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The Mother’s Day Crown
 
CAROLYN BROWN
 





CHAPTER ONE
 
“I feel as free as a bird.” Dotty held up a hand to high-five her best friend, Winnie.
 
The crack when they slapped hands could be heard all up and down the halls of the Pecan Valley Retirement Center. A smile deepened the wrinkles around Dotty’s mouth and bright blue eyes. “It’s liberating, not to think about mowing the lawn and making sure the plants are watered this summer, ain’t it? But I thought Monica was going to cry when I handed her the keys and the paperwork.”
 
“She’ll settle into the change, and didn’t I tell you how good it would feel to be free of all that stuff?” Winnie eased down on the brown and orange plaid sofa. “It’s like making peace with the fact that we’re both happy as baby piglets in a fresh mudhole right here in this retirement home. We should’ve done this five years ago. You are welcome.”
 
“For what?” Dotty asked.
 
“Putting our names on the list to live here,” Winnie answered.
 
“I suppose you’re going to lord it over me like you do that trophy for the best afghan, aren’t you?” Dotty sighed.
 
“Yep, I am,” Winnie said, nodding. “If you’d have agreed to come with me, you wouldn’t have had to wait three months for an apartment, but oh, no, you weren’t leaving your home. They gave your place to someone else, and you had to be lonely for all those weeks. So, you are welcome for me putting both our names on the list, and for me begging the supervisor here to put your name back at the top when this place came open. If it hadn’t been for that, you wouldn’t live here, and you wouldn’t even have a chance to be Mother of the Year.”
 
“I want that Mother’s Day crown so bad.” Dotty sat down in the recliner she’d brought from her house three months ago and hit the button on the side to raise the footrest. “I’m going to wear the fancy blue dress that I bought for Monica’s wedding at the Mother’s Day party. Promise me you’ll take a picture of Gladys’s face when they put the crown on me.” She reached up with both hands and set an imaginary crown on her thick, curly hair.
 
“Pshh!” Winnie cut her brown eyes over at Dotty. “I told you not to buy that dress. The way your granddaughter is dragging her feet when it comes to commitment, that dress will be old, faded, and out of date by the time she gets around to walkin’ down the aisle. She might even end up being an old maid, and you’ll never have them great-grandkids you want so bad.”
 
Dotty shook a bony finger at Winnie. “You can blame your grandson for the way my granddaughter shies away from relationships. Tyler broke her heart, and she’s never gotten over it.”
 
“Hmmph,” Winnie snorted. “That was ten years ago. She needs to grow up, and you’re not going to need to wear that dress anyway, because I’m going to win the crown. I was here a week before you finally made up your mind to join me, so I’m the senior resident of the two of us, and besides, I’m prettier and nicer than you.”
 
“You are not,” Dotty argued. “And them combs that hold the crown on need someone with enough hair to keep the thing from fallin’ off. You ain’t got enough hair left to even hold the dang thing in place.”
 
“I’ll superglue it to my head and sleep in it if I win,” Winnie told her, “and I’m wearing the pink dress that I wore on Easter. Your blue dress is way too fancy for the Mother’s Day party. Didn’t you see the pictures on the bulletin board in the dining room? The women were all dressed semi-casual, kind of like they were fixin’ to go to Sunday school.”
 
“Then I’ll bring some class to the party,” Dotty said, “and I’m going to get more votes than you do.”
 
“Like you did when I won the blue ribbon at the fair for my afghan.” Winnie shot a dirty look at her best friend.
 
“It’s my turn to win, since you got the prize for the best afghan,” Dotty argued.
 
“You goin’ to stuff the ballot box,” Winnie countered.
 
“Every resident only gets one vote—period,” Dotty reminded her. “I’ll vote for you if you vote for me. That way, maybe we can beat out Gladys with our joined forces. She’s got five crowns lined up on the shelf in her room, already.”
 
“She’s been here ten years, so everyone knows her, and they say she’s”—Winnie’s voice went an octave higher—“ ‘just the sweetest thing ever,’ or something like that. I’m going to prove that I’m just as lovable as she is.”
 
“I’ll just sit back and watch y’all try to outdo me.” Dotty narrowed her eyes and thought about ways to garner more votes. “We could get Monica and Tyler to vote every time they come to see us, because visitors get a vote a day.”
 
“Great idea.” Winnie nodded. “But remember, the staff gets two votes each a day. Gladys has a bowl of hard candy in her apartment that she offers the nurses and aides, and even the cleaning staff, when they come in to see her.”
 
“Is there anything in the rules that say we can’t bribe votes with candy and food?” Dotty asked.
 
“Not that I ever read in the booklet they gave me when I checked into this place, and Gladys can have her old hard candy.” Winnie giggled. “I’ve got one of them two-pound bags of miniature candy bars in my room. I bet the folks like chocolate better than peppermints.”
 
Dotty shot a dirty look toward Winnie. Some best friend she was.
 
“What’s that for?” Winnie asked.
 
“You didn’t tell me that you had candy bars,” Dotty answered. “I’m going to call Monica and tell her to bring mini-cupcakes tomorrow.”
 
“I’m not stupid. You’ve always been competitive, so I got a head start on you,” Winnie declared. “I even give the cleaning folks chocolate, ’cause they get two votes a day, too, just like the doctors and nurses. And since my grandson Tyler is the resident PA here at the center, he can vote three times a day. I’m going back across the hall to my place. Come on over, and we’ll watch our soap opera after lunch.”
 
“You’d like that, wouldn’t you? That way, if anyone comes in, you can give them a candy bar, and they’ll vote for you. I’ll just watch our soap at my place until after Mother’s Day, thank you very much.” Dotty had no doubt that she would miss Winnie. They’d watched their program together for the past twenty years. But the game was on, and Dotty had her heart set on that crown, which was way prettier than the blue ribbon and trophy Winnie got for her afghan.
 
“You aren’t nice even to me, and I’m your best friend, so I don’t think you’ll need to wear that blue dress.” Winnie got up slowly and left the room.
 
Dotty pulled her phone out of her pocket and called Monica.
 
“Hello, Nana,” her granddaughter answered. “Is everything all right? Have you changed your mind?”
 
“Hell, no!” Dotty said. “I’m at peace with my decision. Where are you right now?”
 
“At the grocery store, buying supplies for a couple of weeks,” Monica answered. “Do you need something?”
 
“Yep, I want a dozen of those miniature cupcakes brought to me every day for the next two weeks. You can bring the first dozen tomorrow, and if they don’t have nice ones there, then you can make some for me. There’s a mini-cupcake pan in the cabinet to the right of the stove,” Dotty answered. “I’m going to win that Mother’s Day crown just to prove to Winnie that I’m nicer than she is.”
 
“Good grief!” Monica sighed. “Are you two competing, again?”
 
“Yes, we are,” Dotty answered, “and this time, I’m going to win. I intend to wear that crown on Mother’s Day here at Pecan Valley and get my picture on the bulletin board in the lobby. That way, she can’t hold that trophy she got for her afghan at the county fair over my head any longer.”
 
“Nana, you two have been best friends for most of your lives,” Monica reminded her. “Why can’t you stop this competition?”
 
“Because we have so much fun, and it makes things exciting. I won five bucks last week when I bet her that Gladys and Harry were in a relationship,” Dotty bragged.
 
Monica gasped. “Nana! Those two old people have to be at least ninety.”
 
“Both of them are eighty years old,” Dotty corrected her. “They’re the same age me and Winnie are. They ain’t lived a righteous life like me and Winnie, so God aged them worse than He did us.”
 
“Are you jealous? Do you have a little crush on Harry? And with all this arguing you and Winnie do, how can you say you’re closer to God than Gladys?” Monica teased.
 
“Hell, no!” Dotty’s voice went up to the screeching she made when she saw a mouse dart across the floor. “I’m not jealous, and me and Winnie is like sisters. We argue and bicker, but God help anyone who tries to get between us. We’ll join forces and take them down. And honey, I’m not falling in love, and if I did, it would be with a guy who doesn’t need a walker, and who has his own teeth. I’d need a little more from a man if I was going to let him bounce my bed springs.”
 
“Nana!” Monica gasped again. “What has got over you? You and Winnie cleaned the church and never missed a Sunday. I’ve never heard you talk about sex or what goes on in the bedroom.”
 
Dotty laughed so hard that she snorted. “Honey”—she wiped her eyes with her shirt sleeve—“you should’ve been a fly on the wall and listened to some of those conversations while we were cleaning the church. It’s a wonder lightning bolts didn’t come out of the sky, shoot through the rafters, and turn us both into a pile of ashes right there between the pews. I’ve got to go now. My game show is coming on television. Don’t forget to bring those cupcakes.”
 
“Will do,” Monica said. “See you in the morning.”
 
“Bye now.” Dotty ended the call, picked up the remote, and turned on the TV.
 
* * *
 
“She’s still alive and just as sassy as ever,” Monica said, sighing as she parked her car in the driveway of her Nana’s house between Bells and Luella, Texas. “Then why does this feel so final?”
 
She didn’t have an answer, so she slung open the car door and marched across the yard. The roses were in desperate need of some tender loving care. There were cat prints in the dust on the porch, and next week, she would have to either mow the lawn or pay someone to do it for her. If Nana had been there, the roses would have looked like they were ready to be photographed for a magazine, and the porch would have been shiny clean.
 
She fished around in her purse for the key ring her grandmother had given her when she went by the assisted living center located in Bells that morning. Just having the keys in her hand meant that Nana had decided to “try” the facility with her friend Winnie, and she wasn’t coming back home. Nana was going to stay at the Pecan Valley Retirement Center for the rest of her days.
 
Tears flowed down Monica’s cheeks and dripped onto her T-shirt. Change was one of the few things she hated, and inheriting Nana’s house and what was left in it would be a huge change in Monica’s world. She opened the old wooden screen door, and memories of all the times she had slammed that door flashed through her mind.
 
Monica Joanne, how many times have I told you not to slam the door? Nana’s voice was clear in her head.
 
