perfect!”
We found a quiet spot under a tree

in the park that adjoined the muse-

um and Ricky opened the basket. It
contained everything two people
needed to take a summer picnic; a
blanket to spread on the grass, tiny
fresh salmon sandwiches, cheese
and gourmet crackers, a cream
cake, fruit salad and glasses to drink
chilled juice from. Suddenly I real-
ized there wasn’t anywhere in the
world I’d rather be than right here,
nibbling sandwiches under a tree
with my husband, while he looked at
me as if I was the most beautiful
woman in the world.

“I had no idea I’d enjoy myself so
much today,” I told him.

“Yeah, I thought you looked less
than thrilled this morning when I said
we were going to the museum!” he
laughed, then grew serious and took
my hand. “I’m glad you’ve enjoyed
yourself today, honey. It’s been kind
of fun, hasn’t it?”

(Continued on page 54) 23
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“S
o you see Meryl, we don’t 

have a choice.”

 No, I supposed we didn’t. I heard 

the deep concern in my ex-husband, 

Perry’s voice coming through loud 

and clear on the other end of the 

phone.

 “We need to put a plan of action 

together,” he said. “We need to get 

Gayle. Now.”

 I felt my stomach twist. The 

weatherman had predicted a lovely 

June day but suddenly I felt cold as 

ice as if storm clouds had moved 

in. By agreeing with Perry, I was 

acknowledging that we were going 

to betray our son, Barrett. I was 

admitting that he was not ft to 

parent his daughter and furthermore 

she was in danger while in his care. It 

was a decision that would completely 

sever my (and Perry’s) ties with our 

son but just might save the life of a 

little girl that meant the world to us.
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And at just three years old, she
certainly wasn’t able to fend for her-
self. I found myself in a situation

where no mother ever wants to be:

forced to choose between her child
and that now grown child’s own

baby.

“I agree, Perry,” I said softly.

“I can come by your place after
work to discuss our next steps,” he
said. “Unless you’d feel more com-

fortable in a public place?”
“No, of course not,” I said. “The

house will be fine. See you then.”
Your place. The house. It used to

be our place, our house. Our home.

I never thought life would be like
this for us. I glanced at the clock
and checked the hour.

As I got ready, I couldn’t help but
think about how this all came to be.

Our story began like a modern-day
fairy tale. From the moment I met
Perry Connor, I knew that he was
my prince and we were going to live
happily ever after. We started out
that way. We had two beautiful
babies, both boys, Maxon and
Barrett, and, for a while, life was
great. Perry had an excellent job
and I found my calling in raising our
sons. Secretly, Perry and I always
wished for a baby girl to complete
our family but it wasn’t meant to be.

When the boys reached high
school, I found part-time work at
the local library and began to notice
changes in Barrett. They were slight
at first. He was back talking and
sneaking out late at night. Perry and
I reprimanded him but nothing
seemed to work to change his atti-
tude. We found out from Maxon

that Barrett had begun to hang out
with a bad crowd at school and his
behavior only got worse. The
school’s administration team
informed us that Barrett had been

cutting school and starting fights.

Then came the day that I found
drugs in Barrett’s sock drawer while
putting away some laundry.

I called Perry and he rushed
home from work. We had always
stressed a very strict “anti-alcohol,
anti-drugs” policy with the boys.

Instead of being remorseful or try-

ing out excuses like “I was holding
them for a friend”, Barrett was
enraged at us. He accused me of

snooping and screamed at Perry
and me. When Barrett tried to push
me down the stairs and rushed at
his father, Maxon ran to another
room and called the police. Neither
Perry nor I wanted to press charges
against our own child, but the
police said that charges from the
state against our boy were going to
be filed no matter what. Barrett
never forgave us for that.

Perry and I had several talks and
tried many attempts to straighten

Barrett out. We tried behavior rehab
centers, “scared straight” pro-

grams, religious youth camps and
everything else. Nothing worked.

As one might be able to under-
stand, all of this put a tremendous
pressure on our marriage. Perry and
I began to fight constantly. It broke
my heart because before this crisis
with Barrett, all we’d ever had were
tiny disagreements that could be
resolved in under thirty minutes and
settled with a hug. After the revela-

tion of Barrett’s drug use, it was
non-stop bickering in our house-

hold. Barrett was either running
away from home, getting tossed in
jail or receiving suspensions from
school for various offenses until the
day he finally got expelled.

The toll on our already stressed-

out marriage gained momentum
and sadly, we blamed each other
for the choices that Barrett choose.

We refused the therapy services
that Barrett’s school guidance
counselor encouraged to us. The
one thing that we agreed on back
then was that it was Barrett’s prob-

lem, not ours. We didn’t need coun-

seling. Instead, we slugged out our
frustrations verbally on each other
every night.

Maxon couldn’t move out quickly
enough when he started college,
and then it was just Perry and I

along with Barrett’s nightmare
whirlwind.

Perry began staying late at the
office every night and I devoted
myself fully to saving Barrett. I

thought that if I could just fix our
son, everything would be great
again. Near perfect, like it had been

before. I could prove to Perry that I
was the perfect mother and again,
resume my rightful place as his per-

fect wife. But in the meantime, the
fighting continued.

When I felt that Perry didn’t
appreciate my efforts to save our
son, I accused him of cheating, of
abandoning our family...of giving
up.

I’ll never forget what he said, even

though it was so many years ago: “I

guess you’re right, Meryl,” he said
sadly, shaking his head. “I’ve given

up. I’ve tried, I really have but I can’t
do this anymore.”

He promptly moved out and
resorted to sleeping in his office
before he found an apartment…
that was how badly he wanted to be
away from the mess of what had
become of our lives.

Back then, I don’t know what I

was angrier at—the fact that Perry
left and the accompanying sadness
that had taken residence in my
heart over his absence or the jeal-
ousy that I secretly harbored. Many
times, I wished I could leave too just
like he and Maxon had. Sometimes
just the thought of walking away
and leaving it all behind was all that
got me through the tough times
when Barrett had once again over-
dosed, once again got thrown in jail,
once again come home drunk and
high, looking for items to steal while
simultaneously trying to destroy the
house. How I resented Perry for
being able to walk away from what I
felt should have been our shared
hell.

When he got remarried a couple
of years after our divorce was final-
ized, I was livid. He said that he
wanted to stay friends. I balked at
the idea. When he called to invite
me to the wedding and I screamed
at him, saying that he left us and
wanted me to suffer through the liv-

ing nightmare Barrett was putting
me through. Then he told me some-

thing that I swore I would never for-
give him for. He told me to walk
away from Barrett.

“Change the locks,” he said. “Let
him know that you’ll be there when

he’s ready to change… for good.

And only then. That’s what I did.”
I told him he was a terrible father

for giving up on our baby.

“Take a dose of reality, Meryl,”
Perry said. “Our baby is a grown26



man in his early twenties. He’s capa-

ble of knowing when to ask for help.

Yes, he’s suffering from a sickness
but he also knows how to make
choices. If you continue doing what
you’re doing, you’ll only be enabling
him. And that’s not doing him any
favors. We’ve tried to help; we’ve
tried everything and I’m not going
down with him. You shouldn’t either.”

I was so angry with Perry that I

didn’t take his message to heart. I

hung up on him and we didn’t speak
until a year later when we found out
that Barrett had a baby. Barrett, his
then girlfriend, Tessa, and their
infant showed up first on Perry and
his second wife, Serena’s door.

Perry called me immediately.

“Meryl, Tessa had a baby,” he
said. “The baby is Barrett’s. They
showed up here demanding money.

Serena and I refused but offered to
let the baby and even Tessa stay
with us, if Tessa would stay clean.

They got angry and Barrett
promised we’d never see any of
them, especially not the baby ever
again. Dear God, we’ve got to help
that little one.”

I felt like I got hit with a ton of
bricks. I hadn’t known that Tessa,
Barrett’s on and off again girlfriend
and fellow drug user, was even

pregnant.
That was how I found out I had a

grandchild. And I was horrified by
the news. All I asked of Barrett,
when it was clear to me that nothing
I could ever do would get him off of
drugs, was to never get any woman

pregnant.
“Do not bring a child into your

life,” I pleaded to him several times.

“You can’t do that to an innocent
life until you’re good and clean.”
But he had. I was furious with both
he and Tessa for their selfish
actions which brought about a fresh
slew of worries—would my grand-

baby have any drug addictions?
Sure enough as Perry had pre-

dicted, Barrett, Tessa, and a small
pink bundle wound up on the front
porch of the home where Perry and
I had once thought we had it all.

“See your new granddaughter,
Mom?” Barrett asked me. “We
need money. Let us in. All we need

is one, two hundred bucks and you
can see your granddaughter.”

Perry and Tessa were twitchy,
they couldn’t make eye contact and
their eyes were wide, searching. I

called it “drug mode.” They truly
weren’t capable of human emotion

in that state. They were after one
thing and one thing only and would
do whatever it took to get it. Even

tempting me with my newborn
granddaughter like a carrot on a
stick.

It was freezing outside and
though Barrett and Tessa didn’t
seem to mind the bone-chilling
temperatures, my baby grand-

daughter wailed from her cocoon

made of one light gauzy blanket.
Her right foot stuck out partway.

I made a decision then for the
baby. I invited them all in without a
second thought. Barrett instructed
Tessa not to let me hold the baby
until they had the money.

I told them it was no problem as I
went for my desk drawer while
keeping an eye on them. I grabbed
my checkbook and told them that I
didn’t have any cash but would be
happy to write them a check.

Barrett was irritated by that. He
rubbed at a sore on his neck while
he thought about it.

“Fine, whatever!” he finally said.

“Just do it.”
I ended up giving them a few

blank checks and Tessa thrust the
bundle into my arms.

Tears poured automatically from
my eyes as I saw the baby’s sweet
face. She looked so much like
Perry, much like Barrett had when

he was a baby. Sadly, there was
almost no trace of Perry left in

Barrett. The drugs had washed
most of the Old Barrett away.

The baby grabbed onto my fin-

ger. I know that babies do that
instinctually but I took it to mean,
‘Please help. Save me. You’re my
only hope.’

I knew it was true. This baby
needed me.

“What’s her name?” I asked as
Barrett and Tessa whispered to
each other.

Barrett looked annoyed and
ignored me.

“We need a car,” he said finally.

“Yeah, we need a ride,” Tessa
said. “Give us your keys. We’ll bring
it back.”

“That’s fine,” I said. “It’s
unlocked. Keys are in the car.”

“Real smart,” Tessa scoffed and
they bolted for the door, without
regard for their infant.

The baby still in my arms, I rushed
for the front door after them and
locked it, pushing the deadbolt into
place. I then grabbed my phone and
called the police, giving them a run-

down on the situation over the blare
of my car alarm which was always
set.

I looked out the window as
Barrett banged on the door and
Tessa desperately tried to pry open

my locked car door.
The police came just as they were

taking off on foot, checks in hand.

As soon as I saw them approach-

ing, I ended the call with the dis-

patcher and called Perry, telling him
everything… how I had given them
voided checks from a long ago
closed bank account and tricked
them into giving me the baby.

“I’ll be right over,” he said. The
police had Barrett and Tessa in cus-

tody for existing warrants on drug
and theft charges when he arrived
and got to hold his granddaughter
for the first time.

“You’ll never see her again!”
Barrett screamed at us from the
backseat of the patrol car. “I

promise I’ll be out soon and will get
her back. Enjoy holding her now
because it will be the last time!”

I watched Barrett’s face, twisted
with rage, through my tears.

A social worker was the next to
arrive and we eventually learned
that our darling baby grandchild
was never officially named in the
crowded county hospital where she
was born.

Perry and I both cried over that
fact. We were granted temporary
joint custody of her while Barrett
and Tessa sat in jail and we named
her Gayle, which got printed on her
birth certificate, a name that, long
ago, we had saved for our own

daughter that never came to be. We
loved being granted the privilege to
take care of Gayle in the meantime.

(Continued on page 60)
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Dad and I skimmed the menus for a minute. “The grilled salmon looks good,” he said, then added 

in a low voice, “Don’t let the prices scare you, Dora. It’s my treat so order what you want.”

 I’ll admit my heart did jump somewhat at the cost of the entrees. This restaurant had always 

been his and Mom’s choice for their anniversary dinner, but I’d never been here. Now I knew why. 

I’d moved out of my parents’ house two years ago after fnishing business school and watched 

my pennies carefully. Unfortunately, this beautiful place was clearly out of sync with my budget. 

On the other hand, Dad spent freely and shook his head at my counting nickels and dimes.
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When Mom died six months ago
from cancer, Dad buried himself in

his real estate business, adding to its
success. A while back, he’d given up
the selling of properties and now
owned the business that employed
several agents and a property man-

agement division. He’d done well
financially before Mom’s passing,
but his extra hard work made his
office number one in sales and busi-

ness referrals. Some may call it
nepotism, but I managed the
accounting division for his company
and loved it. Dad trusted me enough
to pay some of his personal monthly
bills too, including his credit card, so
I’d eventually see what tonight’s din-

ner out cost him. And it would defi-
nitely be pricey.

“Thanks for sharing tonight with
me, Dad,” I said referring to the fact
that today was his and Mom’s
anniversary.

“If you hadn’t fit me into your busy
schedule, I would’ve sat home and
brooded,” he said only slightly teas-

ing. “I’m sorry your beau couldn’t
make it. I’m anxious to meet the new
man in your life.”

“His family was celebrating his
grandmother’s 85th birthday
tonight.” I’d met Clark two months
ago at a party and at the end of the
evening, when he’d asked for my
phone number, I was certain I’d
never hear from him again. I was
wrong. He phoned me the following
week and we’d been dating steadily
ever since. Last year he’d started a
landscape business that kept him
busy year around in the mild climate
of our California town. “Meeting a
parent is sort of a serious step.”

“I just want to make sure he’s wor-
thy of my only child.” He started to
say something more, but two attrac-

tive middle-aged women

approached our table.”
“Hello, Tucker,” one of them said.

“How are you doing?”
Dad stood and nodded. “Very

well, Linda. Nice to see you.”
Linda put her hand on Dad’s arm.

“So glad to see you out. This is my
friend, Brenda. Brenda, this is
Tucker Patterson.”

Brenda, beamed as she shook
Dad’s hand, holding it a bit longer
than I thought necessary. Her salon-

styled reddish-hued hair looked as
fashionable as the tight black cock-

tail dress accentuating her improba-

bly buxom figure. “So nice to meet
you, Tucker. Linda has nothing but
good things to say about you. She
mentioned that you’re in the real
estate business. If you’re not busy
next week, how about meeting for
lunch? I’d like to discuss some
things with you.” Were her eyes real-
ly that blue or did she wear con-

tacts?
Dad gave he a polite smile and dug

a card from the inside pocket of his
jacket. “Call anytime, Brenda.” He
turned to me. “This is my daughter,
Dora. She works in the office also.”

Neither woman gave me much
more than a courteous nod before
making more small talk with Dad,
then leaving to return to their own

table, both with backward glances
and girly waves. I felt a surge of
annoyance skim through me. Were
those women actually flirting? Were
they interested in my still handsome
and fit, recently widowed father?
And was Brenda’s so called busi-

ness lunch date a ploy to set the
hook? My female radar activated to
stand-by alert, but as soon as the
women left, Dad turned the conver-
sation back to Clark.

“You know I have good sense
when it comes to men and their
motives,” he told me after the waiter
took our orders. I didn’t need him to
remind me about my fizzled relation-

ship with Tripp, my last boyfriend,
but Dad wouldn’t let it go and said, “I
knew from the get go that Tripp
wasn’t for you. From what I could
see and from what you told me, he
never paid enough attention to you.”