“But, Nana, we didn’t have a door like this at our house, and it’s so much fun to slam it and then see if I can jump off the porch before I hear the noise.” More tears dammed up behind her eyes as she looked down at the keys. The whole place now belonged to her—kit and kaboodle, as Nana had said. She’d be responsible for keeping the lawn, taking care of the roses, and making sure to wash the cat prints off the front porch. THE BEST GRANDMA IN THE WORLD fob on the key ring was telling the absolute truth. Dorothy Allen, aka Dotty or Nana, was the best and always would be, but Monica didn’t think she should be in an assisted living center, even if she was eighty years old.
 
“Hey! Are you going to live here or rent the place out?” Tyler Magee yelled from the other side of the picket yard fence.
 
“That would be none of your business,” Monica said through clenched teeth. Winnie had deeded her place over to Tyler, and Monica had prayed the whole way from Sherman to Luella that he had already sold it and moved to Siberia or maybe somewhere in the middle of Africa.
 
“I heard that Dotty gave you her house this morning?” Tyler pressured. “I’ve been sorting through things that Granny left behind and haven’t even made a dent. I’ve been going through stuff over here a little at a time. I couldn’t decide whether to rent the place out or live here, but this past week, I made up my mind to move in. They won’t let me have pets in the house I’m renting, and I promised to take care of Granny’s cat, so . . .” He shrugged. “Besides, I like the peace and quiet out here in the country.”
 
Evidently, God had better things to do today than listen to her prayers, or maybe He felt kind of sorry for Siberia and Africa and didn’t want to inflict a two-timing—she blushed at the name she was about to call him—on either place.
 
“So do I,” Monica said as she unlocked the door and disappeared into the house. She stopped inside the door and took a deep breath. The scent of lavender, Nana’s favorite fragrance, still lingered. The living room looked empty now that the outdated orange and brown plaid sofa and Nana’s recliner were gone. The only piece of furniture left in the room was an old, wooden rocker with wide arms. Monica slumped down into it and sighed. “Why, Lord, would you do this to me?”
 
Don’t be blamin’ God for Tyler and Raylene Carter’s mistakes, scolded Nana’s voice in her head.
 
“But God could have struck Raylene’s conscience,” she grumbled, “or maybe set just a little fire under her butt to let her know where she was headed if she did something so mean.”
 
She glanced around at the bare walls. Light spots and lots and lots of nail holes dotted them where Nana had taken pictures down. Monica hated to paint, but before she moved in, she would have to either do it herself or hire it done, and she was way too tight with her money to pay someone to do what she was capable of doing herself.
 
She pushed up out of the rocking chair and went to the kitchen. She ran her hand over the yellow-topped chrome table with its four matching chairs. One of her earliest memories was sitting on a big thick phone book on one of those chairs. The first decision she made that morning was to leave the antique set right where it was. The second was to move out of her apartment in Denison and into this house.
 
* * *
 
Tyler knew that he should be in the house figuring out what to donate to the women’s shelter in Sherman and what to keep, but after seeing Monica, he needed a moment. He sat down on the porch swing and let his mind wander back to the biggest mistake he had ever made in his entire life.
 
That would have been ten years ago, when he let Raylene Carter talk him into going into Nana Allen’s garage with her during their early graduation party. That started a mess that was like a small snowball rolling down a hill. By the time it got to the bottom, it was as big as a boulder.
 
Raylene backed him up against the wall and kissed him with lots and lots of tongue. He didn’t even realize that she was unbuttoning his shirt until she pulled it over his shoulders. She had his belt undone, his pants unzipped, and her hand inside his underwear when Monica flipped on the light.
 
“Busted!” Raylene giggled.
 
Monica’s face turned scarlet. Tears sprang from her eyes and ran down her cheeks. Then she simply flipped the light back off and closed the door.
 
“I guess that means you’re needing a date to the prom now.” Raylene removed her hand. “Pick me up at six. I’m wearing red, and I don’t like roses, so get me a white orchid for my corsage.”
 
He had tried to talk to Monica, but she wouldn’t even speak to him, and being the stupid young guy he was at that time, he had taken Raylene to the prom. He had been miserable all night, especially when he found out that Raylene had deliberately caused the problem because Monica had beat her out for the valedictorian honor.
 
“If I couldn’t be number one, then she deserved to suffer, so I broke y’all up,” Raylene had told him when they got to the prom.
 
“That was downright mean,” he told her.
 
“I worked hard to be valedictorian. I’m going to a private after-party, and you’re not invited, so I’ll be ready to go home at eleven o’clock. You can drop me at my house, but don’t expect a goodnight kiss,” she’d said bluntly.
 
Granny’s calico cat, Sheba, hopped up onto his lap, turned around a few times, then curled up and closed her eyes. Winnie had given him specific instructions about what to feed her and how to take care of her when she’d given him the house.
 
“She’s a good cat, and a wonderful mouser, so you take care of her. That’s the only thing I’m asking you to do. I don’t care what you keep or what you give away, whether you live in the house all the time, part of the time, or sell it. Just don’t give Sheba away or take her to a shelter,” Granny had said.
 
“You missin’ her?” Tyler rubbed the sleeping cat’s fur. “Me, too, but I miss Monica even more. I can go visit with Granny, but Monica won’t even talk to me—not even after ten years.”
 
She’s not ever going to talk to you if you don’t make an effort, the pesky voice in his head said. You were the one who messed up, so you should be the one to try to make it right.
 
“I did try for a whole summer,” he muttered.
 
Sheba opened one eye and growled.
 
“So, you’re not on my side, either,” he said, and sighed. “Okay, I get the message.”
 
He set the cat on the porch swing, took a deep breath, and slowly walked down the steps and across the yard. Just as he opened the gate separating the Magee and the Allen properties, Monica came out of the house and headed to her car. She popped open the trunk and picked up two bags of groceries.
 
Tyler sucked in another lungful of air and let it out slowly as he unfastened the gate and headed toward her car. She was on the porch when he picked up the last three bags and started toward the house with them.
 
“What are you doing?” she asked.
 
“Being a good neighbor,” he said, smiling. “We’re going to live next door to each other. We might as well be civil, for our grandmothers’ sakes if nothing else. It would break both of their hearts if we wouldn’t even speak to each other or help each other out when we get in a bind.”
 
“I suppose it would.” She nodded. “Just put the bags on the kitchen table, and thank you.”
 
Tyler chuckled.
 
“What’s so funny?” Monica asked.
 
“I was just wondering if you’re going to keep this kitchen table and chairs. Granny has a red one just like it, and I can’t give it up. I’m going to sell the one in my rental house and keep hers because of the memories. Do you remember how many times we rolled homemade play dough out on either table when we were little kids? Or had milk and cookies, or came in from playing in the snow and had hot chocolate and popcorn at one or the other of these tables?” he asked as he set the bags down.
 
Monica whipped around, and her brown eyes locked with his. “Tyler, I remember everything—even the things that I wish I could forget.”
 
“I apologized dozens of times.” He blinked and looked out the window at a couple of squirrels playing in a pecan tree.
 
“Sometimes, it’s too late for an apology.” She unloaded one of the bags into the cabinet.
 
“Even after ten years?” he asked.
 
“Especially after that long! I still have trouble with commitment and trust,” she told him. “We were best friends, and then you were my boyfriend, and then . . .”
 
“And then we were more, and I let Raylene ruin it, but I can’t blame her totally. I was stupid enough to let her entice me into that garage, so part of it’s my fault,” he finished for her. “Can we, at least, be neighbors and maybe friends?”
 
“Let’s start with neighbors and see how that goes,” she answered.
 
“Fair enough.” He motioned toward the walls with a flick of his hand. “Since we’re neighbors, do you want some help painting before you move in? We could swap off evenings. I’ll help you until we get this place done, and then you can help me.”
 
Monica hesitated so long that he figured she was going to refuse, but she finally said, “I hate to paint, so I’ll take you up on that offer.”
 
Tyler could hardly contain his excitement, but he just nodded. This was a step in the right direction, but he sure didn’t want to spook her or do anything that might make her change her mind.
 
Second chances, even minor ones, didn’t come along very often, and he wasn’t about to jeopardize anything.

 



CHAPTER TWO
 
Monica punched in the code at the door of the assisted living center and was passing the nurse’s desk when a lady called out to her. “Miss Allen, our manager wants to talk to you. Follow me, please.”
 
Sweet Jesus in heaven, Monica thought. Has Nana already been kicked out of this place?
 
The woman led her down a hallway and knocked on a door. A brass plate said GLORIA CALDWELL, SUPERVISOR.
 
“Miss Allen.” Gloria stood up and rounded her cluttered desk with an outstretched hand. “I’m so glad to meet you. Dotty and Winnie are fitting in so well here, and they are such fun to have around. They bring the morale up for everyone in the center.”
 
Monica breathed a heavy sigh of relief and shook hands with the tall, thin woman. “Thank you so much.”
 
“Dotty tells me you’re a registered nurse and that you are going to be living in Luella.” Gloria smiled and went back to sit in her chair. “Please have a seat.” She motioned to the wing-back chairs in front of her desk.
 
Monica set her tote bag on the floor and eased down into one of the chairs. “Thank you again, and yes, ma’am, I’m an RN. I work in Denison at a nursing home, but I’ve taken my two-week vacation to get Nana’s place ready for me to move into.”
 
“I’m going to have a position for an RN opening in a month. I’d sure like for you to think about applying for the job,” Gloria said. “Leona, our day shift RN, is retiring on June first, and I’d like to hire someone young to take her place. We don’t have a big turnover in staff. Most of our employees have been here for years. Leona was here when I took this job, and I’ve been at Pecan Valley twenty years. Would you think about it? Of course, there’s the usual vetting business. Background checks and references, but you’ve already done all that, so you know the ropes.”
 
Monica’s mind ran in circles. The commute would be less than ten minutes, and she would have a day shift, as opposed to her current job working from three to eleven, getting home just before midnight.
 
“It’s surely something to think about, but what about the fact that my grandmother is a resident here?” Monica asked. “Will that pose a problem?”
 
“Not really,” Gloria answered. “Your job description wouldn’t put you in daily contact with the residents. Their primary care is handled by LPNs and aides. You would oversee those staff members and do a lot of paperwork. You’d have your own office and be on hand if Dr. Magee needed assistance with an emergency.”
 
“Dr. Magee?” Monica asked.
 
“Tyler Magee is our day shift physician’s assistant. He works closely with the staff at the hospital and routinely gives each resident a physical. He’s a very nice person, and we’ve been so pleased with his work here at Pecan Valley,” Gloria told her.
 
There’s the kicker! Monica thought. “Can I have some time to think about it?” she asked.
 
“I’m going to stop taking applications next week so that I’ll have a week for interviews and then some time for the vetting process,” Gloria told her.
 
Monica stood up. “I’ll let you know by the end of the week, and thank you for telling me about the opening.”
 
“Fair enough, and you are welcome.” Gloria smiled again. “Before you leave today, go by Leona’s office and visit with her. She’s right across the hall.”
 
“I’ll do that.” Monica left the room and closed the door behind her. Her head still spinning with the pros and cons, she had started toward her grandmother’s wing when the door across the hall opened.
 
“Can I help you?” a short lady with gray hair asked.
 
“You must be Leona. I’m Monica Allen, and Gloria was just telling me that you’re retiring soon,” Monica answered.
 
“Come on into my office.” Leona motioned her inside the room.
 
It wasn’t as big as the room across the hall, but it had a nice view of a flower garden that had been created in the center’s U-shape.
 
“Have a seat,” Leona said. “I have to admit something. I’ve gotten very attached to my patients, including Dotty and Winnie, even though they haven’t been here long. I asked Dr. Magee if he could recommend someone to take my place; someone that would be gentle with the family here. That’s the way I look at these folks. They deserve respect and dignity, not someone who might snap at them and not listen to what they have to say. He told me about you, and Dotty talks about you constantly, so I’ve got some idea of your character.”
 
“Nana is a whole lot biased,” Monica admitted with a smile.
 
“Maybe so, but we’ve got a dozen or so residents here that used to live in Luella. I don’t think they are all biased.” Leona said with a smile. “Think about it, and if you have any questions, just call me.” She passed a business card over to Monica.
 
“Thank you,” Monica said and took the card.
 
She was halfway down the hall when another door opened, and Tyler stepped out with a tablet in his hands. With his dark hair and light blue eyes, he was even more handsome than he’d been in high school. She had managed through the years to avoid him, but it looked as if their paths would cross pretty often, whether she applied for the job at Pecan Valley or not.
 
He flashed a brilliant smile her way. “Good morning. I understand that Gloria and Leona have talked to you about applying for a job here.”
 
“How . . . what . . . I just,” she stammered.
 
“This place is like a tiny village,” Tyler said, chuckling. “Everyone knows everything. Besides, this is exciting news for the residents. A new young RN on day shift is a big thing. So, are you considering applying for the job?”
 
“I haven’t even had time to wrap my head around the idea,” she admitted.
 
“It’s a fantastic place to work, if my opinion means anything,” he said, and waved over his shoulder as he hurried off to the next room.
 
Monica heard music coming from behind one door and laughter from the one across the hall. She didn’t hear a single moan from elderly folks who were bedfast and in pain. “That’s a plus,” she muttered.
 
A little way down the hall, Dotty stepped out of her room. “What are you just standing there for? Did you bring my cupcakes, and what did you tell Gloria?”
 
Monica could hardly believe her eyes. Her grandmother was wearing a royal blue party dress, a crown made of aluminum foil, and mismatched socks. She hurried the rest of the way down the hall and into Nana’s room. “Halloween is over,” she said as she unloaded cupcakes and her grandmother’s favorite cookies into the cabinet in the tiny kitchen.
 
“I know that, silly girl.” Nana opened the package of chocolate cookies, picked up one, and popped the whole thing into her mouth. “I’m practicing my walk down the red carpet for when I’m crowned Mother of the Year in a couple of weeks.”
 
Monica tilted her head to one side. “Is that the crown?”
 
“Of course not. The real one is beautiful and has shiny rhinestones. I just needed something on my head to practice with.” Dotty smiled and reached for another cookie.
 
Monica hoped that if Nana did win the tiara, she didn’t have chocolate between her teeth when she smiled for the bulletin board picture. “Who won the title last year?”
 
“Gladys Garber,” Dotty answered through gritted teeth. “She flirted with your grandpa and tried to break us up when we were in high school. I intend to end her winning streak.”
 
“Oh?” Monica raised an eyebrow. “Tell me more.”
 
“We’d been together since we were thirteen, and it was our senior year. We were getting married that fall after we graduated. Then Gladys got between us, and we almost didn’t make it. Sorry old witch just had her eye on Eddie’s money, not on him,” Dotty said as she paced back and forth across the living room floor. “Walk slow and remember to smile at all the people who’ll be at the celebration,” she coached herself and did a perfect royal wave at all the imaginary people in her apartment.
 
“Grandpa had money?” Monica was almost as amazed by that fact as she was by how much Nana’s story paralleled hers. Evidently, every generation had its share of mean women.
 
“He didn’t, but his folks were a notch above comfortable. His mama had passed away when he was in elementary school, and then his dad died about ten years after we married, leaving the ranch to us. By the time you were born, your grandpa had come down with cancer, so we sold the place and built the little house I gave you,” she said. “But Gladys was mad at me because I got homecoming queen that year, and she wanted to get back at me. Sound familiar?”
 
“Little bit,” Monica answered.
 
“Difference is, I fought for my man, and you walked away from yours.” Dotty made a turn at the door and started back to the other side of the room. “If you’d blacked Raylene’s eye or yanked part of that blond hair out by the roots, you would have felt so much better.”
 
“Did you do that?” Monica asked.
 
Dotty nodded and then had to straighten her crown. “I got off the school bus with her that afternoon and whupped her all the way to her house. We both landed in a mud puddle before it was over. Mama was so mad at me for ruining my dress that she threatened to ground me until she heard what happened. You might have got a little mud in your hair, but I think you could have taken her.”
 
“Nana, I don’t want to have this conversation today,” Monica said.
 
“My theory is that you might as well settle whatever comes up on the day it happens, not ten years down the road.” Dotty went to the refrigerator and poured a glass of milk, picked up the package of cookies, and set them on the coffee table. Then she sat down in her recliner. “But since you don’t want to talk about Raylene, let’s talk about the job that you’re going to apply for.”
 
“I haven’t decided whether I’m going to do that or not.” Monica wondered, if she had lit into Raylene in the garage that night instead of running away, would things have been totally different?
 
“Why not?” Dotty asked. “Please hand me my milk. I’m afraid to try to sit down with it in my hands for fear I’ll slosh it out when I kick my footrest up. I don’t want to ruin my pretty dress.”
 
Monica picked up the glass and put it in Dotty’s hand, and then took a seat on the sofa.
 
“Thank you,” Dotty said, and took a sip. “And exactly why wouldn’t you apply for the job? It’s a day job, and the patients are all mobile to some degree.” She tucked her chin and looked out over the top of her bifocals. “Is it because Tyler works here?”
 
“No, of course not!” Monica crossed her fingers and tucked them under her leg. “I’m an adult, and I’ve moved past that time in my life.”
 
“Bull crap!” Dotty said. “If you had gotten over Tyler Magee, you’d be married now, and my pretty dress”—she sighed and sniffled a little—“wouldn’t still be hanging in the closet going to waste.”
 
“Nana, if and when I get married, I’m going to the courthouse. There won’t be a big wedding, so you just wear that pretty dress any day you want. Don’t save it for a wedding.” Monica said the words, but guilt settled over her shoulders like a heavy blanket. Her grandmother wanted a great-grandchild so badly, and she was already well into her eighties.
 
“I’m calling bull crap on that, too.” Dotty laughed out loud. “Your mama has been planning your wedding for years, and I know my son well enough to know that there’s no way Kent will let you disappoint Ginger.”
 
“Are you serious?” Monica asked. “Mama has already started planning my wedding? Why would she do that?”
 
“Yep,” Dotty said. “She even showed me the book she has. Pictures of dresses, venues, and even flowers and the different cakes. Honey, you’re the only chicken in the nest, and she wants your special day to be a memory that you’ll always hold dear to your heart.”
 
“But aren’t all those things supposed to be my decisions?” Even more guilt jumped onto Monica’s shoulders.
 
“I gave birth to your father when I was twenty-seven. He and your mother were both twenty-five when you were born. You’re twenty-eight, girl. We just want to have things ready, like my pretty dress here,” she said, smoothing the bodice with her free hand, “when you do make up your mind.”
 
“I won’t be rushed,” Monica declared, “and I intend to live with a guy for at least a year before I consent to marry him, anyway. That way, I can be sure we are compatible, and that I can trust him.”
 
Dotty laid a hand over her heart. “Thank God we live in a world where the townsfolks won’t stone you for that. Just pick one out and live with him, but don’t keep us waiting forever. And honey, if you’ll listen to your heart, you’ll know who to trust and who to kick out to the curb after the first couple of dates.”
 
“I’ll get right on that,” Monica said. “Now, let’s talk about those mini-cupcakes. Why do you need a dozen every day?”
 
“To give to the staff and visitors, so they’ll think I’m as nice as Winnie and Gladys,” Dotty answered, “and don’t you forget to vote on the way out, either.”
 
“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Monica muttered.
 
* * *
 
Dotty and Winnie always sat at the same table in the dining room, whether they were competing for the crown or gossiping about one of the other residents. Their table sat against the wall, leaving only room for three people, and most often, the third chair wasn’t even used.
 
But that day, Tyler made it to the dining room about halfway through the meal and waved at them to save him the extra chair. Dotty hung her unused napkin over it and just dared anyone to even look cross-eyed at the seat.
 
Several residents waved at him and motioned for him to join them when he headed back, but he just nodded toward his grandmother’s table.
 
“What’s going on today?” he asked as he set his tray down.
 
Monica came to see me,” Dotty said.
 