Thankfully the waiter chose that
moment to deliver a bottle of wine to
our table. “You were as right about
Tripp as you are about this wine,
Dad. It’s delicious.” I changed the
subject and the rest of the evening
went by without further mention of
Tripp and my finding out about his
pregnant girlfriend a few months
after we’d started dating. I’d been

nothing more than a diversion, one
of several more he found after we
called it quits.

Once or twice during our meal,
Dad steered the conversation back

to Clark, wanting to know how his
new business was doing. I explained,
“His brother and wife own a nursery
and he’s able to get supplies through
them which is a good deal all the way
around. And word-of-mouth is
adding to his clientele list all the time.

I know you can appreciate what a
hard worker he is.”

“Is he making enough money so
you’ve stopped that ridiculous Dutch
treat idea when you go out?” Dad
asked, making me sorry I’d ever
confessed to our dating practice of
each paying our own way when we
went out to dinner or a movie.

Initially it had been my idea when

Clark and I talked about how hard it
was making ends meet when you’re
first out on your own.

I took the last bite of my decadent
chocolate dessert and gave Dad a
satisfied grin. “I like paying my own

way while Clark’s business grows,
Dad. Call it a little sacrifice on my
part. And anyway, where is it written

that the guy has to pay for the date?”
He shook his head of thick gray

hair. “Call me old-fashioned. I think a
man should pay.”

I gave him a skeptical look. “Tripp
paid for everything, Dad, and look at
what a jerk he turned out to be.”

He laughed. “You’re right, Dora.

Does that give me the right to say ‘I
told you so’ when I pointed out a few
things to you about that guy and you
brushed them all off?”

“I’ll let you say it once if you
promise to let the subject of Tripp
die a peaceful death, never to be
mentioned again,” I told him.

“Agreed.” He signed the credit
card slip and after the waiter dis-

cretely removed the black leather
sheath, we left the restaurant. For a
moment, we stood outside the front
door in the crisp air when behind us,
a feminine voice called to Dad.

“Tucker,” Brenda said, joining us,
and placing her hand familiarly on

Dad’s arm. “So nice to have met
you. I’ll be sure to give you a call next
week.” Those crystal blue eyes
turned in my direction. “And nice
meeting you too, Diane.”

“Dora,” I corrected before she and
Linda sauntered off into the parking
lot. “Do you get a lot of that, Dad?

“A lot of what?”30



“I’d call them female piranhas.”
He chuckled. “That’s not nice,

Dora. They were just being polite.

Brenda seems very pleasant and
friendly.” He winked mischievously.

“And I have no intention of jumping
into the dating pool.”

I started to tell him that Brenda
looked to have other ideas for him,
but let it go.

At the end of the week, Clark came
over for a home-cooked spaghetti
dinner; he brought the wine. I

enjoyed cooking and he liked being
on the receiving end of my hobby. I
waited until after dinner, while he
was helping me tuck our plates into
the dishwasher, before mentioning
the idea of my dad dating.

“Your dad’s still young, Dora,” he
said, his brown eyes giving me a
slightly sympathetic look. “And I’m
sure he’s lonely too.”

“He has me,” I shot back, a little
too intensely.

He gave me a quick kiss on the
cheek. “You’re terrific, but it’s not
the same thing.” He closed the dish-

washer door and when we moved
into the small living room, he asked,
“Do I detect a little jealousy on your
part?”

I sat on my couch and picked up
the DVD Clark borrowed from his sis-

ter-in-law, a light romantic comedy
with stars we both liked. “Mom’s only
been gone for six months. I think it’s
way too early for Dad to be moving
on into any sort of relationship.”

“You’re jumping to conclusions
based on a simple meeting. Who
said he’s going to take up with this
Brenda woman? Anyway, what’s the
magic number in terms of time?” He
tilted his handsome face and gave
me a sweet grin, trying his best to
lighten the mood.

I smiled back and handed him the
movie. “To be honest, never. I don’t
want Dad replacing Mom in his
heart.”

“He won’t be replacing her, just
making some space for someone he
wants to share part of his life with.”
He hit the remote and he settled in
beside me while the movie started.

“Besides, it sounds like your dad has
pretty good social and relationship
instincts.”

“If you’re referring to the never-
again-to-be-mentioned Tripp in my
past, I guess you’re right. But I have
to warn you, he’s not wild about us
paying our own way when we go
out.”

Clark rubbed his hand across one
cheek. “Does he know my last signif-
icant other spent money like water,
both hers and mine, and put me into
serious debt before she ditched me
for a stock broker?” He gave me a
deep kiss. “And how refreshing it
was to hear you suggest a beneficial
financial arrangement when it comes
to dating? I hope he understands
that once my debts are under con-

trol…”
“Paid off,” I interrupted.

“Paid off,” he agreed. “I’ll turn into
the Alpha male he expects.”

I snuggled into the curve of his
shoulder. “I like the male you are
right now just fine.”

He chuckled. “Good thing,
because it’ll be a while before my
bank balance is healthy again.”

I was up early the next morning,
ready to start my Saturday errands.

Since Dad was an early riser too, I
decided to make a stop at his place
on the way to the supermarket to see
if he needed anything. I did a double-

take when I noticed a bright red lux-

ury car at the curb in front of his
house. Kind of early for company, I
thought, exiting my own car.

As I turned my key in the front
door, I knocked and called, “Dad! It’s
just me.” I came to an abrupt halt.
Brenda stood in front of me, dressed
in an oversized dress shirt I could
only imagine as being Dad’s, with
her hair less than perfect and her
makeup non-existent. For a moment
we stared at each other, then Dad
walked into the room, saying
“Brenda, is the coffee on?” He had
the courtesy to freeze at the sight of
Brenda and I standing at the door.
“Good morning, Dora,” he finally
said, after clearing his throat. He
moved toward Brenda and took her
hand. “You remember Brenda, don’t
you?”

I found my voice. “Of course.

Sorry to interrupt. I wanted to see if
you needed anything at the store.”
My stare must’ve turned into a glare
because a fake smile crossed

Brenda’s face.

“Nice to see you again, Dora,” she
said a bit on the smug side. She
gave Dad a quick kiss on the cheek.

“I’ll get the coffee going, Tucker.”
She left us and for a minute the room
remained silent. I knew my face
revealed the state of shock I felt.

Dad gave me a brief hug. “Don’t
be upset, Dora. Brenda’s a wonder-
ful woman and we enjoy each
other’s company.”

“It’s happening too fast, Dad.”
“Maybe to some people, but we

just hit it off at the lunch meeting
and, well, things progressed quickly
from there.” He smiled and I hated to
admit he looked happier than I’d
seen him since Mom’s diagnosis
over a year ago. “Nature sort of took
over.” He chuckled.

“More like lust took over,” I com-

mented, disliking the scowl that put
on Dad’s face. Brenda didn’t strike
me as the wallflower type, more like
the type who’d throw herself at Dad
and make sure he knew she was
available for a relationship.

“That’s uncalled for, young lady.

She’s a nice woman and I like her. I
seem to recall you being head-over-
heels about Tripp after your first cou-

ple of dates. And this new guy,
Clark, you hardly knew before you
started dating on a regular basis.

Why is it any different for me?”
That deflated my aggravation

somewhat. He was right. I sighed.

“Because you’re my father?
Because parents aren’t usually
involved in the dating world?”

He grinned. “It’s something we
both need to get used to.” He kissed
my forehead.

“So do you need anything at the
grocery store?” I asked, changing
the subject.

“Not a thing.”
I opened the door. “And I

promise—no more dropping in

unannounced.”
“Deal,” he said with a twinkle in his

eye.

I left and once again, gloom set-
tled in around me and I tried shaking
it off while I ran errands.

Unfortunately, the negative mood
continued the next couple of weeks.

At work Dad and I kept a distance

(Continued on page 59) 31
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W
hen I called my mother the other day to 

ask her to come to dinner on Saturday, 

the day before Mother’s Day, I got a big surprise.

 “I’m sorry, dear, I can’t. I have a date,” she 

said cheerily.

 “You have a what?” I asked, completely 

confused. Mom was sixty-eight and had been 

a widow for over a year.

 “A date. You remember what a date 

is, don’t you? Being invited out to 

dinner and a show.”

 I couldn’t believe what I was 

hearing. “B-but you always 

come to dinner with us the 

day before Mother’s Day,” I 

stammered.
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She and one of her friends in her
Woman’s Club must be planning
something was my first thought.
Surely she wasn’t abandoning a
family tradition to be with someone
she sees every week.

She sighed. “I know, dear, and I’m
sorry to cancel out on you, but Andy
and I have a lot of catching up to
do.”

I was stunned. “You have a
date—with a man?” I squeaked.

“Of course. When a gentleman

friend asks you out it’s called a date.

And I think I’m old enough not to
need your permission.”

“Mommmm! What are you doing?
Do you know this man? Do you…”

“Don’t fret, Minnie. I don’t have
time right now to explain it to you,
but be assured Andy is an old friend,
not a stranger I found on the
Internet. I knew him long before I

met your father. Come over Friday
afternoon, help me decide what to
wear, and I’ll tell you all about him. I
love you,” she said firmly and hung
up.

Exasperated, I put the phone
down. I’d learned years ago that
arguing with Mom never worked.

She could be a very determined
lady. She and Dad were married for
fifty years, and they were the epito-

me of what marriage ought to be
where two become one like the
Bible says.

Dad passed away a little more
than a year ago. Mom was devastat-
ed, but, instead of moving in with us
or moving to a retirement communi-

ty, she remained in her own house,
joined several volunteer commit-
tees, and stayed as busy as ever.
She was healthy, still energetic and
attractive, and she said briskly, “I’m
not going to waste the time I have
left. Dad would not like it. When he
was told he was dying, he cautioned
me several times not to live in

mourning the rest of my life.”
I was proud of her for that, but I

never dreamed it would mean being
interested in another man. She and
Dad had always seemed so ‘togeth-

er’. Oh, they had their disagree-

ments and spats like most married
couples do, but the love and respect
they had for each other hugely over-
came any differences. My brother,

Dale, and I never had to be afraid
our parents would get divorced like
many of our friends did. Our home
and our family were always secure.

How could she possibly be interest-
ed in another man?

It was something I’d have to think
about, and the more I thought, the
more it did make some sense. If he
is truly an old friend she’s known for
years, if he is also widowed or, at
least single, if he is as good a man

as she is a woman, well, it might be
a good thing for both of them. It
must be very hard to be alone after
years of having someone you love at
your side.

Mom had done very well coping
with Dad’s death, but the sparkle in
her eyes had died with him. I’d have
to start thinking about her instead of
just my perception of her. Dale and I
both had families of our own. We
were responsible for ourselves, not
dependent on our parent, but it
seemed impossible to change the
image in my mind of the two people
that had shaped our lives.

Not any harder than what she’s
gone through. Be happy for her.
Stop feeling sorry for yourself, my
heart said.

“Okay, okay,” I snapped. “When I
meet this Andy and see he is a good
person and worthy of my mother’s
attention, then I’ll be happy for her.
You can’t be too careful about peo-

ple these days.”
And if he’s not what you think he

should be? my stubborn heart per-
sisted. Do you think you can change
her mind? I sighed. Of course not,
but I had to try. It was my turn to
take care of her.

On Friday, I could see that a little
bit of her sparkle was back. She was
excited about seeing this Andy
again, but nervous about what to
wear. It had been more than fifty
years since she’d seen him. How
close was her memory of him to the
reality of today? What would he
think of her?

I could see these doubts lurking
behind her eyes as she told me how
she came to know him.

“Andy was my first ‘date’. We
were in the sixth grade, and his par-
ents took us to a high school foot-

ball game. Football was everything
to him then. His dream was to be
quarterback on the high school
team and be good enough some
day for the pros. Football was my
favorite sport, too, and from then

on, thanks to our parents, we never
missed a game together until he
started playing on the team in the
eighth grade. We liked each other,
but our passion for the game was
what drove our connection.

“When he achieved his dream, I

was so proud l thought I’d burst.
The night that I was his date at the
victory banquet when he quarter-
backed the team that won the state
championship was the highlight of
my life at that time.”

She paused, and it was as if a
cloud passed over her face. With a
big sigh, she said, “Then something
changed. Andy was caught up in

choosing the college team he want-
ed out of several that offered him
scholarships to play for them. As our
relationship grew and changed from
just football to a more romantic
level, we’d planned to go to the
same college. One that had a great
team and a good drama department
that I needed.”

I was shocked. “Drama? You
wanted to be an actress?”

She smiled. “When I was picked
to be in several dramatic presenta-

tions I found I really like being on the
stage, and I’d decided to be an

actress. Colleges with both a good
sports team and a good drama
department were scarce. Our choic-

es were few, and we finally decided
on the one that offered him the best
scholarship. Or at least, that’s what I
thought.”

She paused again. “The night
before graduation, Andy dropped
his bombshell. A big university had
offered him a scholarship at the last
minute and he had accepted it with-

out telling me. I was already enrolled
in the college we’d agreed on, and
there was no way I could change it.
He went west, I went east.”

“Oh, my! We never knew,” I mur-
mured. My mother had a whole
other life she never told us about. I
never told my children about my life
before they came along. Did they
ever wonder about it? As far as a34



child knows, Mommy was always
just Mommy.

I looked at my Mom with new
eyes, and asked, “What happened
then?”

“It was the last time I saw Andy
except on TV football games. He
succeeded big time, leading his
team to the championship and
being selected by his favorite pro
team when he graduated. He was so
obsessed with success he forgot all
about me.”

“Oh, Mom, I’m so sorry,” I said, so
moved by her story I couldn’t wait to
hear the rest of it. “Then what hap-

pened?” I wasn’t ready for the next
surprise.

She sighed deeply. “It was the
toughest year of my life—until I

began to really notice the guy play-

ing Romeo to my Juliet in the spring
drama presentation. Your father
was handsome, smart, and a very
believable Romeo. He knew I had
been depressed during the last year,
and he poured his acting skill into
making me forget about it. We con-

nected as if we really were the
famous fictional couple.”

I gasped. I didn’t know Dad was
an actor, too.

“He was the best. He had a way of
turning himself into the character he
was playing. He made me forget all
about how much I loved football.
Even Andy faded away.”

Memories of story time with Dad
came flooding back, and now I

could clearly see the talent he had.

Dale and I wanted him to continue
reading to us long after we were
able to read the stories ourselves.

“What happened to Andy?” I

asked.

Mom took a deep breath. “He
made the pro team he’d chosen,
and was on the way to becoming
famous for his skills until a three-

hundred-pound lineman landed on

him and crushed the bones in his
leg. They managed to save the leg
and enable him to walk, but he was
not able to play football again. I saw
an article in the paper that he got
married and became a coach on a
college team. That was thirty years
ago. I’ve not heard anything else
about him until he called the other
day.”

“Did he know about Dad?”
She nodded. “He saw the obituary

in the paper last year. He said he
didn’t think it proper to call any
sooner.”

I thought about it for a moment.
“What happened to his wife? Did he
have a family?”

“I don’t know yet. He said he was
also alone and would tell me all
about it.”

It was my turn to take a deep
breath. I could see she was excited
about seeing this man again. This
might be a good thing for both of
them. I would reserve my opinion

until I met him, and he proved it true.

The next day, I was almost as ner-
vous as Mom was about their ‘date’.
She asked me to be there and let
him in when he came. When Andy
arrived promptly at six, he held out
his hand when I opened the door
and said, “Hello. You must be
Minnie. I’m Andy Alderman. I’m so
glad to meet you.”