Winnie turned to focus on Tyler. “Have you talked to her?”
 
“Little bit last night, and just in passing this morning,” Tyler answered. “She agreed to let me help her paint the walls of her house before she moves in.”
 
“That’s a start,” Winnie said. “How did you feel when you saw her again?”
 
Dotty didn’t give him time to answer. “How long has it been since you kids have talked?”
 
“We hadn’t had a conversation since that night,” he admitted. “Five years ago, we said hello to each other, but that was just because we ran into each other at Walmart,” Tyler answered. “And if you’re asking whether I still have feelings for her, the answer is yes. I’ve dated other women, but I can’t forget Monica. Maybe it’s something that guys don’t talk about or know how to explain, but there’s still that old chemistry between us. I can feel it strongly, whether she does or not.”
 
“She was your first love,” Winnie said. “People never forget their first love.”
 
“I believe it, and I’m hoping that someday she’ll forgive me so that we can make a new start.” Tyler took a bite of his meat loaf.
 
“Paging Dr. Magee,” a voice announced over the PA system. “Room forty-five, please.”
 
“That’s my call. What I got of the meat loaf was good,” he said as he pushed the chair back and hurried down the hall.
 
“We need to join forces,” Winnie whispered.
 
Dotty’s head bobbed up and down in agreement. “I agree, and on more than just our grandkids. I hate watching our show by myself, so let’s agree to share the Mother’s Day crown. If I win, I’ll wear it for the first half of the party. If you win, you can wear it for the first half. The loser takes the last half.”
 
“Sounds fair, but who gets to keep it in their room?” Winnie asked.
 
“We’ll share custody.” Dotty finished off her meat loaf and took a bite of chocolate pie.
 
Winnie waggled her forefinger close to Dotty’s face. “You didn’t eat all your vegetables. You can’t have pie until you do.”
 
Dotty slapped her finger away. “I’m past eighty years old. I’m going to eat what I want, and die when I’m supposed to, and I do not waste desserts.”
 
Winnie pushed back what was left of her meat loaf and green beans and dived into her slab of pumpkin cake with brown sugar icing. “I guess it would be a sin not to eat our dessert.”
 
“That’s right,” Dotty agreed. “And we do not want to grieve the holy spirit.”
 
“What’s that got to do with dessert?” Winnie asked.
 
“Sinnin’ makes Jesus cry,” Dotty answered her. “But this ain’t Sunday, so we don’t need to talk religion.”
 
“But we do need to think about how we can join forces for our grandkids,” Winnie said between bites. “How are we going to go about that?”
 
“We’re going to put our heads together and come up with a plan,” Dotty whispered. “What if Monica and Tyler don’t like each other? Should we try to fix him up with someone else?”
 
“Oh, hell no!” Winnie shook her head. “We aren’t going to fail at putting our grandkids together, so we aren’t even going to think about another person for either of them.”
 
Dotty finished the last bite of her pie. “Then we’ll just have to work hard at our mission. We’ve planned that those two would be together since they were toddlers, so that we can share great-grandkids. Tyler has said that he can’t forget Monica, and I know she feels the same way about him.”
 
“Did she say so?” Winnie’s eyes grew wide.
 
“Nope, but I can read my granddaughter like a book. If she didn’t still have feelings for him, she would have found someone else years ago. Now, let’s go watch our show,” Dotty said. “We’re goin’ to make all the staff members love us.”
 
“Gladys ain’t got a snowball’s chance in hell of beating us.” Winnie grinned.
 
“That’s the gospel truth.” Dotty nodded and led the way to her apartment.
 
* * *
 
Monica went by the hardware store and picked up a fistful of paint samples and then headed home. Sheba was waiting on the porch for her, so she stopped to pet the cat for a few minutes. “How did you get out of the house? Winnie doesn’t let you go roaming around.”
 
Sheba meowed and went to the door.
 
Monica fished the key out of her purse, unlocked the door, and threw it open. Sheba beat her inside and curled up on the rocking chair. “How are you with paint colors?” she asked as she began to tape about a dozen swatches to the walls.
 
Sheba sighed once and closed her eyes.
 
“I guess that means you don’t care if I use off-white, or pale yellow, or any of these other colors,” Monica said. “I bet you don’t care if I apply for that job, either.” She sat down in the middle of the hardwood floor and stared at all the colors. Finally, she got up and went back to her grandmother’s old bedroom with another handful of paint colors. She taped them to the wall and sat down on the floor in that room. “Should I do the whole house the same, or . . .”
 
A hard knock on the door startled her, and she popped up on her feet, adrenaline rushing through her veins. “For God’s sake, it’s just a salesman or one of Nana’s old friends coming through town,” she scolded herself on the way down the hall and across the living room floor. She opened the door to find Tyler standing there with a worried look on his face.
 
Her heart skipped a beat and then raced ahead, giving her another shot of adrenaline. Something was wrong with Nana. That was the only reason Tyler’s blue eyes would be misting over.
 
“Granny is going to kill me,” he said. “I’ve lost Sheba. Would you please help me hunt for her?”
 
“No, I won’t”—she swung the door open and pointed to the rocking chair—“because she already found me. Come on in and claim the runaway.”
 
Tyler shut his eyes for just a moment, then opened them again. “I’ll have to be more careful. She must’ve slipped out when I went to work this morning.”
 
“You do know that she’s pregnant, right?” Monica crossed the room and picked up the cat. “I’d say that she’s going to pop any day, and my bet is that there’s at least three kittens in her belly.”
 
“I thought she was just fat. I’m not a vet or an obstetrician.” Tyler groaned. “I figured Granny had her fixed when she found her out by the road. What am I going to do with kittens?”
 
“Raise ’em up to about six weeks and then give them away. Since Winnie never let her outside, I wonder how she got pregnant.” Monica handed the cat off to Tyler.
 
“Probably by sneaking in and out when Granny came over here to watch her soaps with Dotty,” Tyler answered.
 
Sparks danced around the room like fireflies on a summer night when Monica’s hands brushed against Tyler’s arms. A memory of lying next to him the first night they had made love in the back of his truck flashed through her head. Fireflies had been flitting around that evening, and the stars had been bright in the dark sky. Folks said that a person never forgets their first love, and she sure believed them. Not one of the guys she’d dated had ever made her feel the way Tyler did.
 
“I’ll take one of the kittens,” she said. “I’ve always wanted a cat, but Mama was allergic. And I’ve lived in pet-free apartments since we graduated. I should be settled in by the time the kittens are ready to give away.”
 
“Thank you,” Tyler said. “One down and however many to go. I see you’ve got paint colors on the walls. Have you made a decision yet?”
 
“Nope.” She’d forgotten how much she missed his friendship. Sure, she missed all the being-in-love vibes, but she missed being able to talk to him about anything and everything maybe even more. “What about your place? Have you decided?”
 
“Yep. I’m going with pale yellow walls. The place is small, and that would make it look really light, but first I’ve got to strip away the paneling. Why Granny put up that dark stuff is beyond me,” he answered.
 
“Maybe because your grandpa liked it,” Monica offered.
 
“Could be,” he agreed. “From the pictures I’ve seen of the big ranch house they had, the walls were paneled with cedar. Sometimes, I wish I’d grown up on the ranch,” he said.
 
“Not me.” Monica shook her head. “This is as country as I want to get.”
 
“I should be taking my runaway cat home,” he said. “See you tomorrow?”
 
“Probably.” She nodded. “I plan to check on Nana every day while I’m on vacation.”
 
“Given any thought to that job offer?” he asked.
 
“A little. It’s almost too good to pass up,” she answered.
 
“If I’m the problem, then I promise to stay out of your way,” he offered.
 
“You’re not the issue with the job.” For the second time that day, she crossed her fingers behind her back. Even though it wasn’t the whole truth and nothing but the truth, it wasn’t entirely a lie, either. The trouble with Tyler wasn’t really working in the same huge building with him; she could be professional in that environment. It had more to do with the flutters in her heart every time they were alone together.

 



CHAPTER THREE
 
Monica had made the decision to paint all the walls the same color and had narrowed down her selection to either the palest blue that she could find or the light yellow. She was still undecided when she got to the hardware store. The blue reminded her of her favorite color on Tyler and all the good times they’d had when they both spent time with their grandmothers. It was a wonder the gate between the two properties hadn’t needed a new set of hinges by the time they were grown.
 
Tyler had said that he was painting his walls yellow so the house would be light and sunny. That color reminded her of the shirt Tyler was wearing the night she caught him in the garage with Raylene Carter. Monica had kissed him just minutes before that, and then her world had fallen.
 
“No yellow for me. Every time I looked at the walls, I’d think of Raylene kissing him,” she muttered.
 
“Well, hello,” Tyler said.
 
He was standing so close to her that she could feel the warmth of his breath on her neck. She braced herself for the shivers that always chased down her spine when he was near and hoped he hadn’t heard her mumbling about that night. There was no use in beating that dead horse anymore. She felt as if she had already dug it up on a yearly basis and kicked it multiple times.
 
“Hey,” she said, nodding.
 
“Decided on a color yet?” he asked.
 
“I’ve narrowed it down to these. I want blue, but I can’t decide if I want it to be as pale as the top swatch or maybe with a little more color like this one.” She held up two pieces of paper.
 
“My mind was made up to use yellow when I came in here, but”—he rubbed his chin—“that blue reminds me of a summer sky, and all the fun we had back when we were kids.”
 
“Me, too, so I’m leaning toward it. What does the yellow remind you of?” she asked.
 
“I can’t put my finger on it, but it’s not a good thing,” he answered. “I don’t guess I should paint a whole house in a color that makes me kind of sad, even though I don’t know why, should I?”
 
“Your house. Your decision,” Monica answered and then realized how curt that sounded. A good neighbor would be a little softer, both in words and tone. “I think I’ll go with the palest blue on this chart. Like you say, it brings back happy memories, and it’s a soothing color.”
 
“Is it going to upset you if I decide to use the same color?” Tyler asked.
 