I was impressed. He was a tall
man with lots of silvery white hair
and a neatly trimmed beard to
match. Intense blue eyes smiled at
me, and he looked like he was a reg-

ular at a fitness gym. He carried a
silver-headed cane and walked
slowly as he came inside.

He and Mom just stood there
looking at each other for a moment
as if tasting with their eyes. Then he
reached out and touched her cheek.

“Hello, Mary. It’s been a long time.

You look terrific,” he said softly.

She blushed. “Yes, it has been a
long time,” she replied. “I’m so glad
you called.”

I could tell they were reconnect-
ing, seeing the things they remem-

bered, noticing what had changed.

Apparently, there was enough
recognition because they smiled,
acknowledging the remnants of the
long-ago relationship. It was time for
me to go.

“Okay, you two, have a good time.

Mom, I’ll see you tomorrow. I’m so
glad to meet you, Mr. Alderman,” I
said as I edged toward the door.

He turned his smile on me. “Call
me Andy. I will see you later,” he
said in a self-confident tone.

When I told my husband about it,
expressing my doubts, he said, “It’s

her life. You can’t tell her how to live
it. From what I know about your
lovely mother, it wouldn’t do any
good anyway. Seems like she’s
done pretty good so far. Pray for her
and let her know you are there if she
needs you. And be happy for her if
this works out. Everybody needs
somebody to share their life with,
even in our old age.”

What he said made good sense. I
might have to get used to my moth-

er’s attention and love being given to
somebody besides me and my fami-

ly, somebody I didn’t know. It didn’t
look easy, and I could only hope it
was the right thing for all of us.

Andy rented one of the popular
vacation cabins that provided a
lucrative summer income for our
town, and in the next few weeks,
Dale and I and our families were fre-

quently invited to dinner with Mom
and him. We included him in all our
usual family get-togethers, and little
by little through the summer I could
see their relationship reconnect and
grow. I was happy to see that they
didn’t try to rush things.

It was wonderful to see the
sparkle return to Mom’s eyes and
her happy humming I hadn’t heard
since Dad died. It wasn’t hard to see
why Mom loved Andy. He was intel-
ligent, sweet, and witty, smoothing
over awkward moments with just
the right words and smile. I was
beginning to look forward to the
times he was with us. And the
change in my mother was obvious.

She was like a wilted flower that
suddenly began to bloom again.

Maybe he was an answer to prayer.

Things were looking good until one
morning Andy’s daughter knocked
on my door.

Glenda Baker was tall and slim, a
female replica of her father except
for a wealth of auburn hair and big
brown eyes instead of blue. I could
see right away that she inherited his
commanding presence. She obvi-

ously knew exactly who we were,
and I was immediately aware that
she was not happy with us.

“I hope my father hasn’t been a
nuisance to you,” she said to me
after a polite but chilly introduction.

(Continued on page 62) 35
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“Don’t let Sydney see it.”

 I heard the whisper as soon as I walked 

towards the entrance of the small lunch room 

of the accounting frm I work at.

 “Right.” I heard another whisper. “Poor girl 

has been through enough as it is—”

 “Don’t let Sydney see what?” I asked, trying 

to sound casual as I walked in. I considered 

the co-workers seated around the table, 

all dear friends and I knew they had good 

intentions but I was tired of being treated as 

though I were suffering from some terrible 

disease when in reality, I was just fresh from a 

simple divorce… well, kind of simple.
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Devin quickly fumbled with a
magazine and put it on top of the
newspaper article in the middle of
the paper.

Erica sighed. “It’s no use,” she
said, looking at Devin. Then she
picked up the newspaper and
looked right at me. “You’re going to
hear about it sooner or later. Might
as well hear about it when you’ve
got friends nearby.”

“For goodness sake,” I said,
reaching for the paper. “What is it?”

As soon as I saw it, my mouth
went dry and I forgot to breathe.

Wedding Announcement, the
black text of the newspaper read.
Castillo — Young. Yvonne Castillo
and Webster Young announce their
engagement. The bride to be is a
mother of two from a previous mar-
riage and the groom to be is an art
teacher at Salisbury Prep School.
The couple plans to marry one
month from now in the beautiful
month of June….

I closed the paper and set it down.
Now it was real.

“Syd,” Devin said slowly. “Are you
okay?”

“Come sit,” said Dominic, patting
the chair next to him.

“I’ll make you some tea,” Erica
said.

“Guys, I’ll be fine,” I said. Sure, I’ll
be fine, I thought, glumly. I’ve just
been stabbed in the heart by the
society section. “Look, Webster is
free to date or marry whomever he
chooses. We’re officially divorced.
Plus, we stayed civil. We’re friends.”

“Honey,” Erica said in that moth-
erly tone she uses when she thinks I
don’t know what I’m talking about.
“This all happened so fast. It’s unex-
pected. It would be completely nat-
ural if you were upset.”

“We’re here for you,” Dominic
said.

Devin nodded.
“No, no, no,” I said. “You’ve got it

all wrong. Really. I asked for the
divorce. Remember?”

They all just looked at me.
“And we’re friends,” I said. “We

get along. I am not your typical bitter
ex.”

“We know that, sweetie,” Erica
said. “If you need to talk….”

I tried my best to assure them that

I was fine, grabbed my salad and
avocado pita wrap from the fridge
and faked that I had a business call
to take at my desk during lunch. I
don’t think there’s a snowball’s
chance in Hades that any of them
bought it, but I just couldn’t stand to
be around anyone right then.

At my desk, it was all I could do
not to break down. How could
Webster remarry so soon? And
Yvonne Castillo? I couldn’t under-
stand what in the world Webster
saw in her. I had only met her once
and found her to be manipulative,
cold and rude. But then again, if I
were looking at her from a man’s
perspective, I guess I could under-
stand what Webster just like any
other male might find appealing —
Yvonne Castillo was a knockout.

And I was a Plain Jane in compar-
ison. My stomach soured at the
thought of the time I met Yvonne
and I pushed my lunch away. After
Webster and I agreed to divorce, we
promised to stay friends. And we
both kept that promise. One day,
after I had finally received the pro-
motion at work that I had been
working so hard towards, I felt that I
had to share the news with Webster.
We had been together when I had
heard about and started working
towards the promotion.

I picked up two strawberry-
banana smoothies (Webster’s per-
sonal favorite) and brought them to
Salisbury Prep right about the time
that school let out. I parked in the
visitor parking lot and walked
towards the faculty lot and almost
dropped the smoothies.

Webster was walking towards his
car with a beautiful dark-haired
woman by his side. He had his arm
around her and I wanted to scream.
Of course, I had immediately chided
myself for feeling that way. Webster
and I were divorced and we were
both free to date anyone. But I
hadn’t. Hadn’t even planned on it, to
be perfectly honest. And I guess I
just thought that he had felt the
same… how very wrong I was.

“Sydney?!” Webster said when he
saw me standing there. “What are
you doing here?” He looked down at
the smoothies in my hands and
stepped forward.

“I—uh, just thought I’d stop by
and say hello,” I said, laughing ner-
vously and feeling like a fool.

“Oh my, well, what a nice sur-
prise,” Webster said, looking back
at his pretty companion.

“A big surprise,” she said with a
fake smile.

“Oh gosh, where are my man-
ners?” Webster said. “Sydney, I
want you to meet Yvonne. Yvonne
Castillo, this is Sydney. My ex-wife.”

“Charmed,” she said, keeping her
distance.

“Nice to meet you,” I said.
“Lovely of you to bring Webby a…

what is that?” she asked. “An after-
school snack?”

Webby? I thought. I have never
called Webster “Webby” in four
years of marriage. I couldn’t have
imagined that he would have liked
the silly moniker.

“These are, uh, um, nothing, real-
ly,” I stammered. I felt so sick to my
stomach.

“That is so sweet of you,”
Webster said. “Yvonne, would you
mind giving us just a second?”

She shrugged her shoulders but
looked very annoyed.

“I’m sorry, Webster,” I said the
minute she stepped out of hearing
distance. “I had no right to just show
up like this. I just, well, I wanted to
tell you that I got the promotion at
work and I brought these to cele-
brate. Stupid idea.”

“Hey, that’s great news!” he said.
“Congratulations, Sydney!” He
hugged me and I’d be lying if I said
that my heart didn’t skip a couple of
beats when I smelled his favorite
aftershave and the peppermint can-
dies he was always munching on.
How strong scents are to our fond
memories.

“That wasn’t a stupid idea at all,”
he said. “Yvonne and I are just on
our way to supper. Come with,
please.”

I looked over to see that Yvonne
had wandered closer and was
shooting me daggers.

“I’d… better not,” I said. “I should
go. But please—” I held out the
smoothie cups and set them on the
back of his car. “Take these as a
before-dinner snack. You always
loved this kind. Enjoy.”38



“Oh no,” Webster said. “Are you
sure?”

“Definitely,” I said. I had already
lost my appetite. “One hundred per-
cent. I’ll talk with you later.”

“Okay, well, thanks, Sydney,”
Webster said, giving me another lit-
tle hug. “And hey, congratulations.
I’m so happy for you.”

“Thanks,” I said. “I’m happy for
you, too.”

And I had tried to be. But it wasn’t
easy. You see, my divorce to
Webster was a very tough decision
that almost tore me apart. The short
of it is that I asked for a divorce
although I was still in love with him.
The long version is that Webster
always wanted children, he was very
clear about that while we were dat-
ing. I had wanted children, too, but
after three years of marriage and no
baby in sight, I went to the doctor
only to find out that due to an undi-
agnosed medical condition, it would
basically take a miracle for me to get
pregnant.

Poor Webster was devastated. He
moped around the house for weeks
but tried to cheer me up at the same
time.

“We’ll adopt,” he said. But his
heart wasn’t in it. He just wasn’t the
same.

“Sorry you got stuck with me,” I
told him one day. “A wife who can’t
get pregnant. The worst kind of wife
for a guy who wants to be a daddy
as much as you do.”

“It’s not your fault,” he said. “You
know I’d never leave you because of
this, right?”

And I knew he meant that.
Webster believed strongly in the
sanctity of marriage. Our vows were
treasured. That’s how I knew that
the only way for Webster to truly be
happy was for me to divorce him.
You see, I loved him that much that
I wanted him to have a chance at
real happiness, even if that happi-
ness wasn’t with me.

Tears fell on my ink blotter as I
tried to push the idea of Webster’s
upcoming second wedding out of
my head. Yvonne already has two
children, I thought. Webster must be
in heaven. And it looks like he’s
smartened up a bit. Getting married
next month, in June. I guess he had

learned his lesson, not taking a
chance to marry in May like we did.

“Marry in May and you’ll rue the
day,” my superstitious grandmother
had warned me before Webster and
I got married. I didn’t believe in old
wives’ tales and had told her so.

“Even so, better not to chance it,”
she said. How I wished I would have
listened to her. Anything for a
chance for things to be different. But
then again, anytime I had wondered
if I did the right thing (and that was
often), I always came back to the
same conclusion: Webster’s best
chance at happiness is with a
woman who can provide him a fam-
ily. He was miserable in our mar-
riage after he found out that I
couldn’t have children. Truly loving
him meant letting him go.

Now Webster could have all the
happiness he could handle with his
ready-made family, Yvonne and her
two children plus any children that
they might have together.

Good on him, I told myself. Get
over it and move on.

Only problem was that I didn’t
know where to move on to. All my
heart seemed to know was Webster.
Every time my friends tried to set me
up with someone, I turned down the
offer because I felt as though I
would be unfaithful to Webster in
some weird way.

I hadn’t even spoken to him since
the embarrassing smoothie incident
where I made a total fool of myself. I
didn’t want my relationship with
Webster to be forever marred by
that last humiliating experience but
at the same time, I didn’t think I
could stand to see him again.

I tried to push the mess away from
my mind and somehow got through
the day and finished working on my
accounts. When I left the office and
walked to my car that night, I quick-
ly beelined to my car to avoid my
friends. I felt that if I saw their sym-
pathetic faces, I would start to break
down and cry. And that wouldn’t
help anything.

I drew a hot bath, put on soothing
music and dang it all, the tears came
anyway. So much so that I nearly
feared the tub would overflow. I
went to sleep that night determined
not to dream about Webster and I

reuniting, just as I had every night
since our divorce.

Of course in the morning I remem-
bered my dream and knew that I
had failed. But it wasn’t a fantasy-
type dream, it was more like a night-
mare. In the dream, I was holding
onto tiny sweet babies, two of them.
I looked up to see Webster coming
over. He wrapped his arms around
us and kissed me.

“I love you,” he whispered to me.
“Always have. Always will.”

Then I heard another voice but it
wasn’t sweet like Webster’s.

“Another big surprise?”
In the dream, I looked up, startled

to see Yvonne coming towards us.
“Give me those babies!” she

yelled at me. “Give me my hus-
band!”

Right then and there, I understood
what had needed to happen. I had
to get over Webster quick before
this turned into an obsession that
took over my life. I was dreaming
about Webster and Yvonne’s wed-
ding and their future babies! This
had to stop for my own good.

Over the next couple of weeks, I
tried everything to make a fresh
start. I took our old wedding photo
album, all photos and little memen-
tos of our relationship and stored
them in boxes that I dropped off at
my grandmother’s house to put in
her garage. I tried reading interest-
ing books that had nothing to do
with love or relationships before
bed, watched funny shows, even
turned the bed in a different direc-
tion, just so that I could get myself to
stop dreaming of Webster.

But it was no use. To make mat-
ters worse, each dream seemed to
be more and more detailed. More
and more urgent each time.

Finally, I confessed everything to
my friends. Erica hugged me, Devin
looked at my sympathetically and it
was Dominic who suggested that I
see a hypnotist.

“That’s a fabulous idea, Dominic!”
I said and made an appointment for
the following evening. Devin, Erica
and Dominic said that they would go
along with me for moral support. I
couldn’t wait for it, I just wanted all

(Continued on page 42) 39
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Ruth’s Pot Roast for Ry
from THE LAST GOOD COWBOY

by Kate Pearce

4-5 pounds whole chuck roast
2 tablespoons olive oil
2 onions
6-8 carrots
salt (optional)
pepper to taste
1 cup red wine (optional, you can
use beef broth instead)
2-3 cups beef stock
3 sprigs fresh thyme, or dried
3 sprigs fresh rosemary, or dried

First and foremost,
choose a nicely mar-
bled piece of meat.
This will enhance the
flavor of your pot
roast like nothing else.
Generously salt and
pepper your chuck roast.
Heat a large pot or Dutch oven
over medium-high heat. Then add 2 to 3
tablespoons of olive oil (or you can do a
butter/olive oil split). Cut two onions in half
and cut carrots into 2-inch slices. When
the oil in the pot is very hot (but not smok-
ing), add in the halved onions, browning
them on one side and then the other.
Remove the onions to a plate. Throw the
carrots into the same very hot pan and toss
them around a bit until slightly browned,
about a minute or so. Place the meat in the
pan and sear it for about a minute on all
sides until it is nice and brown all over.
Remove the roast to a plate. With the burn-
er still on high, use either red wine or beef
broth (about 1 cup) to deglaze the pan,
scraping the bottom with a whisk to get all
the flavor up. When the bottom of the pan
is sufficiently deglazed, place the roast
back into the pan and add enough beef
stock to cover the meat halfway (about 2 to
3 cups). Add in the onion and the carrots,
as well as rosemary and thyme. Put the lid
on, then roast in a 275F oven for 3 hours
(for a 3-pound roast). For a 4 to 5-pound
roast, plan on 4 hours.