“Not at all. We can probably save some money by buying our paint all at one time. That way, we might not wind up with two partial gallons of paint when we’re done.” Monica got a whiff of his cologne, and a picture of him after the first time he shaved flashed through her mind. She’d shaved her legs for the first time the same day. She had little bits of tissue stuck to several places around her knees and ankles. He had the same on his face and angular jawline.
 
“Great idea.” He nodded. “I think five gallons will do my house.”
 
“That’s what I figured for Nana’s place, but I bet we can buy nine and get both jobs done,” she agreed. “I still can’t call it my house.”
 
“I’m three months ahead of you. It gets easier with time.” Tyler picked up two gallons of paint in each hand and carried them to the counter. “If you want, we could patch holes in your walls tonight and start painting. Once we get them all patched, the first ones should be dry enough, we can begin rolling on paint. You planning on doing the ceilings?” he asked.
 
Monica shook her head. “Probably not.”
 
“Me, either.”
 
In one sense, it seemed strange to talk to Tyler—even about paint—after all these years. But in another, it was a warm, comfortable feeling to have him back in her life, even if it was just as a neighbor.
 
Neighbor, my butt! Dotty’s voice was clear in her head. You can’t ever be just a neighbor with Tyler. There’s too much history.
 
Watch me, Monica argued. I’m just as bullheaded as you are.
 
She picked up a bucket of paint in each hand and followed Tyler. “I’ll need five gallons in this color,” she told the guy behind the counter as she laid the color card on the top of one of the cans.
 
“Four for me,” Tyler said. “I’ll owe you for half of that gallon, or I’ll buy you dinner one evening for my part.”
 
“Give me about twenty minutes, and I’ll have them done for you,” the guy said.
 
“Thanks,” Monica said. “I’ll go find a roller and pan and some drop cloths while you get that done.”
 
“Me, too,” Tyler said.
 
Bells was a small town where rumors were the bread of life for some folks. Monica could have put money on a bet that Nana would call her before she even got home, asking if she and Tyler had made up, and if it was time to get her blue dress pressed and ready for the wedding.
 
* * *
 
Sure enough, Dotty got the phone call while the last buckets of paint were on the shaking machine and rushed over to Winnie’s apartment to tell her.
 
“I already know,” Winnie said with a grin when Dotty pushed the door open. “Bertie went to the hardware store to get paint to redo an old antique cradle she found at an auction, and she saw them together.”
 
“Gracie called me. She works at the checkout counter. She said one of them bought five gallons, and the other one got four gallons of the same color paint,” Dotty said. “That has to mean they’re going to work together to get our houses redone.”
 
“Pale blue,” Winnie added. “Looks like they aren’t going to need our help in getting things ironed out between them.”
 
“That’s where you’re wrong. They’ll go way too slow if we leave it totally up to them. I saw a commercial this morning, and there was a limo in it. I think you and I should go to the alumni banquet on Friday night. I’ll hire us a limo to pick us up, and then we can go by our old places and get the kids,” Dotty said.
 
“And they’ll go in together.” Winnie clapped her hands. “That will make everyone think they’re back together.”
 
“And the rumors will have it that they’re dating,” Dotty added with a big grin on her face.
 
“Think that will give them a little more of a push?” Winnie eased down on the sofa and motioned to the bowl of chocolates that she gave out to the staff and visitors.
 
Dotty took a Kit Kat and unwrapped it. “We got to do what we can to help this along. They need to kiss and get over what happened ten years ago. They’ll think we just want to get all the use out of the limo that we can.”
 
“You could wear your blue dress to the banquet,” Winnie suggested. “The alumni banquet and dance is a dress-up affair.”
 
Dotty popped the candy bar in her mouth and shook her head. “Gladys will be there. She always goes, and she never wears the same dress two years in a row. I want something new and all blinged out, as the kids say these days.”
 
“Don’t talk with food in your mouth,” Winnie said. “What does it matter if Gladys is there?”
 
“I can’t wear my dress to the alumni banquet and then to the Mother’s Day party, too. She’ll make a snide remark if I do, and I’d just have to slap her if she did,” Dotty answered.
 
“And that would get you thrown out of Pecan Valley.” Winnie sighed. “Which would mean I’d have to take up for you and wind up getting kicked to the curb, too. So, I guess we’ll wear the matching black pantsuits we’ve worn for the past five years.”
 
Dotty shook her head again. “I vote we make Monica take us shopping tomorrow for new outfits. I’ll offer to buy her something sexy if she’ll drive us and go with us.”
 
“Did you bring your girdle when you moved in here?” Winnie asked.
 
“Hell, no! I burned it along with all the pantyhose and thigh-highs in my underwear drawer and felt downright liberated,” Dotty answered. “I’m going to shop for something with an elastic waist and flowing top. That should cover up a multitude of fat cells.”
 
“Sounds good to me,” Winnie agreed. “When are you calling Monica?”
 
Dotty grabbed two more candy bars and pulled her phone out of her pocket. “Right now. You call Tyler and tell him that he’s going to his ten-year class reunion.”
 
“What if he says he doesn’t want to go?” Winnie asked.
 
“Tell him that Monica will be there,” Dotty answered.
 
“What if she says no?” Winnie picked up her phone and scrolled down through her contacts.
 
“Quit being negative. Together, we could sell a coffin to a dead man. This is a piece of cake.” Dotty touched the right name on the phone screen and hit the button to make the call.
 
“Hello, Nana, is everything all right?” Monica asked.
 
“Where are you?” Dotty asked. “I hear road noises.”
 
“On my way home from the hardware store. I bought paint to redo the walls,” she answered, “but I bet you already knew that didn’t you?”
 
“Yes, I did. You couldn’t sneeze in Bells or Luella, Texas without everyone in town wondering if you’ve been in a dusty old barn making out with Tyler.” Dotty laughed.
 
“Nana!” Monica gasped.
 
“Well, it’s the gospel truth. Did you just buy the same color paint with him, or did you sneeze a few times?” Dotty asked.
 
“Paint only,” Monica answered.
 
“Y’all goin’ to work on the houses tonight?” Dotty asked.
 
“Yes, we are. Are you disappointed that I’m changing the color of the walls?” Monica asked.
 
“I don’t care if you paint them turtle-crap green. It’s your house now.” Dotty smiled at her own joke. “I called to tell you that me and Winnie need you to pick us up tomorrow morning. We let the alumni banquet and dance sneak up on us, and we need to go shopping for new outfits. We’ll have lunch while we’re out, and I’ll even spring for a new dress for you.”
 
“I hadn’t planned on going,” Monica said. “When is it?”
 
“Friday night, and it’s your ten-year reunion, and that’s a big thing,” Dotty told her. “Raylene is going to be there. Are you going to let her ruin another night for you?”
 
“How do you know Raylene is going?” Monica asked.
 
Dotty unwrapped one of the small candy bars while she talked. “Honey, I know everything, except why Eve ate that apple. I could strangle her for that. Ain’t no snake, four-legged or two-legged or even no-legged, could talk me into goin’ against what God told me not to do.”
 
“I don’t doubt that for a minute, Nana. I’m at the house now. What time do you want me to be there?” Monica asked.
 
Dotty smiled. “Nine o’clock, and you will go with us to the banquet, right?”
 
“Yes, but if Raylene gets all up in my face . . .” Monica paused.
 
“I’ll knock her on her ass if she does.” Dotty finished the sentence. “I’m old, so they won’t put me in jail, and besides, it would be fun. What’s that song I hear in the background?”
 
“It’s Miranda Lambert singing ‘Storms Never Last.’ I made a playlist of songs I like to listen to on the commute to work,” Monica answered.
 
“She sang that at the Opry,” Dotty said. “You need to pay attention to it, girl.”
 
“Yes, ma’am,” Monica said. “Anything else?”
 
“Nope,” Dotty said. “Just be here at nine, and we’ll tell the staff that we won’t be back until after lunch. Bye, now.”
 
“See you tomorrow,” Monica said and ended the call.
 
* * *
 
Monica sat still and listened to the last half of the song that talked about storms not lasting forever. Then she turned off the engine and swung the car door open. As an afterthought, she pulled the CD with her playlist on it out of the dash and tucked it into her purse. If things got awkward tonight, music just might help. At the very least, it would give her and Tyler something to talk about.
 
With one hand, she grabbed the bag with the painting supplies from the back seat and picked up a can of paint with the other one. A gentle breeze wafted the scent of either Tyler’s cologne or shaving lotion over to her, and just the fact that she recognized it said there was still a lot of chemistry between them.
 
Whatever happened to “out of sight, out of mind”? she wondered as she led the way into the house.
 
“I’ll take two more cans inside and come back for the rest,” Tyler said, “and then I should go over to my place and get changed into painting clothes.”
 
Monica looked down at her khaki shorts. “I should do the same.”
 
“Hey, are you hungry?” Tyler asked on his way across the living room. “I can have a pizza delivered, and I’ve got beer at my house I could bring over.”
 
It’s not a date. He’s just being neighborly, Monica thought.
 
“You bring the beer. I’ll order the pizza. Meat Lovers with extra black olives, right?” she asked.
 
“You remembered.” He smiled. “Yes, that’s great.”
 
See, it’s not a date. I’m paying for the pizza. We’re just neighbors.
 
He brought in the rest of the paint, set it on the floor, and headed back out the door. “See you in a few minutes. I’ve got half a cheesecake in the fridge. I’ll bring it over for dessert.”
 
Monica did love cheesecake, but how did they get so friendly in such a short time? She’d avoided him for ten years, and now, they were just about where they had been when they were in junior high school—friends who did everything together. She wasn’t sure she was ready for even that much but didn’t know how to reverse things.
 
You went through all the stages of grief when Raylene caused that problem, the niggling voice in her head reminded her, except acceptance.
 
“Maybe being close to him is what I need to jump over that last hurdle and move on with my life. We’ve both changed in the past decade,” she whispered as she went to her bedroom and changed into a pair of cutoff bibbed overalls with frayed hems and a faded orange tank top. She pulled her dark brown hair up into a ponytail and was on her way back to the living room when she heard a soft knock.
 