RECIPES FROM KENSINGTON’S SWEET AND SEXY

SCRUMPTIOUS

Delicious
recipes from
our friends at
Kensington
Publishing

There’s a lot of barbecuing in FALLING
HARD, especially when the wranglers on Ross-
er Ranch come in from riding the range. Here
in California, where the book takes place, we
make something called Santa Maria style tri-
tip. It’s a small triangular muscle from the bot-
tom sirloin cut of the cow or steer. It’s grilled
over red oak chips the way the cowboys used
to do it in the 1800s. Logan Jenkins, the hero,
gets his first taste of the succulent beef while
learning about his heritage. Here’s the recipe.

K ate Pearce’s Western romance trilogy
features The Morgan Brothers, who, one by
one, are being called back to their small Cali-
fornia hometown to save the family ranch. In
THE LAST GOOD COWBOY, Ry Morgan’s pro
rodeo career has come to an abrupt end. But
there’s nothing that good home cooking can’t
cure, specifically his Grandma Ruth’s Pot Roast
Dinner. www.TheMorgansRanch.com

SUMMER ROMANCES

Tri Tips
From FALLING HARD by Stacy Finz

2-3 pounds beef tri-tip
2 tablespoons garlic powder
2 tablespoons kosher salt
1 teaspoon black pepper
2 tablespoons Worcestershire sauce
Parsley to taste (or you can just use

Pappy’s Choice Seasoning)

In small bowl, mix spices, Worcestershire
sauce and parsley and rub well into meat. Let
stand for 30 minutes at room temperature.
Soak 2 cups red oak chips in water for at
least 20 minutes. Light a medium-size fire on
one side of a gas or charcoal barbecue. Add
chips to the fire and set the tri-tip over it, fat
side up and brown well with the lid closed for
about 5 minutes. Then turn over and brown
the other side. Move meat slightly away from
the fire, cover, and turn every 10 minutes,
until a meat thermometer inserted into thick-
est part of the roast reaches 125 to 130
degrees. It’ll take 25 to 35 minutes. Let the
meat rest with a foil tent over it for about 15
minutes before slicing across the grain.
Serve with pinquinto beans, garlic bread and
a salad.



41

Sally’s Blueberry
Muffins

from SUMMER DANCE by Nan Rossiter

1¾ cups all-purpose flour
2/3 cup sugar
1 tablespoon baking powder
¾ teaspoon salt
6 tablespoons softened butter
1 egg
½ cup milk
1 teaspoon lemon zest
½ teaspoon vanilla
1 cup fresh blueberries

Preheat oven to 400 degrees. Grease 12 cup
muffin pan In a large bowl, mix flour, sugar,
baking powder, and salt. With a pastry
blender, cut in butter until mix resembles fine
crumbs. In small bowl, beat until blended
egg, milk, lemon zest, and vanilla. Stir egg
mix into flour mix until moistened. Fold blue-
berries into batter. Spoon batter into muffin-
pan cups. Bake 20-25 minutes until golden
or toothpick comes out clean. Serve warm!

Not-Really-Vegan
Turkey Casserole
from A COLDWATER WARM

HEARTS WEDDING by Lexi Eddings

Crust:
1 9” x 12” baking pan
2 cups Crisco
dash of salt
4 cups flour
16 tablespoons water (to make it fit the

larger pan, my mom just doubles
her single pie crust recipe, which
calls for 8 tablespoons of water.
FYI: 16 tablespoons equals 1 cup.)

Filling:
Leftover noodles with thickened broth

(Use the noodle recipe on page 316
of A Coldwater Warm Hearts Wedding,
and they’ll be just right!)

Peas
Diced carrots (optional)
Leftover turkey, cut into bite-sized

pieces (NOT optional!)

Mix noodles, peas, carrots, and turkey (espe-
cially the turkey. Do NOT forget the turkey!) in
a large bowl. Set aside. In a mixing bowl,

combine Crisco, salt, and a cup or so of flour.
Gently mix. (This means “by hand.”) Add
some of the water and more flour (by no
means all!), being careful not to overstir or
beat. Go by feel until the dough is cohesive
enough to pour out onto a floured board.
Knead more flour into it. (I have been strong-
ly cautioned NOT to work the dough too
much. You want the ingredients blended but
not flogged into toughness. Also, my mother
confesses she doesn’t mix all the flour the
recipe calls for into the dough. Some of it is
used to roll out the crusts.) Divide the dough
into two balls, a larger one for the bottom of
the 9” x 13” baking pan and a small one that
will be the top crust. Roll to a one-eighth-inch
thickness. (Here’s a tip from my mom: Once
you have the dough rolled out, fold it over to
lift it up and into the baking pan. Make sure
there’s enough to go up the sides and hang
over the lip a bit.) Use a fork to poke holes in
the bottom and sides of the crust. Fill the bot-
tom crust with the noodle, peas, carrots, and
turkey mixture. Cut two curved slits in the top
crust before you cover the noodles, peas,
carrots, and turkey. (This is your last chance
to make sure you didn’t forget the turkey!)
Flute the edges of the dough to join the top
and bottom halves as if you were making a
pie. (Now that I think about it, I wonder why
my family has always called this a turkey
casserole when it’s clearly a turkey potpie!
Oh, well . . . whatever you call it, it’ll still taste
good.) Bake at 350 degrees for 50–55 min-
utes until golden brown.

Charming and heart-warming, A Coldwater
Warm Hearts Wedding brings readers back to
the quaint small town of Coldwater Cove, Okla-
homa, where you can fill up on delicious comfort
food and gossip at the center of the community,
the Green Apple Grill. Shirley Evans, one of the
characters in A Coldwater Warm Hearts Wed-
ding, forgets to add the turkey to her turkey
casserole, thereby transforming it into a vegan
dish. If you skip the reminders in this recipe,
yours can be vegan too! www.LexiEddings.com

Summer Dance by New York Times and USA
Today bestselling author Nan Rossiter is a power-
ful, heartwarming love story that bridges past
and present to explore the story of a family in
Nantucket. At the center of the love story is Sally
Adams, a writer and owner of “Cuppa Jo to Go,” a
Nantucket mainstay and bake shop where her
blueberry muffins are a local favorite.
www.NanRossiter.com



of this to be over. Maybe I still had a
shot at love. There had to be some-
one else out there who was okay
with not having children. And once
my mind was able to let go of
Webster, I would be able to at least
give dating a chance.

That night, I stopped by the super-
market to pick up a spaghetti squash
and pasta sauce. It was Webster’s
favorite quick, easy dinner that I
used to make for him all the time and
I just wanted to have it again once
more before my memory was wiped
clean of him and our past.

He had taught me how to pick the
perfect squash. “Not too small and
not too pale,” he’d say. “And just the
right shade of yellow.”

I sighed, looking at the squashes
in the big basket in the produce
department. When I felt my heart
ache, I willed myself to buck up.
Maybe I would meet someone
sooner than I thought and wouldn’t
be lonely for much longer.

“Sydney, is that you?”
I looked up and felt my heart

thump wildly.
“Webster!” I said. “What are you

doing here?” I was shocked. I had
purposely chosen to shop at a gro-
cery store that we never used while
together just so that I wouldn’t run
into him.

He laughed. “The same thing as
you,” he said. “Picking out a good
squash.”

For a moment, everything
between us felt so friendly and nat-
ural, just as it had always been even
after the divorce but suddenly, right
there in the grocery store, the air
turned cold and thick.

I heard high heels clicking on the
grocery store linoleum and didn’t
have to turn around to know that
Yvonne was behind me.

“Well,” she said, coming over to
Webster’s side and giving me a look
that more sneer than smile. “What a
big surprise.”

“Yvonne,” Webster said, oblivious
to her attitude towards me. “Look
who I found! Sydney is making
spaghetti squash, too.”

“What a darling coincidence,”

Yvonne said, looping her arm into
Webster’s and giving me a smug
grin.

“Sydney, you always did make it
so perfect,” he said. “I hope I can
follow your example.”

Now I laughed. “Hardly! All I did
was toss it in the oven. Picking out
the right squash is what’s key.”

He smiled at me and my knees
went weak. Oh goodness, how
much longer would I have to suffer
like this? Tomorrow’s appointment
couldn’t come soon enough.

Webster winked at me and looked
over the squash display.

“Remember,” he said. “Not too
small and not too pale.”

“And just the right shade of yel-
low,” we said at the same time.

With that, Yvonne ripped her arm
away from Webster and crossed her
arms over her chest, looking at us as
if she’d been scammed.

“Here you are,” Webster said,
hefting a perfect-looking squash
into my basket. “Enjoy.”

He picked one for himself and I
tried to ignore Yvonne’s glare as
much as possible.

“Webby,” she huffed. “We have to
be going. We have wedding plans to
discuss. And to look at properties
for our new home. Lots to do, busy
busy! Now pick out your piece of
fruit and let’s go!”

“Vegetable, Yvonne,” he said.
“Spaghetti squash is a vegetable
and it’s one of my favorite dishes for
dinner when I’m in a hurry.”

“Okay, fine,” she said, dismissive-
ly and made the hurry-up motion
with her hand.

“Y-You’re moving?” I asked. I felt
the blood drain from my face.

Webster looked at me sorrowfully.
“Yvonne’s family is on the East
Coast. For the sake of the kids, it’s
best if we…”

I didn’t hear the rest of what he
said. Blood was rushing in my ears
and I felt like I was going to be sick.

The slick smile Yvonne was
shooting me wasn’t helping matters,
either.

“Oh, that makes sense,” I said.
“Well, I’m sure you’ll be happy out
there.” Webster had always wanted
a big family. Now he would have
everything he ever wanted.

“I’d better get going,” I said.
“Congratulations to you both
again.”

“Sydney—” Webster stepped for-
ward as I started to walk away but
Yvonne reached out and held him
back, waving to me with her other
hand.

I went right for the check-out line,
forgetting the pasta sauce. As soon
as I got to my car, I let out a good,
long scream before driving home. It
occurred to me on the way back
what a perfect situation this was
shaping up to be. I wouldn’t have to
worry about Webster anymore. After
tomorrow, I would be free of think-
ing about him and pretty soon, I
wouldn’t have to worry about run-
ning into him, either. He would be off
living his happy life on the East
Coast with Queen Yvonne and I
would be living my life over here,
whatever that meant. But as long as
I wasn’t thinking (or dreaming) about
Webster, it had to be better than
this.

All through the next day at work, I
could barely think of anything else
other than Webster and my appoint-
ment. I was so ready to stop hurting
but even so, a little piece of me won-
dered if I would be sadder without
my memories of Webster.

“You’ve got this,” Dominic told
me, later that day as the four of us
walked into the hypnotist’s office.

“And we’re here for you,” Erica
said.

“For whatever you might need,”
Devin added.

Before I went to the check-in
counter, I gave each of my dear
friends a tremendous hug.

“Thank you so much for being
here for me,” I told them. “You’re the
best friends a girl could ask for. I
don’t think I could have gotten
through this without you.”

The appointment consisted of me
telling the hypnotist what was both-
ering me—my constant thoughts
about Webster and the nightmares
and what I wanted to see happen as
an end result—to clear my mind of
Webster and move on for a new
start.

He had me lay down and relax,
and to be honest, I don’t remember42
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anything else until he said, “Now
open your eyes. You’re awake.”

I felt refreshed and energized but
when I sat up and looked across the
room at my friends, their faces were
wide-eyed and saddened. Maybe
even a little shocked.

I turned to the hypnotist. “Am I

cured?” I asked.

He lifted a shoulder. “The mind is
a funny thing,” he said. “You men-

tioned several things about your ex
while you were under. I specialize in
helping people quit addictions,
including love addictions. But the
heart… well, that’s a different matter
entirely. Not my area of expertise.”

My hopes sank. “I’ll never get over
him,” I said softly.

“Come on, Syd,” Devin said,
putting his arm around me. “We’ll
get you home.”

“Time heals all. That’s what you
need,” Erica told me in the car.

“Just don’t give up,” Dominic
said. “The wound is still fresh.”

They offered to stay with me but I
sent them home to their significant
others. They needed to be with them
and I needed some time alone. I

needed to think. I spent the night
worrying that Webster was my one
chance at true love and I had sent
him away, not because I didn’t love
him or he didn’t love me but because
of some biological error that I had no
control over. It just wasn’t fair!

I woke up with a shock and looked
at the clock on my bedside table. It
was 7:00 on a Saturday morning. I

usually slept in until 9:00 on

Saturdays. Something was on my
mind and I lay in bed until I remem-

bered the awful dream that I had.

I was in a wedding dress walking
down an aisle. Webster was at the
end of the aisle and had his arms
outstretched. I began to run towards
him when suddenly I was tackled by
Yvonne, who was wearing an identi-
cal wedding dress!

“Go away!” she screamed. “He’s
mine! Leave us alone!”

I pushed her off and tried running
to Webster again but the aisle kept
getting longer and longer, the faster
I ran. It kept stretching out before
me, never-ending. It was no use to
keep up. But if I slowed down,

(Continued on page 47)
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MIRACLE OF FAITH
Mini-Story

Dear Lord 

God, my 

Savior,

 I pray that 

You spread 

the love and 

guidance 

shared with 

Your Son, 

Jesus, onto all 

the fathers—

old and new.

 Please bless 

them with the 

strength to serve as a strong role 

model like You have served for all 

of the world.

 Allow men to learn from Your 

example of undying love and 

understanding.

 In Your Name, I pray this for all 

fathers and soon-to-be fathers.

 Amen, blessings to all!

—Mandy G., Texas

S t r e n g t h  a n d  W a r m t h
FATHER’S DAY BLESSING
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Yvonne was right behind me. That’s
when I woke up in a panic.

I pulled the blankets over my head
and groaned. Would this nightmare
ever stop?

I got dressed, ate breakfast,
packed my flannel pajamas in the
car and headed to my grandmoth-

er’s house.

Once there, she told me I looked
terrible.

“You’re a mess,” she said.

“What’s wrong with you?” She
never was one to mince words.

I told her that I needed to store
more things in her garage. Then I

finally broke down and told her
about the nightmares, about running
into Webster, the hypnotist and
everything.

“Sydney,” she said, cupping my
face in her hand. “You listen to me.

Life is too short to carry on without
proper closure, you take it from me.

Go to Webster. Tell Miss High and
Mighty to take a hike if she’s there.

You were a huge part of Webster’s
life and your marriage didn’t end
right. You two owe it to each other
to talk things out, just make sure
that you leave things without unan-

swered questions. If questions do
come up, answer them right away!”

I knew in my heart she was right.
We had never really done that. I

guess I never really thought that
Webster would agree to sign the
divorce papers, even though I had
pushed hard for them. And when he
did, I knew that it was really over
between us.

“It would feel good to talk about
things that I never got the chance to
say before he gets married,” I said.

“Go,” she said, already shooing
me out the door.

I was already on the way to
Webster’s when I rang his cell. I had
no idea if Yvonne was living in the
apartment Webster rented after the
divorce or not. If she was there, I

would tell her that I needed to talk to
my ex-husband in private. After all,
she was going to have him all to her-
self for the rest of her life. All I want-
ed was a few minutes.

“Hello?” a sleepy voice answered.

My heart sped up. “Webster, it’s
me,” I said. “We need to talk.”

“Sydney?” he asked, groggily.

“Can I meet you at your apart-
ment?”

“Um, sure,” he said. “That’s…
fine. Is everything okay?”

“Yes,” I said. “It will be. Be there in
ten minutes.”

I pumped myself up for the rest of
the ride, mentally going over all of
the things that I wanted to say. I

would have just one shot at this.

Soon, he would be a married stepfa-

ther and father to be living far away
and I would probably never see him
again.

I choked back tears and parked
my car.

I practically ran to his apartment
and knocked on the door.

He opened it, still in his pajamas.

“Come in, come in,” he said, a
worried look on his face. “Are you all
right?”

I scanned the apartment for any
signs of a woman living there but
everything I saw looked like bache-

lor living.

“Yvonne doesn’t live here with
you?” I asked.

He laughed. “No way,” he said.

“She said that this place was a
dump and she’d barely step a toe in
here.”

I shook my head. What was my
sweet Webster doing with a woman

like her?
“So what’s up?” he asked, sitting

on the sofa and patting the seat next
to him.

“There’s just some things that I

wanted to get off my chest,” I said,
drawing in a deep breath. “Before
it’s too late. You know, before you
move and start your new life. Our
marriage ended funny, Webster,
and I want to make sure that we
both get proper closure.”

He nodded. “It did end funny.”
“Webster, I—” I stopped myself

and furiously blinked back tears. “I
asked for the divorce because I

wanted you to be happy. And I knew
that I couldn’t give you what you
needed to be happy. Now you’ve
found someone who can make you
happy, and I’m glad for you. But I am
having a hard time moving on and I
think it’s because we have unfinished

business. I think it would help to—”
“Wait, wait, wait,” Webster said,

holding up his hands. “You asked
for the divorce because you wanted
me to be happy?”

I nodded, not wanting to be inter-
rupted. I wanted to get everything
out as soon as possible while I still
had the courage.

“So I think it would be beneficial
for both of us to talk through—”

“Hold on a sec, Sydney,” he said.

“Is that the only reason?”
“Reason?” I asked.

“The only reason you asked, you
pushed so hard for the divorce?”

“Of course, Webster, I know how
much you want to be a father and
I—”

“Sydney!” Webster practically
yelled. He looked upset. “Yes, I

want children, very much! But if I

couldn’t have them with you, then I
would have been the happiest child-

less man on Earth.”
I looked up, stunned. I was

speechless. “But, but—”
“I didn’t want to get divorced for

anything, Sydney,” he said. “But
you pushed it so hard, I thought that
you were sick of me. I didn’t want to
be the guy who refused to stand in
your way.”

“Way of what?” I asked, tears
streaming down my face. “I’ve been

a complete wreck ever since we
signed those papers. I’ve been hav-

ing nightmares nonstop. I even went
to see a hypnotist just to try to get
over you.”

“Oh sweetheart, come here
already,” he said and pulled me into
his arms. I breathed in his wonderful
scent and cried more.

“And how was the result?” he
asked me once I had stopped crying.

“Result?” I asked.

“Of the hypnosis,” he said.

I shook my head and told him
what the hypnotist had told me. “He
said that it was a matter of the heart.
Apparently, under his spell, I did
nothing except talk about you and
us and how I wished we could get
back together.”

“Me too,” Webster said, wiping
my tears. “It’s a matter of the heart
for me, too.”

“But it’s too late, isn’t it?” I asked.

“You’ve got plans to get married
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and move—”
“Baby,” Webster said, hugging

me tightly. “I was so lonely. After the
divorce, all I did was think of you. I
thought if I moved on, moved far
away, things would get better. But I
know they never would have.”

I drove back home ten minutes
later. Alone. I spent the day fixing up
the house and drove to the store for
a jar of pasta sauce. When I got
home, I cooked the spaghetti
squash and took a shower. I put on

an old favorite dress of mine and
took the squash out of the oven. It
was cooked to perfection.

I was just scooping it into a bowl
when the doorbell rang. Webster
stood on the porch, looking as
handsome as ever.

“Smells delicious in here,” he
said, stepping inside.

“It does,” I said, breathing in his
aftershave/peppermint scent.

“Smells like home,” he said. He
took my hand in his. “I did it, Sydney.

I spent the day talking to Yvonne,
telling her it was over. She… well,
she didn’t take it well. Called me all
kinds of names. But she ended up
telling me that she’s had her eye on

someone else anyway. I don’t know if
she said that to hurt me or she meant
it, but either way, it’s over.”

“I’m sorry it was difficult,” I said.

“It sounds rough.”
“To tell you the truth,” he said. “It

was the easiest thing I’ve ever done.”
I smiled at him and served him his

dinner.
We ate holding hands, and I was

still smiling so much it hurt as I

loaded the dishwasher later that
night.

That was two years ago and
Webster and I have since remarried.

And no, we did not get remarried in
May! Our relationship is better than

ever now since we promised to
always communicate our feelings to
each other, no matter what we think
the other will feel about what we
say. We can’t afford any silly misun-

derstanding now. But these days,
our feelings are pretty transparent.
Just pure ecstasy. We’re expecting
twins by the end of the year.
“Double time,” I told Webster. “To
make up for the time we lost.”      I

with a slurred, “I’m proud of you,
honey. Be a doll and refill my drink,
will you?”

So was it any wonder that after
my modeling career took off that I
was able to send myself to college.

And in the middle of all that, I met
Taylor and did my utmost to give
our children the stable, loving home
I never had. And most of all, to give
them a mom and dad who really
loved each other.

My therapist tried to help me
work through the scars from my
childhood that I still carried with me,
wounds that festered and stung
with my second divorce. Even with
my successful modeling career and
my children, I didn’t feel complete
without a man at my side. Without
true love. I still felt rejected and
unloved. That little girl still lived
inside me who had to be strong and
not cry over her parents’ divorce
cried out daily. The little girl who
only wanted to be loved and for love
to never go away.

So here I was meandering through
a county craft fair, looking, search-

ing for answers and possibly for
that missing piece of my soul when

I spied some paintings on black vel-
vet. One jumped out at me. A
vibrant hummingbird against the
dark canvas, its wings a blur. I had
never seen one at night. I’m not
sure if they do fly after dark, but I

guess that’s why it captivated me: it
wasn’t the way it was supposed to
be. It was doing the unexpected.

And it was beautiful.
“This is wonderful,” I said to the

woman minding the booth. “I

attended an art institute, but I could
never paint something this amaz-

ing. Did you paint this?”
“No, my husband did,” she said,

gesturing to a man in a wheelchair
who was talking to other cus-

tomers.

I studied the man for a moment.
He didn’t seem able to move his
arms. “How does he paint?”

She smiled. “He holds the brush
in his teeth.” She placed a brush in
her mouth to demonstrate. “He was

in a swimming accident ten years
ago. He’s paralyzed from the shoul-
ders down, but that hasn’t stopped
him. He accepted it and worked out
a new way to paint.”

Suddenly I was more intrigued
with their story than the painting.

“How long have you been married?”
“Almost thirty years.” She

glanced at her husband who caught
her gaze. They locked eyes for a
few precious seconds like two peo-

ple very much in love. Tears came
to my eyes just watching them.

She turned back to me and stud-

ied me for a moment. I don’t know if
she recognized me from my maga-

zine ads or TV commercials, but I

felt like she was looking into my
soul. “My husband says painting
gives him great joy and purpose.

It’s an outward expression of his
soul. It’s an uplifting experience.

One of which I imagine you’ve
experienced yourself.”

She handed me one of their busi-

ness cards and a flier with fair dates
and cities. “If you have paintings,
you could always try to sell them at
these craft fairs. They have them all
over the state. We’d be glad to have
you.” She winked and with a quick
glance at the darkening sky, she
began boxing up their paintings.

I turned away studying the flier. I
had set aside my passion for paint-
ing for my family’s sake, putting
their needs ahead of mine to create
my childhood ideal of the perfect
loving family which had only set me
up chasing a false hope, but now I
felt like this was a sign from God to
give art my full heart. What my ther-
apist had been trying to tell me
finally hit me: I can’t be happy with
someone else until I learned to be
happy with myself, to be myself, to
accept myself, imperfect as I am—a
love that never goes away. I closed
my eyes, turning my face up to the
sky, feeling whole for the first time
in my life with this warm, soothing
revelation sinking into every fiber of
my being.

Gentle cleansing raindrops splat-
tered on my face, washing away the
hurt, the anger, the confusion, the
rejection, and the loneliness and
filled it with hope as pure as this
April shower.                                 I48
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were dressed as if the rehearsal
were a social event, but my father
had come directly from work at the
former auto parts warehouse and
wore his work boots, jeans, and a
black T-shirt with a heavy metal
band’s logo on the front.

I caught him as he hurried into the
nave.

“Don’t worry,” he said. “The hall
is ready. Mostly. They had just fin-

ished painting the men’s room and
were about to start on the women’s
restroom when I left.”

Dewey’s parents saw me talking
to my father and approached. Mr.
Winchester stuck out his hand and
said, “Mr. Carter, I presume?”

My dad grasped his hand and
they shook.

“Dad,” I said, “these are Dewey’s
parents, Mr. and Mrs. Winchester.”

“Sylvia and Martin,” Mr.
Winchester said.

“Scott,” my father said.

“I’m surprised it’s taken this long
for us to meet,” Dewey’s mother
said.

“Well, I’m glad we finally did.” My
father smiled as he grasped her
hand for a moment before releasing
it. “Lydia has said so many good
things about you.”

Mrs. Winchester glanced at me.

“She has?”
“Absolutely.”
Before my father could stretch his

little white lie out much longer, I

suggested we join the minister and
the rest of the wedding party at the
front of the nave.

Dewey stood with his best man,
two groomsmen, and two ushers,
while I joined my matron of honor,
her son the ring bearer, and two
bridesmaids. My father and
Dewey’s parents stood a little back
from us, and the lead guitarist from
the band we’d hired for the recep-

tion sat off to the side with an

acoustical guitar straddling his
knee. We all listened as the minister
ran through the traditional wedding
processional order and asked if we
wanted to make any changes. We
didn’t.

He made us walk through it sev-

eral times, including once specifi-
cally to ensure that the guitarist rec-

ognized his cues. At the end of the
fifth walk-through, he said, “I think
you’ve got it.”

As the groom’s parents, Mr. and
Mrs. Winchester were hosting the
rehearsal dinner at a near-by Italian

restaurant, so everyone except the
guitarist, whose band had a gig at a
dive bar later that evening, retired to
the restaurant’s back room. We all
sat around a large table, copious
amounts of food were presented
family style, and the wine flowed
freely. Dewey and I thanked every-

one, and we presented small gifts
to our bridesmaids, groomsmen,
and ushers. Both my father and Mr.
Winchester toasted us, and the best
man made some rude comments
we hoped he wouldn’t repeat at the
reception the next day.

Our friends kept Dewey and me
busy, so I couldn’t monitor the
interaction between my father and
Dewey’s parents. They seemed to
get along, but I didn’t have a
chance to talk to my father before
my bridesmaids spirited me away to
a bachelorette party at my matron

of honor’s apartment where they
inundated me with sheer nightwear
and sexual toys that I would be too
embarrassed to show Dewey.

The church had a private room
where the bridesmaids and I could
prepare, so I left home early
Saturday morning to have my hair
done, and then I drove to the
church, arriving long before anyone
else was scheduled to arrive. I

walked through the nave, ensured
that everything was in order, and
then ducked into the private room.

My bridesmaids spent the morning
decorating the reception hall, and
they all drifted into the church after
quick stops at home to shower.

They dressed, helped me with my
dress, helped each other with their
hair, and made lots of racy com-

ments about my pending wedding
night. I was the second of our group
to marry, and the first not to wear a
maternity gown while walking down

the aisle. Even though I insisted
Dewey and I planned to wait until
we were settled, they all swore it

wouldn’t be long, though, before I

had my first child.

Before we realized how much
time had passed, the minister
tapped on the door to give us a fif-
teen-minute warning. We all gave
each other a last once-over and
then my father tapped on the door.

After one of the bridesmaids
opened the door, my eyes opened
wide in surprise. Other than in the
photos in my parents’ wedding
album, I had never before seen my
father in a tuxedo, and I realized for
the first time what a handsome man

he was.

“It’s time,” he said. “The ushers
are seating the Winchesters now.”

The bridesmaids filed out of the
room and met the groomsmen in

the vestibule so they could walk
together down the aisle to where
Dewey was waiting with the minis-

ter. There they separated and each
stepped to the appropriate side.

The ring-bearer’s father was one of
the ushers, so he gave his son the
signal when it was time to follow the
best man and matron of honor.

Then the guitarist began the
bridal march, I hooked my hand in
my father’s arm, and we walked
down the aisle to where my hus-

band-to-be awaited me. I barely
remember what happened after
that, but I know when we were final-
ly presented as husband and wife,
tears of joy were spoiling my make-

up and Dewey had a grin that near-
ly split his face in two.

We stood in the receiving line and
thanked everyone who attended
our wedding, then the wedding
party returned to the nave for pho-

tographs before driving to the
reception.

Everything had gone so smoothly
to that point that I wasn’t even

thinking about how my wedding
day could turn into a disaster.

But it did.

While the renovation of the auto
parts warehouse had been a suc-

cess, no one had thought to consid-

er parking requirements for an

event our size and many of our
guests had to park several blocks
away. I found myself apologizing to
Dewey’s great-grandparents and to
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several other older couples on both
sides of the family.

Then, in the midst of serving, the
caterer brought a problem to my
attention. I had ordered 121 plated
meals, but the caterer had prepared
112, a transposition that left us nine
short. Dewey and I chose not to eat.
When my father learned of the
problem, he also refused a meal, as
did Dewey’s parents, the best man,
and the matron of honor. I’m not
certain how the caterer fudged the
other two meals, but by then I was
upset that the liquor supplier had
failed to deliver the three cases of
champagne I ordered for the toast
and that two toilets in the men’s
restroom had clogged and were
overflowing.

While my father tackled the
restroom problem, Mr. Winchester
raced seven miles to the nearest
liquor store, returned with three
cases of champagne, and helped
pop corks so everyone would have
a flute in hand when we offered the
toasts after dinner rather than

before. My father finished with the
men’s room in time to join us, and I
thought everything was under con-

trol again.

I was wrong. After dinner, Dewey
signaled to the band and we had
our first dance, followed by the
father-bride dance. Halfway
through the mother-groom dance,
the drummer fell off the stage and
sprained his wrist.

That was the last straw. All my
hard work to ensure that everything
was perfect was falling apart. I felt
myself about to erupt in a fountain

of tears, so I rushed into the
women’s restroom before anyone
could see me.

I was staring into the mirror, dab-

bing at the corners of my eyes with a
paper towel, trying to keep the tears
from running down my face and
ruining my make-up again, when the
music resumed. I had no idea how
the band had replaced the drummer
so quickly, and I was doing my best
to put myself together when my
mother-in-law walked in.

“You never told us your father
was a musician.”

I stared at her reflection in the
mirror.

“He’s playing the drums.”
“My father?” Only a moment

passed before I put the pieces
together—his love of music, the
night job he had worked before my
mother died, the dream he had
given up so that I would never have
to give up mine.

Mrs. Winchester nodded. Then

she asked, “Are you okay?”
“I tried so hard to do everything

right and now I’ve disappointed
everyone.” Tears again threatened
to spill out so I quickly dabbed at
the corners of my eyes.

“You haven’t disappointed any-

one.”
“I’ve disappointed you,” I said as

I turned to face my mother-in-law. “I

know you wanted your son to marry
the perfect woman, and I’m far from
perfect.”

Surprising me, Mrs. Winchester
gathered me in her arms and
hugged me. “I always wanted my
son to marry the woman who was
perfect for him,” she said. “That’s
you.”

“Me? But I’m nothing like you,
Mrs. Winchester,” I insisted.

“And that’s a good thing,” she
said. “My son doesn’t need another
mother. He needs a wife, a partner,
a soul mate. He found all those
things when he found you.”