“Come on in,” she called out.
 
Tyler pushed open the door, took a covered container of cheesecake and a six pack of beer to the kitchen table, and then turned around. A broad grin covered his face, and his blue eyes twinkled. “You wore that same outfit in high school the day we decorated this house for our graduation party. I thought you looked adorable then, and you still do.”
 
“Thank you.” She bit back a nasty remark about remembering the yellow shirt he had worn, and the skimpy dress Raylene had on the next night. “Pizza will be here in twenty minutes. We can probably patch the bedrooms while we’re waiting.”
 
“Or we could have a cold beer while we wait and catch our breath,” he suggested.
 
Monica could hold her liquor fairly well, but the way Tyler jacked up her pulse, she didn’t trust herself with even one beer on an empty stomach. “I’m saving my beer to have with my pizza. We’ve probably got time to stretch the plastic drop cloths onto the floors, right?”
 
“Probably so,” Tyler said as he dug into the bag on the table, brought out what they needed, and headed to the master bedroom. “I figured this one would be empty, because Granny’s is. We could patch in here, and in the living room, then paint this bedroom tonight, and move the furniture from the other bedroom over here tomorrow night. That would fix it so we don’t have to work around furniture.”
 
“Sounds good to me.” Monica took one of the drop cloths from him and unfolded it.
 
Working together, they had it taped down on the floor by the time the pizza delivery guy arrived. Monica paid him and took the box to the table, where Tyler was already seated.
 
See, it’s not a date. If it was, he would have hopped up and held my chair for me.
 
She opened the box, took a beer out of the rings holding them together, and sat down across from him. As luck would have it, his bare knee touched hers under the table and sent a whole new wave of heat through her body.
 
Methinks the lady protests too damn much. There was no doubting that Nana’s voice was in her head.
 
Tyler waited until she got a slice of pizza, and then he took one. “I’ve got a confession. I’ve kept up with you and your career and your dating history through my granny.”
 
“I suppose neither of us had much choice about that, since they’re like twin sisters, and they love gossip.” Monica bit the end off her slice and took a sip of beer. “I love pizza and beer together.”
 
“Me, too.” He took a long sip of his beer. “Remember the first time we had beer?”
 
“Eighth grade, and we swiped it out of Nana’s refrigerator and took it up to the barn on the old ranch place,” she said.
 
“We thought we were drunk on half a beer.” He chuckled. “I was terrified I’d wake up with a hangover the next morning.”
 
“I was terrified that Nana would smell it on my breath. I wouldn’t even hug her good night,” Monica said. “She had to have known we took one of her beers, but she never said a word.”
 
“I figure she told Granny, too, but I never heard anything, either. Guess they knew one beer wouldn’t hurt us,” he said. “Know what I remember the most?”
 
“What?” she asked.
 
“The way your kisses tasted after we’d had the beer,” he answered.
 
She glanced across the table, and their eyes locked. Like so many times in the past, she knew what he was thinking, and had no doubts that he could do the same. When two people had spent as much time together as they had, ten years couldn’t erase the bond.
 
* * *
 
Tyler blinked and looked away. He figured that he had pushed the memory card as far as he dared, so he changed the subject to the job at hand. “So, about living here. Are you going to take the master bedroom or continue to sleep on the twin-size bed in the spare room?”
 
“I’m going to use the bigger room so that I’ll have the half-bath. I don’t expect to have many overnight guests. When Mama and Daddy come out here, they bring their motor home and stay in it, and . . .” She shrugged.
 
“My folks do the same, and neither of us have siblings, or nieces or nephews,” he added. “I may turn the small bedroom into an office.”
 
“I hadn’t thought of that, but it’s a good idea,” she said with a nod. “If I remember right, that hole patch stuff dries in about an hour.”
 
“Does that mean you’ve used it before?” he asked.
 
“Oh, yeah! In college, we had to be sure our dorm rooms were exactly as we found them. Painted tan with no nail holes, or we wouldn’t get our deposit back. I worked really hard to patch up about a hundred nail holes,” she answered.
 
Tyler would rather they talked about her past relationships. Had she found that none of them were satisfying, as he had? In college, he’d had a few fairly long-term relationships, but they never made him feel the way Monica did. Once he’d even called his girlfriend by Monica’s name. That went over like a mouse in the punch bowl at a church social, and she broke up with him.
 
“It’s not going to do itself,” she sighed.
 
“Cheesecake before we start?” he asked.
 
“I’ll have mine after we finish for the night,” she answered. “Are you procrastinating, Tyler Magee?”
 
“I hate to paint,” he admitted, “but I’m too tight to pay someone to do it for me.”
 
“You are preaching to the choir. Maybe by working together, it won’t be so bad. Want me to put on some music?” she asked.
 
“Long as it’s country, I’d love that.” He stood up with a groan. “If we get with it, we might get it all done by the time the weekend is over. Hey, did Dotty call and tell you that we’re going to the alumni banquet on Friday night?”
 
“Oh yeah,” Monica answered. “I think they’re playing matchmaker.”
 
“Think it will work?” Tyler grinned.
 
“Probably not, but it will give them something to do.” Monica smiled back, and for the first time since that fatal night, the warmth reached her eyes.

 



CHAPTER FOUR
 
Monica was a few minutes early that morning, but she had no doubt that Nana and Winnie would be wide awake and waiting for her. Four elderly gentlemen were playing dominoes around a table in the lobby, and six ladies were in rocking chairs on the other side of the big room. Their knitting needles made music as the women knitted what looked like baby caps. All of them looked up and smiled at her.
 
“Good mornin’.” She raised her voice slightly so that everyone could hear her.
 
“Same to you,” several of them answered.
 
“Dotty and Winnie have been dressed and waiting for an hour,” one of the ladies told her as she passed by. “They’re lucky women to have a granddaughter who will take them shopping.”
 
Monica patted the lady on the shoulder. “I’m lucky that they let me go with them.”
 
She crossed the floor and had started down the hall when Tyler stepped out of Leona’s office. “Hey,” he said with a grin. “Do you like the blue walls as well this morning as you did last night?”
 
“Even better,” Monica answered, and kept walking.
 
“Seemed like we should paint some white clouds up around the top of the bedroom so it would really look like a summer sky.” He fell into step beside her. “I’m not following you. My office is this way, and I’ve got to get my briefcase. I’ve got a continuing education class in Sherman this morning.”
 
“I’ve got one next week,” she told him. “They’re usually so boring, I have trouble staying awake.”
 
“Yep,” he agreed, “but to keep our license, we’ve got to do them.” He stopped and opened a door with a key card. “See you this evening. You got the pizza last night. I’ll bring burgers tonight. Mustard with no onions, right? And tater tots instead of fries?”
 
“I haven’t changed, and thank you,” she answered.
 
He grabbed a briefcase from his desk and waved as he headed down the hall in the opposite direction from where she was going.
 
“I really would like to work here,” she muttered, and then realized someone was behind her.
 
“That’s good news,” Gloria said. “Stop by my office today and pick up an application packet.”
 
Monica started to say that she hadn’t made up her mind, but she clamped her mouth shut. “I’ll be by when I bring Nana and Winnie home from their shopping trip.”
 
“Great!” Gloria nodded as she knocked on an apartment door. “That really makes me happy.”
 
Monica hadn’t taken but a few more steps when Dotty and Winnie came out of her grandmother’s apartment.
 
Dotty was dressed in jeans, a T-shirt, cowboy boots, and her Stetson hat. Winnie looked about the same, but she had chosen tennis shoes.
 
Dotty slung her tooled leather purse over her shoulder. “We heard you coming. We’re ready to go.”
 
“And you both look just like ranchin’ women.” Monica grinned.
 
“She tried to get me to wear my boots,” Winnie said, “but my feet would hurt at the end of the day.”
 
“I can kick my boots off, and you’re going to have to bend over to untie and tie those shoes a dozen times,” Dotty shot back. “I might have sore feet, but you’re going to have an aching back.”
 
“If you two argue and fuss, we’re going to McDonald’s for lunch,” Monica threatened.
 
“Why would you do that to us?” Dotty asked.
 
“If you act like children, then you get kid’s meals,” Monica informed them. “It’s just the way it is.”
 
“You’re no fun,” Winnie replied. “Don’t you know that our bantering is what keeps us young? You should try it with Tyler. Speaking your mind is liberating.”
 
“Tyler is still the same sweet guy he used to be, but he broke my heart, and all the bantering in the world won’t put it back together again. We’re neighbors and friends—if you use the word loosely.” Monica led the way out into the bright sunshine.
 
“You ain’t Humpty Dumpty,” Dotty told her. “You don’t have to glue the pieces of your old heart back together, darlin’. You can have a heart transplant and get a brand new one to start all over with.”
 
Monica pushed the button on her key chain fob to open the car doors. “But then I’d have to take medicine to keep from rejecting my new heart.”
 
“Shotgun!” Winnie called out and hurried to get in the front passenger seat.
 
“If you’re in love, that’s the medicine that works on a virtual heart transplant,” Dotty said as she got in the back seat. “You can have the front seat, Winnie. I’ve got more room back here.”
 
“Spoilsport,” Winnie said.
 
Monica slid in behind the wheel and started the engine. “If y’all start slapping each other over the seats, I’m taking you right back to the center, and you can wear what you have on to the banquet.”
 
“Yes, Mommy,” Winnie said, laughing.
 
* * *
 
Tyler was one of the last people to make it to the conference center. He slipped into a desk in the back of the room and opened his briefcase. After a lengthy introduction, the instructor took his place behind the podium. He didn’t waste any time but went right into a lecture on understanding the effects of opioids prescribed for pain management in the elderly.
 
Tyler tried to focus on what the man was saying, because there would be a quiz at the end of the two-hour class, and if he didn’t pass it with at least seventy-five percent, he would have to take the course over again. And more than two hundred dollars would go right down the drain.
 
Visions of Monica in those cutoff bibbed overalls, with her ponytail swinging back and forth as she rolled the paint on the walls, kept flashing through his mind. He had wanted to sweep her up in his arms and kiss her until they were both breathless, but it was way too soon for that to happen—if it ever did.
 