I was about to start crying again,
but for a different reason.

“And stop calling me Mrs.

Winchester. Call me Sylvia. Or
Mom.”

“Mom,” I repeated. I liked the
way that sounded. Even more, I

liked what it meant. “I can do that,
Mom.”

“So, dry your tears, and let’s get
out there and party.”

I pulled myself together and was
ready to return to the reception

when Mom had one more thing to
add.

“The next time the community
theater has an open casting call for
a female character near my age,
give me a heads up. If your father
can pick up the drums again after all
these years, maybe I can walk
across the stage one more time.”

I gave her a great big hug and
knew that everything was going to
be okay.                                          I

“I’m not. Now if you’ll excuse me,
I’m starved and I still have to place
my order.”

The brunette tugged on Tyler’s
arm. “C’mon Tyler. Let’s get out of
here and go somewhere else.”

Tyler pulled away from the clingy
woman. “You go on. I have business
here I need to tend to.”

The woman frowned and left in a
huff.

“New girlfriend, Tyler?”
“Nope. A coworker who keeps try-

ing to insert herself into my life. I told
her I was going to dinner and she
invited herself along.”

“What business do you need to
take care of here?”

“I want to apologize for acting so
childish. I should have given you the
benefit of a doubt and not left the
way I did.”

“Yes. You should have, but I

understand why you acted the way
you did. I never intended to hurt you,
Tyler. Seeing you again made me
wake up to my true feelings for Billy.”

“How did he take it?”
“About like you’d expect. His

mother took it poorly too. I’m sure if
my parents and I ran with the right
crowd she would try to blackball us,
but as it is there’s nothing she can

do but hurl insults and grind her
teeth.”

“One of those types, huh? I’m glad
my Mom isn’t that way. Can I buy
you lunch as a way to make
amends?”

“Yes. I’d really like that, Tyler.”
Tyler told me he’d moved back to

town to be closer to his parents.

He’d taken a job at his dad’s old
company and liked it, except for the
clingy brunette.

“Will you have dinner with me this
weekend?”

“I’m free Saturday night.” I didn’t
tell him that I was free every night.

That Saturday date was the first of
many, and when June rolled around
again, the two of us eloped to Vegas.

I’d always wanted to be a June bride
without the fuss of a big wedding. I
had my dream wedding and a
dreamy husband. What more could
a girl want?                                     I52
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“Are you ready to go?” He asked.

“Is this real?” Are you really here,
Nathan, or am I dreaming?”

He grabbed my hand and led me
out to his truck.

“Where are you taking me?”
“Over to a buddy’s house. It’s a

good thing I found a job here in

town and am moving back. I’m
staying with him until I can find my
own place.”

We pulled up to a ranch style
house and parked. “This is it. Wait
right there and I’ll help you out.”

“Why is there a police car here?”
“I guess I didn’t tell you that my

buddy is a cop. I called Joel after I
hauled your stuff out to the truck
and asked him to come home.”

The front door opened as we
approached the house and a good-

looking hunk in uniform came out
to greet us.

“What’s so important that I had
to come…?” Joel stopped talking
when he saw me.

“Joel, this is my sister, Bridget.
Let’s go inside and talk.”

Nathan convinced me to file a
police report. Afterwards he drove
me to the ER and had a doctor
check me out.

That evening I read a short piece
in the local paper’s police blotter
section and saw that Keith had
been taken into custody. The only
thing I felt was relief.

I tried to keep Mom and Dad
from knowing but Nathan insisted I
call and let them know.

“They have to know, Bridget.
They’ll be hurt, and they need to be
aware of the danger Keith poses
should he get out of jail.”

Mom and Dad had been trying to
call me, but I didn’t have a cell
phone and couldn’t be reached on

the landline.

“We’re so relieved to know
you’re okay, honey, and that
Nathan’s with you. I don’t think
Keith will try anything with him and
Joel around.”

“Just watch out for yourself and
Dad, Mama. That jerk threatened to
hurt you.”

“We’re not worried, honey. I

don’t like guns, but we feel safer
having them.”

Joel invited Nathan and me to
become his roommates and I was
only too happy to accept. I didn’t
have any money for rent and didn’t
want Nathan paying for both of us.

Joel solved my dilemma.

“As far as I’m concerned you can

stay here for free, Bridget. You’re
already doing our laundry, plus the
cooking and cleaning. That saves
us a lot of time and your cooking is
wonderful. Having said that, Nate
says I need to tell you about a job
opening down at work.”

With Joel putting a good word in
for me and my passing a test I was
able to get on as a police dispatch-

er. I liked knowing that maybe I

could help other women like me.

I found out I could file for a
divorce myself. It took some
research and Joel had a friend who
explained some things. I felt so
proud the day I walked out of that
courtroom a free woman for the
first time in three years.

Keith got some jail time, but I lost
track of him after that. Joel and I

soon became good friends. One
night he drove me to the pizza
place for dinner.

“I wish Nate would hurry up. I’m
starved.”

“Let’s order then because I didn’t
invite your brother.”

“Is this a date?”
“Yep. Sort of.” It tickled me to

see a guy like Joel blush.

Joel took things slow. He knew I
still needed time to heal. It’s not
easy getting over something like I’d
gone through with Keith. It was fun

having a pizza night out, talking
over cups of hot coffee, watching
old movies together and just hang-

ing out. After Keith, Joel’s sensitivi-

ty surprised me. I learned later that
he’d had an abusive girlfriend. Both
of us were more than a little shy
about relationships.

Two years whizzed by and then

Nathan decided to get his own

place and invited me to move in

with him. I knew I couldn’t stay at
Joel’s without a commitment, so I
went with Nate. I liked our new
digs, but missed seeing Joel every
day. Things at work got busy and

for some reason Joel quit asking
me for pizza or coffee. I wondered
what was up with that. Had he
found someone else? I asked Nate,
but he didn’t know.

I confronted Joel in the parking
lot after work one afternoon.

“Hey, Joel. How are you? I

haven’t seen much of you lately.”
“Hi, Bridget. I’m fine. How about

yourself?”
I fidgeted a moment. “I miss you,

Joel. Did I say or do something
wrong?”

“When you moved out with
Nathan…well I thought you might
not want to see me anymore.”

“Did you think I’d stay there with
you without some sort of commit-
ment? That’s not how I am, Joel.”

“Care to go get some dinner?”

A few months later I sat on the
couch after dinner with my fairy tale
book. I finished reading a story in it
and sighed.

“What is it, honey?” My new hus-

band Joel asked.

“I’m back to believing in fairy
tales.”

“Me too, Bridget.”  I 53
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“It’s been wonderful,” I said.

“Thanks for thinking of this, Ricky.”
“No problem,” he said, and kissed

my lips softly.

The next day, Ricky told me to
wear a pair of sturdy shoes, and we
took off for the mountains. We hiked,
photographing a herd of deer and
some friendly chipmunks, laughing at
their antics. I’d forgotten that so
much beauty was right on our
doorstep. We stopped in a little
mountain town and browsed through
an antique store, then had hamburg-

ers for lunch. The sun sparkled on the
surface of the lake as we licked ice
cream cones for dessert.

“I love hanging out with you,”
Ricky said, dabbing some ice-cream
from my chin. “They say some
clouds are moving in so I hope you
won’t mind staying home too much
tomorrow.”

“We can still have fun,” I said.

“Maybe we could watch a few
movies and cook a nice meal.”

The next day, just as the forecast
had predicted the morning sky was
gray with clouds, with no sign of the
sunshine that had lit up the previous
few weeks. Ricky and I set off for the
large hardware store in town. When

we’d moved into our house shortly
after our wedding, we’d told our-
selves that one of the first things
we’d do was redecorate—especially
our bedroom, which was painted
pink. But somehow we’d never man-

aged to find the time. Our bedroom
was still a grubby pink, with a few
pictures and posters from my old
apartment pinned up.

That day we purchased semi-

gloss paint in ivory and a mossy
shade of green, as well as a drop
sheet and paint brushes. I couldn’t
believe we were finally doing this!
Ricky found a radio station that
played oldies and blasted it, we
changed into old clothes and for the
next several hours we worked hard,
shoving our bed aside and moving
the rest of our furniture and stuff,
cleaning the walls, and finally getting
to the fun part. The walls looked
proud and new again as we painted,

the ivory pale and gleaming, the
green behind our bed warm and rich.

“I can’t believe this is the same
room!” I said when we were finally
done. “Ricky, it looks incredible in

here!”
“It does, doesn’t it?” he looked

pleased. “Do you think we need
something to hang over the bed
though?”

I nodded slowly—he was right.
The old kitten poster dating from my
college days just wouldn’t cut it any-

more, but right now I was too tired
and hungry to think about it. Flecks
of paint were drying in my hair and
my tummy rumbled.

“Let’s eat out, it’s too late to
cook,” Ricky suggested. “We’ll go
somewhere nice.”

I nodded, then hurried through the
shower, dressing in a dark silk dress
while Ricky took his turn. We were
about to walk out the door when his
phone rang, and my heart fell when I
realized who was calling.

“Hey, Adam,” Ricky said. “How’s
everything going?”

There was a long silence. Ricky’s
expression grew serious as he lis-

tened, and then he shook his head.

“I can’t do that—this week is just for
me and Penny.”

Adam evidently had quite a bit to
say about this, because silence fell
again and Ricky frowned. “No, I

can’t,” he repeated firmly. “It’s just
going to have to wait until next
week.”

I began to relax. So many times
Adam called and that spelled the
end of whatever time I’d been hop-

ing to share with my husband. But
Ricky was keeping his promise to
me—this week was just for the two
of us. That night he took me to the
restaurant where he’d asked me to
marry him. It hadn’t changed at all—
it still glowed with candlelight and
served the same Mediterranean cui-

sine as romantic ballads floated from
the sound system. All the feelings
from that night two years ago came
flooding back, and my eyes filled
with tears.

“Thanks for being my wife,
Penny,” he said. “Thanks for putting
up with me, especially since the
business started. I haven’t meant to
ignore you—I know you haven’t

been happy.”
“I’ve missed you,” I admitted.

“These past few days, having you all
to myself—it’s meant so much to
me.”

“Honey, I don’t want to turn into a
workaholic,” he said softly. “Sure,
I’ve always wanted my own business
and I know that takes hard work but
you come first and you always will.
Do you remember what we talked
about the last time we came here?”

I nodded. “We talked about mak-

ing a home together and starting a
family.”

He took my hand. “That’s a talk I’d
like to have again.”

Over the next few days of our
staycation Ricky and I went shop-

ping and bought a gorgeous quilt for
our bed to match the new décor. We
planted a row of tomato plants in our
yard and discussed future plans for a
new deck and fruit trees. We attend-

ed a Cooking for Couples class and
learned how to make coq au vin—
chicken in red wine, followed by a
classic French pear tart.

When the morning that Ricky had
to return to work arrived I didn’t want
to let him go, but I felt a deep sense
of happiness and peace that had
been missing earlier in the summer.
We’d found our way back to one
another, I realized. I knew now that
Ricky and I didn’t need tropical
beaches or fancy hotels—we just
needed each other.

My husband checked that he had
his wallet and grabbed his briefcase.

I followed him to the door and he
gave me a sweet, lingering kiss, then

smiled into my eyes. “Next summer
you choose our vacation,” he said.

“We can go on a cruise, or to
Hawaii—wherever you want,
honey.”

“Okay,” I said. “Just as long as we
have as much fun as we did this
year.”

I was still smiling after Ricky left. I
poured myself the last cup of coffee
in the pot and was just finishing it
when the mail man arrived with a
package. I signed for it, then brought
it indoors, with absolutely no idea
what the large, flat box might con-

tain. When I opened it, my breath
caught in wonder. It was a large,54
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framed print of the photograph we’d
seen at the art museum on the first
day of our staycation—the couple
walking along the winding, tree-lined
path. And I knew the perfect spot for
it—above our bed.

I reached for my phone to call
Ricky and tell him how much I loved
it, but the ring tone sounded before I
could punch in his number. It was
Carla.

“Hey, Penny, I’ve been thinking
about you,” she said. “How are
you?”

“Pretty good actually,” I replied.

“I hope you told Ricky exactly
what you thought about that stupid
staycation idea of his,” she said.

I laughed. “You’re not going to
believe this, but it was amazing!”

“Seriously?”
I told Carla about the museum,

and the picnic, the trip up into the
mountains and decorating our bed-

room, but I could tell I’d lost her. As
far as my friend was concerned,
summertime meant sandy beaches
and luxury resorts and cruises lazing
next to swimming pools—I knew
she’d never understand. She’d
called me to sympathize, but now I
felt a little sorry for her.

We said goodbye and I eagerly
called Ricky to tell him how much I
loved his gift, and how much I loved
him and our life together. That night
we hung the picture over our bed,
and I looked closely at the couple
and realized they could have been

Ricky and I walking along, just happy
to be together.

A year has now passed since our
staycation, but I’ll remember last
summer forever. A few things have
changed—we fixed up the rest of the
house and added a deck. Ricky set
some boundaries at work, and
although the business is still impor-
tant, I never feel that’s it’s more
important than the two of us. He
promised me that this year we could
take a luxury vacation if that was
what I wanted, but I’m happy to stay
close to home—we’re expecting our
first baby in a few months. Maybe
someday we’ll jet off to some exotic
destination, but that sort of thing just
doesn’t matter as much to me any-

more. I know what’s important—and
it’s right here at home!                    I 55



Feeling very disappointed, I had to
cancel the day with Steven.

“Maybe I’ll catch you another
time. You still have my number too.

See ya, beautiful.” With a wave, he
walked away.

Here I went again, calling Steven

every couple of days, looking for a
relationship. I caught him a couple
of times, but briefly. It was still excit-
ing to hear his voice and picture his
smile. I still fantasized about him.

By the end of Leland’s second
truck run, I took off my wedding ring
convinced that we had made a huge
mistake. I didn’t know what the
future held, but it didn’t include
Leland. He had called me only once
to tell me that he would be gone an

extra day. He sounded more distant
than ever.

Leland was home rummaging
through our desk papers when

Brock and I came home from the
daycare.

“Have you seen my original
school application papers? They’re
looking to promote me already,
move me up to management.”

I had to think a minute and then I
remembered. My book lay on the
desk unread for weeks. I had been

too distracted with Brock, work, and
of course, Steven.

“They’re in that book,” I said
pointing.

He flipped open the cover and
grabbed his papers. He did a double
take and traced the writing on the
inside flap. “Steven gave you his
number?” His blue eyes narrowed.

“Have you been seeing him?”
I hadn’t done anything wrong.

We’d only talked on the phone and
at the park. I gave him one hug. Then

I felt the empty space on my ring fin-

ger. “We chatted at the park a few
times. He gave me his number in

case I needed anything while you
were gone. Nothing else.” Of course,
I wasn’t going to mention all the fan-

tasies I’d had about Steven and I

kept my left hand behind my back.

Leland sighed. His shoulders
slumped. “Belle, sit down. We need
to talk.”

I quickly put in a Disney DVD for
Brock to watch. I silently followed
Leland into the kitchen and sat at
the table, my left hand in my lap.

“Belle, I’ve done the same thing to
you,” he began. “On the past two
runs, I met up with an old girlfriend
who now works for one of my cus-

tomers. I didn’t plan it, but I found
myself forgetting about you and
Brock and reliving old feelings. We
went to dinner a couple of times;
that’s it, but I found myself wanting
more.”

I sat stunned, unable to believe
what I was hearing. I glanced at his
hands resting on the table. His left
ring finger was bare too.

“If we’re both willing to be attract-
ed to other people, maybe we need
to go to a marriage counselor.” He
reached out and softly touched my
right hand, waiting for my reaction.

Did I want to salvage my mar-
riage? Could I learn to love Leland
as he deserved? Could he love me
because of me and not because of a
pregnancy? Did I really love Steven?
Was I willing to throw away my mar-
riage for just a possible fling?
Steven hadn’t offered me anything
other than friendship.

My mind flashed back to those
first few months together with
Leland. How charming and desir-
able he had been. Both of us full of
hope for the future with college and
careers. The many hours we talked
showed signs we’d make a great
couple.

But the forced marriage had put a
heavy strain on us both, requiring us
to grow up all too fast. Now we
found ourselves being attracted to
others. Could we stop this destruc-

tive behavior before it got out of
hand? Could we learn to communi-

cate again? I thought about how my
parents treated each other, the
communication, the talking, really
talking and listening to each other.
Deep in my heart, I knew I owed it to
myself, my son, and Leland to try
counseling.

I placed my other hand on his,
looking into his hopeful eyes. “Yes. I
think that’s a great idea, but one
thing first. We need to start talking.

Really talking. Both of us, Leland. I
have to be able to tell you how I feel

and then you have to do the same.

And we have to listen to each
other.”

Leland’s eyes grew fearful. “I

don’t know how, Belle. You know
my dad left me and my mom when I
was two. I’ve never had a good role
model.” He swallowed hard. “I’m
willing to do whatever it takes.”

I paused. “And one more thing.” I
walked over to the desk, snatched
the book and threw it into the trash.

I grabbed my cell phone and deleted
Steven’s contact information and
deleted the phone trails.

Leland retrieved a slip of paper
from his pocket, ripped it up and
threw it away. He pulled out his cell
and wiped out her number and
phone trail as well.

We both leaned back and let out a
huge sigh of relief.

“I love you, Belle.”
“I love you, too, Leland.”
We grinned at each other like silly

teenagers.

Leland stood and pulled out his
wedding ring from his pocket and
held it out. “Will you put this back on

my finger?”
I held up my index finger and ran

to the bedroom. Pulling out my jew-

elry box, I found my wedding ring
and came back to stand before him.

“Will you put mine back on me?”
Standing before each other with

tears brimming in our eyes, Leland
placed my ring on my finger, whis-

pering, “With this ring, I thee wed.”
As I placed Leland’s ring on his

finger, I repeated, “With this ring, I
thee wed.”

We conceived two more children

over the next six years. I finished
college becoming a nurse practi-
tioner while Leland soon bought his
own trucking line so he could be
home with his family. Working
together and communicating, we
rediscovered each other. The only
fantasies I now have are only of
Leland. We hit a couple bumpy
spots from time to time like all cou-

ples, but we talked it through, mak-

ing our marriage stronger.
Through counseling, communi-

cating and a renewed commitment
without a shotgun, we both built a
marriage that withstood tempta-

tion.                                              I56
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from each other, probably to avoid
the subject of Brenda. I didn’t like
being out of Dad’s life, but the less I
knew about his and Brenda’s rela-

tionship, the better.
One afternoon, Dad called me into

his office. My hopes that he and
Brenda had parted company were
dashed when he passed on an invi-

tation from Brenda. “She’d like you
and Clark to join us and her two
daughters for brunch at her house
this coming Sunday. She wants to
get to know you better. And we’d all
like to meet Clark,” he added.

I knew Dad was offering me a
chance to make things easier for
both sides, so I agreed. Clark, who’d
done his share of trying to convince
me that Dad should be on his own

when it came to dealing with female
companions, said he’d enjoy meet-
ing the family. I nearly choked at his
using the word “family,” but let it go.

Clark looked especially handsome
that Sunday when we went to
Brenda’s. He always looked good to
me, but he looked extra nice that
day. I’ll admit to having taken some
extra time getting ready too–wearing
a little more makeup than usual and
a pastel floral skirt with a pink shell
top, I felt my mood matching the
sunny day. Maybe this get-together
was what I needed to open my mind
to Dad’s moving on with his life.

Dad opened Brenda’s door when

we arrived, heartily shaking Clark’s
hand and greeting him like a longtime
friend. Two blonde females around
my age jumped in to embrace both
Clark and me, introducing themselves
as Shanna and Lila, their names
matching both their Barbie doll like
looks and their form-fitting sheaths, so
tight on their voluptuous shapes I

wondered how they could breathe.

Brenda called us into the living room
which looked like an ad in a home
magazine. She gave Clark and me air
kisses and handed us a glass of
champagne. The first thing that came
to mind was “expensive tastes,” but I
tried to squelch the thought and be
more open minded, for Dad’s sake.

And to be honest, for my sake too. I

didn’t like the minor estrangement
between my father and me.

Shanna and Lila, I didn’t know
which was which, turned their
charms onto Clark, laughing at his
quips and seeming impressed by his
owning his own business. Dad and
Brenda keyed on Clark too, giving
him the third degree about the future
of his job and how he found clients. I
was relieved to watch the show–my
feelings of being on the outside
growing. And jealousy too–Clark
obviously liked the attention he was
getting from Brenda’s daughters.

Brenda finally ushered us into the
kitchen where a buffet brunch sat in
chafing dishes on the granite
counter. Everyone oohed and aahed
at the scrumptious choices: scram-

bled eggs, sausage, bacon, fruit
salad, hash brown potatoes, cinna-

mon rolls, Belgium waffles and two
or three different juices. Even I was
impressed. “Did the three of you do
all the work yourselves?” I asked,
scooping a spoonful of salad onto
my delicate china plate.

One of the girls laughed. “Right,”
she said as if I’d made a joke. “Mom
has a list of caterers on her speed
dial, right Mom?”

Brenda smiled. “Caterers and take-

out. I’m too busy during the day to do
much cooking or meal planning.”

“Where do you work?” I asked,
interested in what she did to allow
for such an upscale lifestyle.

She giggled. “Oh, I don’t work,
dear. I keep busy at the gym and
playing tennis. Those sorts of things
eat up my time regularly.”

“And don’t forget shopping,”
Shanna or Lila added. The three of
them laughed while Dad, Clark and I
took our meals to the large polished
table in the formal dining room.

Thankfully the meal went quickly,
mainly with the girls fawning over
Clark, and Brenda talking Dad into
accompanying them to a car dealer-
ship later to look at a new model that
Lila, or was it Shanna, was interest-
ed in. My face turned to stone each
time the girls talked to Dad, calling
him “Daddy Tucker.” So possessive,
so familiar. Dad said Brenda had
been divorced twice so they had a
father of their own somewhere. I felt
like crying or screaming, but kept my

quaking emotions under control.
I was totally relieved to say good-

bye to Brenda and the girls, enduring
their hugs and more air kisses, with a
promise to get together again soon.

When we reached Clark’s truck, I

was surprised when he turned to me
and blew out a sigh of relief and said,
“I’m glad that’s over.”

“What?” I thought he’d enjoyed
every minute of the visit.

He drove down the street. “That’s
one group of very high maintenance
women. Every one of them reminded
me of my ex. No wonder you’re a bit
suspicious about Brenda. She’s
pretty materialistic.”

I was so relieved to hear him final-
ly on my side of the equation. For
weeks, he’d been trying to convince
me to keep an open mind and for
Dad’s sake, get to know Brenda bet-
ter. Today had opened my eyes to
what I already knew: I didn’t like my
dad’s interest in her.

I shook my head. “He and Mom
had been married for nearly thirty
years, Clark. He’s easy prey for
scheming women.”

“He’s an intelligent guy. But to be
fair, your father’s an adult and knows
what’s what in the world. He’ll figure
it out.”

“I could tell he approved of you,” I
remarked.

He smiled. “That’s good because
I’m really into his daughter.” That
made my pulse jump. For the first
time all day, I felt good and knew how
lucky I was to have Clark in my life.

My time with Dad improved some-

what over the next few weeks, but
then he became quiet and didn’t
keep in touch much either in or out of
work. When I paid his credit card
bills, I noticed charges for jewelry
stores and expensive restaurants
and knew he was spending a lot of
money on Brenda. I closed my eyes
to the bills and told myself he could
do what he wanted, it was his life.

But part of me wanted to scold him
and wake him up.

After I paid his especially large bill
for a weekend stay at an out of town

resort, I decided to talk some sense
into my father by inviting him out for
lunch on Father’s Day. Unless
Brenda and the girls had other plans
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for “Daddy Tucker,” I was sure he’d
take me up on my offer of getting
together. I was right and met him at a
nice family restaurant that we used
to go to often on Father’s Day
Sunday.

Dad looked good in a new golf
shirt and khaki pants. “I’m playing a
round of golf this afternoon,” he said
once we’d ordered. “Haven’t played
in a while.”

“You’ve been busy,” I said, hoping
I’d opened the door to the subject of
Brenda keeping him occupied for
the last several weeks.

He slipped his napkin onto his lap
and turned serious. “Other than the
fact that I’m dating someone, what
specifically do you have against
Brenda?”

I perked up and dove in. “I think
she’s a gold-digger, Dad. I know
you’re still an attractive man, for your
age,” I added with a slight grin, “and
with your status and owning your
own business, you’re a catch. She
was too eager to hook you and keep
up her luxurious lifestyle.” I sat back
and let my statement sink in.

“I’ll admit to my ego being an easy
mark for a good-looking woman,” he
confessed, then gave me an embar-
rassed look. “You’ll be happy to
know Brenda and are no longer
keeping company.” I gasped and for
clarity, he added, “I broke it off with
her several days ago.”

“Wow,” was all I could think of to
say.

“Brenda’s been after me for weeks
to move in together, preferably at my
house. Her ultimate plan was for
both of us to sell our homes and buy
a place on the golf course.”

“Those houses are top of the line
and so expensive.”

“Don’t I know that,” he said, rub-

bing his face. “A while back I ran into
one of Brenda’s ex-husbands at a
businessman’s meeting. He was
eager to warn me away from her, let-
ting me know how she’s gone
through all the money she’d received
from their divorce. By the time she’d
latched onto him, she’d also run

through the previous ex-husband’s
money as well. After our trip to the
car dealership with Brenda and the
girls, Shanna asked me to co-sign for
a car loan on a luxury model she’d

had her eye on. That opened my
eyes a bit and I did some discrete
sleuthing about Brenda’s finances. I
discovered her house has a second
mortgage on it and she’s in debt up
to her eyeballs.” He rubbed a hand
over his face. “When I realized I

wasn’t willing to deal with those
kinds of issues at my stage of life, I
also came to the conclusion that I

was more infatuated with Brenda
than in love with her. And I started
questioning her sincerity and
motives. I told her we needed a break
and she seemed to understand.”

I wanted to cheer but I remained
calm. “A break is good, Dad.”

He huffed a breath. “Seems like
Brenda has already found solace. A
few days ago, I saw her being
escorted out of a restaurant by
Malcom Styles.”

“Malcom Styles! He’s at least
eighty and in poor health.” My eyes
narrowed. “But he’s very wealthy.”

“She once mentioned how against
prenuptial agreements she was. I’m
sure old Malcom is happy to have a
trophy on his arm these days and
doesn’t care about such things as
legalities.”

“I honestly can’t say I’m sorry things
worked out this way for you, Dad.”

He smiled, a genuine one this time.

“I’m not sorry either, Dora. It’s all for
the best, believe me. And I’ve learned
a lesson from this experience.” He
raised his ice tea glass. “I hereby
declare romantic entanglements on

the part of either father or daughter to
be open and honest. We’re allowed
to give a simple opinion at the onset
of said relationships, but to allow
nature to take place naturally with an

occasional opinion now and then.

Let’s trust each other’s instincts.

We’ll put Brenda in the same catego-

ry as Tripp. You learned a valuable
lesson from his being less than truth-

ful and I learned all I needed to know
about Brenda’s self-indulgence and
lack of financial judgement before it
caused me problems. Let’s hope any
future woman in my life is as good a
choice as your Clark is.”

I raised my glass and clinked his,
glad to have Dad back on track.

“Here’s to a happy Father’s Day
and only good life lessons from now
on.”                                                 I

We grew to love that little girl so
much. I would take care of her half
the time and Perry and Serena the
other half. Perry and I would some-

times meet up with Gayle for activi-

ties that we used to do when our
boys were babies. We’d strap Gayle
in the old stroller that Perry had dug
out of the attic and cleaned up to
take her for long walks in the same
park we had enjoyed in “the good
ol’ days.”

Perry once confided in me during
one of these walks that he and
Serena were having marriage trou-

bles. She never wanted to be a
mother and especially not at this
age. I felt sorry for her, knowing that
she didn’t sign up for any of this.

None of us had. But I felt sorrier for
Perry who was just trying to be the
best sudden grandfather he could.

We never know what life is going to
throw at us and he was a good man,
deserving of support from his
spouse. Since he didn’t seem to be
getting much backing in that
regard, I did my best to be extra
supportive and caring towards him
when we saw each other. In time,
the old wounds from our divorce
and the hurt that led up to it began

to close and I felt a friendship form-

ing between us.

We breathed a collective sigh of
relief at Gayle’s appointment when

the doctor told us that so far, there
were no signs of mother-to-baby
passed drug effects.

Of course, she wasn’t out of the
clear yet. Tests would need to be
conducted as Gayle grew to see if
any drug exposure had caused
cognitive performance or informa-

tion-processing deficits in her brain.

Still, we were thrilled with the good
news so far and so, so happy for
Gayle and her future.

Perry and I felt confident that we
could co-parent Gayle and even

though we weren’t sure what would
happen when Barrett and Tessa
were released, we knew that no
sensible judge would send a baby
back to such unfit parents.

But unbelievably, they regained
custody almost as soon as they60
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were released. Perry and I vowed to
the courts that we would fight for
her, no matter what it took.

Within a year, Serena left Perry
because she claimed the constant
court battles for Gayle consumed
him. I also think that she was jeal-
ous because he and I had been

spending so much time together,
for Gayle’s sake. I felt a pang of
regret because I just wanted to see
Perry happy.

“It wasn’t just that,” Perry told me
at lunch one day after I told him how
sorry I was about his divorce. We
often got together for lunch to dis-

cuss Gayle. “We’ve been growing
apart for years.”

“Still, I’m sorry, Perry,” I had told
him while he had shrugged and
taken another bite of his salad.

Not soon after Perry’s divorce,
we learned from Barrett’s social
worker that Tessa had overdosed in
a seedy motel.

I cried. “Was Gayle there?” I asked
frantically. “Did she see any of it?”

She was then two years old and
Perry and I had gotten temporary
custody of her whenever Barrett
and Tessa were arrested or had
CPS show up. But Gayle was
always ripped away from us to be
reunited with them.

“I don’t have the details,” the
social worker told us.

We fought harder than ever,
teaming up to get petitions signed
and hosted fundraisers for the best
lawyers to fight for Gayle’s release
from Barrett. We spent countless
nights researching child protection

laws and state codes. But over and
over again, just when we thought
we would win custody of our grand-

daughter, the courts allowed her to
say with our drug-addicted son.

Perry and I never lost sight of the
true victim who was caught up in

the horrible mess: sweet little Gayle,
who was a sensitive and darling
child. I thought my heart had gone
through all it could take, with
Barrett’s addiction and my divorce
from Perry but seeing Gayle cry
when they came to take her back to
Barrett was a whole new level of
pain. I knew that Perry was right; we
had to do whatever it took to get
Gayle.

The doorbell rang, pulling me out
of the bittersweet memories that
had consumed my life.