He was staring off into space and thinking about Monica when the instructor said, “The quiz for this class is on your computers. You have thirty minutes to finish it, and your grade will pop up after you hit ‘submit’.”
 
Tyler remembered most of the material from when he had taken a similar class his last year in school, but he was sweating when he hit the submit button at the end of the test. When eighty percent popped up, he heaved a heavy sigh of relief. That was the lowest grade he’d ever made on a test, but he had passed, and that meant he didn’t have to retake the course.
 
“Little worried, were you?” the lady next to him asked.
 
“No, I was a whole lot worried,” he admitted.
 
“There’s a bunch of us going to have lunch together. Want to join us?” she asked. “By the way, I’m Paula Garber. I work with Dr. Avery here in Sherman.”
 
“Tyler Magee,” he said. “I work the day shift at Pecan Valley Retirement Center.”
 
“Man, that’s the job I’d like to have. My aunt is over there, and she loves it.” She gathered up her things and headed toward the door. “Do you have to get back right now, or can you go eat with us and gripe about these classes?”
 
“I’d love to go. Where should I meet y’all?” Tyler finished putting his laptop away and snapped his briefcase shut.
 
“The Olive Garden. We’ll save a seat for you,” she said with a smile.
 
The restaurant was only a ten-minute drive from the place where the class was held. When Tyler arrived, he parked his truck and got out, only to find that he’d pulled in right next to Paula. She waved and motioned for him to follow her. It wasn’t until they were in the lobby that he realized the seven other people were all women.
 
Paula went right up to the counter and told them she had reservations for seven, but could they add another person to that party. There Tyler was in a group of women, all trying to introduce themselves at the same time, when Dotty, Winnie, and Monica walked into the restaurant.
 
“Hey, Tyler!” Winnie yelled across the reception area.
 
“Granny? What are y’all doing here?” He left the circle of women and went right over to hug his grandmother. “I thought you were going to have lunch at a steak house.”
 
“We changed our minds. You should come sit with us,” Winnie said.
 
Tyler cut his eyes around to Monica, and their eyes locked. What must she be thinking, he wondered, to see him with so many women? At least, none of them had their tongue in his mouth or their hand down the front of his pants.
 
“I’d love to. Let me tell my colleagues that I won’t be eating with them,” he said, smiling.
 
Monica didn’t return the smile, but she didn’t turn around and walk out of the place, either, so he counted that as a win. He thanked Paula for the invitation and explained to her that his grandmother and her friends wanted him to have lunch with them.
 
“Maybe another time.” Paula nodded and handed him a business card. “And if you decide to leave Pecan Valley, give me a call. I was serious about wanting to work there. I’d even start off with night shifts to get a toe in the door.”
 
“Will do,” Tyler said, “and I can sure enough vouch for the fact that it’s an amazing place to work.” He tucked the card into his shirt pocket and followed his new group of only three women to the back of the room.
 
Winnie and Dotty slid into one side of the booth, leaving the other side for him and Monica. He hesitated, but only for a moment, then sat down so close to her that their shoulders and thighs were touching. The chemistry between them sent sparks dancing like lightning bugs all around them. If Dotty and his granny could have seen or felt the electricity that he felt, they would both have been out in the aisle, singing a country song about second chances at love so loud that it would have drowned out the Italian music playing over the PA system.
 
“How did the shopping trip go?” His voice sounded a little hoarse in his own ears.
 
“They don’t make clothes for sixty-year-old women anymore. Can’t you just see me and Dotty in skimpy dresses cut down to our belly buttons and halfway up to our butts on the side?” Winnie complained.
 
Tyler’s laughter was a little forced, but then, he felt like his thigh was on fire. “So, you’ve got more shopping to do this afternoon? Y’all going to be done by dark?”
 
“We don’t have a curfew,” Dotty told him, “but we’re done now.” She turned around just a little to face Winnie. “And Winnie Magee, sixty is so far in the past that you can’t even catch a glimpse of it in the rearview mirror. At that age, we would have worn those kinds of dresses. We were still wearing two-piece bathing suits to the creek when these two young’uns were born.”
 
“Yep, we were.” Winnie laughed and then lowered her voice. “We finally did find something that suited us both in the last store we went into. I’m going to get double duty out of my outfit by wearing it to the Mother’s Day party at the center.”
 
“Not me,” Dotty said. “I’m goin’ to bring some bling and class to the party with my blue dress. It’s going to look stunning with my crown.”
 
Winnie tilted her chin up and looked at Dotty through her bifocals. “It’ll look even better with my black pant set. Your dress is so fancy it will fight with the crown, whereas my outfit will enhance it.”
 
“We haven’t ordered yet,” Monica warned them.
 
“What does that mean?” Tyler asked.
 
“Mommy here”—Dotty rolled her eyes—“says if we don’t stop arguing, all we get for lunch are kids’ meals from McDonald’s.”
 
Tyler’s chuckle turned into a guffaw that had the people around them staring. He unrolled his silverware and used the big green napkin to wipe the tears from his eyes. “Y’all have been at this our whole lives. I don’t see it stopping now that you are”—he cleared his throat—“sixty years old.”
 
“Then they’ll be eating lots of McDonald’s and walking to Sherman,” Monica teased.
 
“I ain’t walkin’ nowhere,” Dotty said. “I know how to call for a car or for the old people’s shuttle to take me where I want to go if you’re wearing your Mommy britches.”
 
“Sounds to me like they’re going to gang up on you,” Tyler whispered. “If you need any help, just call me.”
 
“I might do that,” Monica said.
 
* * *
 
Doing so was tough, but Monica forced herself to concentrate on the menu. With Tyler’s thigh and knee pressed against hers, that was no easy feat. When she finally laid the menu to the side, she noticed that both Winnie and Dotty were smiling like Cheshire cats, or maybe just old alley cats that had finally caught a house sparrow or a mouse.
 
She shivered at the image of the furry critter that popped into her head. She absolutely hated mice, and in the wintertime, one or two always found a way to get into Nana’s house. That’s why she wanted one of Sheba’s kittens. By the time cold weather came around, the cat would be old enough to catch those wicked varmints.
 
“Cold?” Tyler asked.
 
“No.” She shook her head. “I’m fine.” She was practically sweating, even though the air conditioner vent was right above them.
 
“I’m Leon, and I’ll be your waiter,” a tall kid said. “Can I start y’all off with a daiquiri or maybe a glass of wine?”
 
“Just sweet tea,” Monica answered.
 
“I’ll have an Italian margarita,” Winnie said.
 
“And I want a strawberry daiquiri.” Dotty nodded. “Don’t judge me, Monica! We just found outfits for the alumni party in two hours. This is a celebration.”
 
Monica threw up both palms defensively. “No judging here. I’m just glad I’m driving if you two are drinking.”
 
“Sweet tea,” Tyler told the waiter and then turned to Monica. “Thanks for being their designated driver today. Where are y’all going after we finish lunch?”
 
“To the grocery store,” Winnie answered for both of them. “We both need to stock up on candy and stuff to hand out to the staff and visitors.”
 
“That’s sweet of you,” Tyler said.
 
“They have ulterior motives,” Monica whispered. “They’re trying to buy votes for the Mother’s Day crown. Everyone that comes in their room leaves with a piece of candy or something to eat.”
 
“If the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach, then the way to that crown is through bribery,” Dotty told them.
 
“And we ain’t a bit ashamed to do it, either,” Winnie added.
 
“What if one of you gets the most votes and wins, and the other one is the loser?” Tyler asked.
 
“We have a plan,” Winnie said, and went on to tell him their idea. “That way we share custody of the crown, and we can each wear it a week at a time.”
 
Monica rolled her eyes. “I bet that works out just great.”
 
Tyler just shook his head. “You might wish you’d never applied for a job at the center.”
 
Monica shot a look his way. “How did you know?”
 
“Gloria called me. She’s very excited,” Tyler answered.
 
Their drinks came, and Dotty took a long sip of hers, then narrowed her eyes at Monica. “I bet the whole center knows by now. You should have told us first.”
 
“I just made up my mind this morning, and I haven’t even picked up the application packet,” Monica defended herself.
 
“Well, then we’ll tell all our friends that you were thinking about it, and we talked you into it over lunch,” Winnie said.
 
“Lord, it’s worse than raisin’ kids.” Monica raised her glass in a toast. “To success in our shopping. To me making up my mind about the job offer. To having half the house painted.”
 
Winnie touched her glass to Monica’s. “To good times with friends and family.”
 
Tyler went next. “To neighbors.”
 
“To all of the above.” Dotty clinked her glass with the other three.
 
* * *
 
Monica parked in front of the house just in time to see Sheba jump onto the porch swing. “You rascal,” she muttered as she got out of the car and made her way across the yard. “How are you getting out of Tyler’s house?”
 
Sheba meowed loudly, hopped down, and rubbed around Monica’s legs.
 
“Don’t give me that sad story,” Monica fussed at her. “I’ve got enough problems of my own. I’ve got to deal with my grandmother and Winnie, and with these unresolved feelings I have for Tyler.” She unlocked the door. Sheba beat her inside the house and curled up on the rocking chair. “There, I admitted it. I still have feelings for him. He still makes my pulse race when he sits next to me in a booth and takes my breath away when he looks at me with those sexy blue eyes.”
 
She laid the job application packet on the table. “I’ll look at you tomorrow. Gloria said I’ve got until Friday at five to get it back to her.”
 
A rap on the door told her that Tyler was home. He still did the same rat-a-tat-tat that he’d done in high school. She would bet dollars to cow patties that he still had the same ringtone on his cell phone, too. But then, she had never deleted his phone number or changed “I Love the Way You Love Me” by John Michael Montgomery as the ringtone for his number on her phone, either.
 
“Come on in,” she called out, “but don’t let the cat out.”
 
“I was careful this morning when I left,” Tyler groaned. “I guess I’d best go through the house and figure out how she’s escaping. Are you ready to start painting again?”
 