“Hi Meryl.” Perry stood on the
front porch, looking weary and a bit
worse for the wear but still hand-

some. In his hands, he held a canis-

ter of the gourmet coffee that I

loved so much and a half-gallon of
pea milk. “Fuel,” he said. “I had a
feeling that we’re going to need it.”

I smiled at my former husband,
my friend, my new partner in the
biggest fight of our lives.

As he fired up his laptop, I stirred
pea milk into steaming mugs of cof-
fee and brought them over to the
kitchen table next to a plate of
almond cookies.

“Hey,” Perry said, taking the mug
I set by him. “This old thing.”

I looked at the big blue and white
mug and laughed.

“Oh yeah,” I said, looking down at
my own large red and white mug.

We had picked them out from a
souvenir shop on our honeymoon in
Mazatlán. “They’re still the biggest
ones in the cupboard.”

He smiled at me fondly before
turning back to his computer.

A few hours and a whole lot of cof-
fee and cookies later, we had checked
into the laws and retained the services
of a reputable private investigator to
check in on Barrett and Gayle. This
investigator had experience in similar
custody situations.

“So now it’s just hurry up and
wait, right?” I asked, pushing the
cookie plate away.

Perry nodded. “That’s pretty
much it,” he said. “I was also read-

ing that it would greatly help to have
one dedicated home for Gayle
ready to go. We both have rooms
for her in our homes but we should
consolidate her things into one
room.”

“That makes sense,” I said.

“What do you have in mind? We
can use her room here since it’s
plenty big and she has her own

bathroom.”
“I think that’s best,” he said. “This

is a great home for children.”
We stood in silence for a few

moments, looking around and feeling
the memories swirl around us. I

wiped a tear away and was surprised
to feel the weight of Perry’s arms as
he pulled me into a deep hug.

I exhaled the biggest breath I

didn’t know I had been holding and
looked up at him.

“It’ll all be okay, Meryl,” he said.

“This time it will be, I promise.”
He didn’t disappoint. We present-

ed the court with photos that hurt to
look at. The investigator had plenty
of shots of Gayle wearing no shoes
or socks standing on the ground of
a filthy motel parking lot, wearing
clothes that didn’t fit and looking a
few days shy of a bath. He had
statements from various people
from the motel owner to “acquain-

tances” of Barrett that were willing
to testify in court that he was an

unfit parent.
It wasn’t fast and it wasn’t easy

but in the end, Perry and I gained
permanent custody of Gayle. When

we picked her up, all three of us
hugged and cried for what seemed
like hours. We took her home to get
her bathed and into new, clean

clothes before taking her out to
lunch to celebrate.

“I never want to be away from
Nana and Gramps ever again!” she
said.

“Never,” Perry and I said at the
same time. We looked at each other
and smiled. It was a promise that
both of us were happy to make.

Later that same day, I asked
Perry to move out of his condo and
back in the home that was too big
for just Gayle and I and he gracious-

ly accepted.

Perry, Gayle and I fell into a lovely
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routine that brought the love back
into my heart and I began to real-
ly live again and enjoy life. Perry,
who slept in the guest room, and I
were amazing teammates togeth-

er. Occasionally our older son

would visit our modge-podge
new family and Gayle loved to get
spoiled by her Uncle Maxon and
the presents he would bring her
from New York City where he
works as an investment banker.

Then came the day when we
decided to enjoy a simple picnic
in the park. Perry had packed a
basket for us. It was a gorgeous
June afternoon—one year to the
day that Perry and I went to battle
with the private investigator to get
Gayle back.

“Gayle, get the cake for Nana,
will you?” he asked.

Gayle looked at him with a huge
gap-toothed grin.

“Cake?” I asked. “I didn’t know
this would turn into such a fancy
picnic.”

Little Gayle with Perry’s help,
lifted out a small white pastry
box. Through the clear window, I
saw a heart-shaped cake with
words written in frosting.

I opened the top of the cake box
to make sure the words said what I
thought—and hoped they did.

NANA, WILL YOU MARRY GRAMPS

AGAIN?
I stared at those frosted words

until I thought I could speak with-

out crying.

I looked over to see that Perry
was on bended knee on the pic-

nic blanket in front of me. Gayle
was practically jumping up and
down behind him.

“What do you say to a second
t ime around, Meryl?” Perry
asked, holding out his grand-

mother’s antique ring that I gave
back after the divorce.

Now Perry and I are re-married,
lov ing l ife the second t ime
around, with our beloved Gayle,
world’s best flower girl. We still
hold out hope that Barrett will get
sober one day and come back to
us but for now, the best gift we
can give him is to raise Gayle the
way that she deserves to be
raised.                                        I

“I just found out this week where he
was. I’ve been worried sick about
him.”

She looked angry and worried at
the same time. Apparently, he
hadn’t told her what he was doing,
and I wondered how she found out
where he was. Her tone of voice
made me think there might be
something wrong with Andy we
hadn’t noticed yet. Nuisance? Did
she consider him a nuisance?

“Not at all,” I said quickly. “It’s
been fascinating to see him and
Mom reconnect with each other.
Your Dad is a very special person.” I
was surprised at myself for rising so
swiftly to his defense.

“Yes, he certainly is,” she
snapped, “and I don’t want to see
him dragged back into the past. You
have no idea how hard it was for him
to lose the ability to play football,
and anything from that time of his
life reminds him of it.

“Mother had tried her best to turn
him to another career field when

they first married. but he wouldn’t
listen. He could have been a top-

notch attorney or stock broker on

Wall Street that would have paid a
lot more money without bringing all
the painful memories, but all he
could think of was football. He
doesn’t need any more reminders,
and I’ve learned your Mom is a big
reminder. Mother and I have spent
years helping him cope. Now that
she’s gone, it’s up to me to care for
him and see that he doesn’t return
to that painful time when he was so
depressed.”

I stared at her not knowing what
to say. What she said reminded me
of a school friend of mine who had
suffered severe back injuries in a car
accident when she was a toddler.
She would always have trouble
walking, and her mother smothered
her with protection and pity. As a
result, she never learned how to
compensate for her disability and
live a productive life. It made me
wonder what kind of relationship
Andy had with his family.

The right words finally came.

“Why don’t you come to supper with

us tonight and see for yourself. Andy
and Mom will be here, and I think
you might be surprised to see how
she affects him. Supper’s at six.”

She hesitated, then said frostily,
“All right. We’ll see what’s best for
him.” She turned and walked out
without another word.

I wished I had time before tonight
to find out how Andy felt about his
life and family. I had a feeling it
wouldn’t be the same as what
Glenda described. I couldn’t believe
what she seemed to imply about
him, and I couldn’t stop new ques-

tions flooding my mind. Did he have
a serious clinical depression? Was
he ever hospitalized because of it?
Did he have spells when he went off
the rails? I would certainly not want
Mom to have to deal with that. To be
fair, should I tell Andy that his
daughter is coming?

There was not time for answers or
to change the menu for dinner. All I
did was put a small arrangement of
flowers and another place setting on

the table. I would have to wing it and
hope for the best. I had told Mom
she was coming, and I called Andy
and told him.

Mom greeted her warmly when

she arrived a few minutes early.

“I’m so happy to meet you,” Mom
said shaking her hand. “Andy has not
told me much about his family except
that they were always there for him.

I’ve been hoping I’d soon have the
chance to get to know you.”

“Yes, well, I came a little early to
let you know some things about
Father he probably hasn’t told you,”
she said curtly. “He requires a lot of
care and attention.”

Mom’s eyebrows went up.

“Really? It seems to me he’s doing
remarkably well. His leg hardly both-

ers him at all.”
Glenda nodded. “That’s what he

likes to pretend. He has a rigorous
routine he has to follow to keep the
improvement he’s gained.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hear-
ing. It’s been what—thirty years or
so since his injury. Surely his bones
would have completely healed by
now. What is she trying to do?

Mom smiled and said smoothly,
“Why don’t we wait until he comes
to talk about this. Tell us about your-62
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self. Do you have a family?”
She gave us a cold look. “My moth-

er and father were my family. Mom
always made it clear that Dad was
most important. He needed us, and
we had an obligation to help and pro-

tect him. She didn’t encourage me to
have friends, especially boyfriends.

She needed me to help her.”
A chill ran down my spine. What

kind of person was the woman he’d
been married to? If he was so
dependent on her and his daughter,
why did he contact Mom when he
learned Dad had died? More ques-

tions I couldn’t answer. I could only
hope that when he got here all
would become clear.

Seeing that there was no use try-

ing to get information from her, I

busied myself making coffee and
fixing a plate of the shortbread
cookies Mom made this morning.

Glenda accepted the coffee,
refused the cookies, and we all sat
making uneasy small talk waiting for
Andy. When he didn’t appear in thir-
ty minutes, Glenda stood up and
announced, “I’m not going to wait
any longer. He might have had one
of his spells. For his sake, let me
know when he’s here and I’ll come
back,” she said stiffly. She laid a
business card down next to her cof-
fee cup and left.

Spells? He has spells?
I could tell from the look on

Mom’s face, she felt the same relief
and apprehension I did, glad she
was gone, but worried about Andy.

What had happened to keep him
from coming? Was he all right?
Before we could get too worked up,
he was there, full of apologies and
embarrassment.

“I’m so sorry I’m late,” he said
breathlessly when Mom opened the
door. “There was a big accident on

the highway, and traffic was
stopped in all directions. I guess
Glenda has left already.”

The look on Mom’s face when she
gave him a hug plainly showed that
the things his daughter said about
him didn’t change her feelings for
him. “She left a few minutes ago. I
was so worried about you.”

“Sorry I couldn’t call. My phone
was out of power. The last thing it
did was deliver Minnie’s message.

What did Glenda tell you?”
When Mom looked at him uncer-

tainly, he said quickly, “Let me
guess. ‘If it hadn’t been for her and
my mother I wouldn’t be here today.

I mustn’t do or think of anything
related to football or I might have
some kind of mental and emotional
fit. I have to stay on a very strict
regime or I would relapse into a
helpless blob.’ Does that about
cover it?”

I couldn’t stop a grin from sneak-

ing out. He understood exactly what
had happened. It was pretty much
what she’d said, and except for the
fact that his wife and daughter’s
care did have a part in his survival, I
could believe it was all nonsense.

What he said next confirmed it.
“It’s time you heard the whole

story. Yes, my wife was there for
me. She saw me through all the pain

and treatments and emotional tur-
moil of those first two years. The
trouble is she didn’t stop when I got
better. She enjoyed the ‘nurse in

charge’ role and she couldn’t seem
to believe that I was actually healing
physically and mentally. She fussed
and hovered over everything I did,
especially when I decided, against
her advice, to become a coach. She
doubled down on the exercises and
meds and never let me forget I had a
disability. It was only on the football
field with my teams that I felt like a
whole man.”

He paused for a deep breath and
then continued. “When she became
pregnant, she was so shocked I

thought she was going to have a
seizure. ‘I don’t have time for a
baby,’ she kept saying. That was
when my gut feeling told me there
was something not quite right about
her, but with a baby, my child, on

the way, there was nothing I could
do but try to see that she did noth-

ing drastic.”
He paused and I waited silently.

“Oddly enough, the baby helped
restore her balance somewhat.
Glenda arrived in due time and, for a
little while, caring for her took my
wife’s mind off me. But by the time
Glenda was three I noticed my wife
had her helping look after me. ‘We
have to take care of poor Daddy
because he’s been hurt,’ was her

most frequent remark to our daugh-

ter. For several years, Glenda
thought my name was Poor Daddy.

They smothered me with care and
what they thought was love. More
than once I seriously considered
divorce, but every time I saw
Glenda’s smile I couldn’t bring
myself to leave her alone with my
wife. I finally accepted the situation

and just stayed out of their way as
much as I could, spending more
time at work and less at home.

“When my wife died three years
ago with an unexpected aneurism, I
admit I felt both relief and sorrow.

But I wasn’t entirely free. Glenda
had learned her mother’s lessons
well, and she took over my ‘care’.”

He stopped, then said sadly, “I

was hoping you’d never have to
know all that.”

Mom sighed deeply and reached
over and took his hand. “The Andy I
know doesn’t need any full-time
care. He is a courageous fighter who
has overcome a dreadful injury to
both his body and soul. It is I who
needs help to cope with my world. I
am not the kind who likes to live
alone. Minnie is precious and impor-
tant to me, but she has her own

family to care for. Thank you for
telling me.” She paused then said
gently, “Do you think we can forgive
and forget the past? Glenda needs
your help, too. She’s a lovely
woman who needs a future of her
own. With you safely taken care of
and with encouragement from both
of us, she can do it, and we have a
second chance to enjoy the rest of
our life together. Let’s not waste it.”

Andy looked at her with such love
and gratitude in his eyes I almost
missed the gleam of tears on his
cheek.

“I somehow knew when I saw your
husband’s obituary that it was the
right thing to do to call you. Do you
think it’s possible we can make up
for all those lost years?” he asked.

“Of course it’s possible,” Mom
said firmly.

They sat there gazing into each
other’s eyes with such intensity it
seemed they’d drifted into another
world. I knew in my heart I didn’t
have to worry about my mother with
her boyfriend anymore.                    I 63
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I have never loved another man like the 

love I have for my father. He was the best 

dad. He worked a 9-5 job, but he always 

had energy and loved to run around the 

neighborhood with me and my brother 

after work.

 We’d play basketball in the cul-de-sac 

and baseball down the street—he was 

always so energetic!

 Who would’ve known testicular cancer 

would claim the life of such a vigorous, 

loving husband and father.

 Every day, I miss him, but I still have 

many mementos from him. On Father’s 

Day, I make sure I take a moment, pull out 

his baseball mitt and hit one, “out of the 

park” as he’d say, just for him.

 I miss you, Daddy, and I’m so happy 

you’re in Heaven. Love, your baby girl.

—Elma G., Florida
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Rock ‘n’ Roll™—loved by millions around the world. It’s a treasure to be cherished for years to come! This 
commemorative collection is meticulously crafted to re-create dynamic scenes from life and career of Elvis 
Presley™, from his childhood in Tupelo to the early recordings to his Hollywood glory and the triumph of 
his brilliant concerts.  Each fully sculpted scene is handcrafted and hand painted for the utmost in accuracy.  
And each has a fi tting place around the collection’s illuminated and musical centerpiece that plays “Love 
Me Tender” and other famous Elvis hits at the touch of a switch!

Begin your collection with these memorable scenes...
Your heirloom-quality collection begins with Set One, “Tupelo, MS” and “Overnight Success” that can be 
yours today at the incredibly attractive price of only $59.97*, payable in three installments of just $19.99 each, 
the fi rst billed before shipment. Subsequent shipments—including the centerpiece and other sets of two 
scene dioramas—will be billed separately at the same low price and shipped about every other month.  You 
may cancel at any time and our best-in-the-business 365-day guarantee assures your satisfaction.

Not available in any store. 
ACT NOW!

To get your Life of Elvis™ Tribute Collection at its remarkable low issue price, you need send no money now. 
Complete and mail the Reservation Application today!
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Life of Elvis™ 
Tribute Collection
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Musical!

NOT AVAILABLE 

IN ANY STORE!

Shown much smaller than actual size, with Life 
of Elvis scenes approximately 4.25" x 3" and 

centerpiece display (Shipment 3) 8" x 6.5".  A fi ne 
collectible, suitable for ages 14 and older.

Shipment One: 
“Tupelo, MS” and 

“Overnight Success”

ELVIS™ and ELVIS PRESLEY™ are trademarks of 
ABG EPE IP LLC

Rights of Publicity and Persona Rights: 
Elvis Presley Enterprises, LLC

© 2015 ABG EPE IP LLC  elvis.com

www.bradfordexchange.com/LifeofElvis