“Soon as I change clothes.”
 
“Then I’ll be back in ten minutes. Come on, Sheba, or maybe I should call you Houdini or Ghost. Seems like you can walk through walls.” He picked up the cat and started for the door. He stopped in the middle of the living room, turned around, and said, “And just to keep things transparent, I had never met those women that I was with at the restaurant until today. They were in the class I took, and they invited me to go to lunch with them, probably because one of them wants to know if a position for a PA comes up at Pecan Valley.”
 
Monica couldn’t have wiped the smile off her face if she’d sucked on a lemon. “Thank you for that, but what you do is your business, Tyler.”
 
“Just wanted you to know.” He closed the door behind him.
 
Monica had been so angry that night she’d caught Tyler and Raylene together that she had never thought about how it must have affected him. This evening, for the first time, she put herself in his shoes. Surely, he knew he’d done something totally stupid and couldn’t undo it. His heart must have been hurting as badly as hers when she refused to see him or talk to him that whole summer.
 
“No!” She stomped her foot. “I’ll recognize that he was in pain, but not as much as I was.”
 
She finished getting dressed in her paint outfit and was carefully putting the drop cloth down in the bathroom when Tyler knocked once on the door and then came on into the house. “I’m working in the bathroom,” she called out. “This shouldn’t take long, and then we’ll move on to the kitchen.”
 
“You might be surprised about the timing.” His voice got louder as he came down the hallway.
 
Her breath caught in her chest when she looked up and realized he was standing in the doorway. The same hunger she had been feeling in her heart was evident in his eyes.
 
“Taping off a small area like this . . .” he started.
 
“Not if we work together.” She was surprised that she could utter a word. Even wearing paint-stained denim shorts and a ragged tank top, he was so sexy that it took her breath away.
 
Monica pointed to rolls of blue painter’s tape on the vanity. “If you’ll do the ceiling, I’ll take care of the baseboards.”
 
She started to bend down to tuck the drop cloth into the corner, and her bare feet slipped on the slick plastic. One second, she was grasping for anything to brace her fall and hoping she wouldn’t hit her head on the edge of the tub, and the next, two strong arms were around her and lifting her up.
 
Her heart thumped hard against Tyler’s chest, but then she could feel his heart through both of their shirts, and it was keeping time with hers. She tried to tell him thank you, but the words froze in her throat when she looked up into his eyes. She knew and felt that starving look, and barely had time to moisten her lips, before his mouth closed over hers. Her arms found their way around his neck as she pressed her body more tightly against his. Her head was reeling and her hormones whining for more, and they were both panting when the kiss ended.
 
“Neighbors?” she gasped.
 
“Kissin’ neighbors.” He grinned.
 
“Do we need to talk about this?” She realized that his arms were still around her shoulders, and her fingers were tangled in his thick, dark hair.
 
“No, we just need to dream about it tonight,” he answered as he released her and took a step back.
 
“I can almost promise that.”

 



CHAPTER FIVE
 
Monica spent the entire day on Thursday going through her apartment in Denison, making a list of what she planned to keep and what she planned to donate to a local women’s shelter. Then she called a moving company. They had an opening the very next morning, so that meant she had to pack fast, but first, she called her grandmother.
 
“Nana, I won’t be by today. The moving people can get to me tomorrow, and if I don’t take that time slot, it’ll be weeks before they have another free time,” she said.
 
“What are you talking to me for then?” Dotty said. “Get off this phone and get busy. You stayin’ in the apartment tonight or coming back home?”
 
Monica smiled at that last word—home. “I think I’ll stay here, but don’t worry, I’ll be ready for the alumni party tomorrow night.”
 
“You better be. I’ve hired a limo to take us,” Dotty said.
 
“Nana! I’ve got a car. You don’t have to pay for a limo,” Monica scolded.
 
“I don’t have to do anything but die and pay taxes, and now that you own the house and the land it sits on, I don’t even have many taxes to pay. I’ve made a deal with God not to take me until I rock my first great-grandbaby to sleep a few times, so I ain’t dyin’ for a long time.” She sighed.
 
Monica’s smile got bigger. “You can’t guilt me into getting married and having babies.”
 
“Oh, well”—another sigh—“it was worth a try, and darlin’ girl, I will spend my money however I want to. Now, go pack. I’m ending this call.”
 
Monica started to say something else, then realized that Dotty had indeed broken the connection. She picked up her purse, locked her apartment door, and started to her car. She had just slid in behind the wheel when her phone rang. She closed the door, fished the phone out of her purse, and answered on the fourth ring.
 
“I was going to tell you that I love you and goodbye,” she answered.
 
“Well, that’s good news, but I’d just as soon you didn’t tell me goodbye,” Tyler drawled.
 
Heat gathered on the back of Monica’s neck and rushed around to flush her cheeks, turning them scarlet. “I thought you were Nana. She hung up on me.”
 
“Somedays, I just can’t win.” He chuckled. “I was calling to tell you that I have to work a double shift, so I won’t be home until midnight. We were planning to do some work on my house tonight.”
 
Monica explained that she was in Denison at her apartment. “This works out pretty well. I was feeling guilty, because I couldn’t help you out with all this fast packing and moving I have to do.”
 
“No guilt trips,” he said. “We’ll get my part done next week, or maybe over the weekend. Are you still planning to go to the alumni?”
 
“Nana hired a limo. She would never forgive me if I backed out.” Monica sighed. “I’m not looking forward to going. Have you ever been to one of these things?”
 
“No, I haven’t,” he said, “and I wouldn’t be attending this one if Granny hadn’t insisted, and if you weren’t going. Leona is calling on my office phone. See you tomorrow. Have fun packing. If I didn’t have to work, I’d offer to help you.”
 
“Thanks.” Monica ended the call, crossed her arms over her steering wheel, and laid her head on them. She inhaled deeply and let her breath out slowly several times, then straightened up and started the engine. It was going to be a long day, but she always got her best thinking done when she was working, and she had a lot of that to do—starting with that kiss the night before.
 
* * *
 
Everything had been moved into her house by five o’clock the next day, but the place looked like a hoarder’s nest with boxes stacked in every corner. Monica grabbed a quick shower, put some curls in her hair, slapped on a little makeup, and was zipping her dress when the limo rolled up in front of her house. She picked up her evening clutch and opened the door to find Tyler with his hand raised, as if he was about to knock.
 
“Well, don’t you clean up nice,” she said.
 
His shirt matched his blue eyes, and his black suit showed off his broad shoulders. “Thank you, ma’am. Granny told me you were wearing blue tonight. I know it’s not a prom, but I wanted us to match, and”—he eyed her from head to toe—“you are stunning.”
 
“Thank you,” she said.
 
He opened the screen door and handed her a corsage of white baby roses. “This is for you. Want me to help pin it on your dress?”
 
“That’s so sweet, Tyler.” It was on the tip of her tongue to say that nothing could make up for their senior prom, but the words Nana had said about a new heart came to mind. “And yes, please, but you’d better do it in the limo. We’ll never live it down if we cause Nana and Winnie to be late.”
 
“This is really a big deal for them,” he agreed, “but I don’t know if it’s because they’re going to the alumni or if it’s because they conned us into going with them.”
 
“Probably a little of both,” Monica whispered as she got into the limo.
 
“Well, don’t you two look just gorgeous,” Winnie said, grinning.
 
“We could say the same thing about y’all.” Tyler returned the smile. “Think the folks can handle all of us coming in at once? All these beautiful women surrounding me might blind them.”
 
Dotty giggled like a schoolgirl. “I hope it does, and that they all are struck plum speechless when we walk into the banquet room.”
 
“Now, pin that corsage on Monica’s shoulder,” Winnie bossed. “Another block or two, and we’ll be there.”
 
“How are we getting home?” Tyler asked.
 
“The limo will be waiting right here to take us back home when we are ready,” Dotty said. “I hired him for the whole evening. I want people to gossip about us arriving in style.”
 
“Nana!” Monica scolded, but secretly she hoped that Raylene saw the big, black stretch limo and was just a smidgen jealous. No, that wasn’t right, she hoped the girl was a whole lot jealous. She wouldn’t even mind seeing the hussy turn slightly green with envy.
 
About the time that Tyler finally got the corsage on right, the limo came to a stop in front of the cafeteria. The driver got out and opened the door to help the ladies out, then stood to the side when Tyler stepped out onto the parking lot.
 
“I’ll be right here when y’all get ready to go home,” he said.
 
“Thank you, Freddie,” Winnie said.
 
Dotty hooked her arm in Winnie’s, and the two of them strode through the cafeteria doors as if they were royalty. “Let’s see Gladys outdo us tonight,” Dotty whispered.
 
“Nana, that’s not nice,” Monica said.
 
“Gladys isn’t nice,” Dotty said. “She just puts on airs to make everyone think she’s a sweet old lady, but down under, she’s a real . . .”
 
“Whoa!” Monica held up a palm.
 
“I was going to say that she’s a witch. I bet there’s a special broom that she rides parked in her bedroom closet,” Dotty said.
 
Tyler tucked Monica’s arm into his and laid his hand over hers. At his touch, she forgot all about the elderly ladies and niceties and even the vision of Gladys riding a broom around Pecan Valley Retirement Center. She even forgot about Raylene Carter, right up until they were in the cafeteria, and she spotted the witch—that seemed like a good word, since Nana had used it—across the room in a circle of the girls who had been the most popular in high school.
 
“Ignore them,” Tyler whispered.
 
“Find your tables,” Dotty said. “They’re set up from left to right according to the year you graduated. Ours is way over here to the right, and these days, we only need one table. There aren’t many of us left, and most of them don’t come out to this party, so we get a couple of tables that cover several years.”
 
Dotty and Winnie veered off to the table marked 1950 through 1960. Tyler ushered Monica to their area and pulled out a chair for her. She sat down and took in the whole room. She’d eaten lunch in this very room for thirteen years. As juniors, she and Tyler had worked here one Friday when school ended until after midnight, getting the place decorated for the prom that they were responsible to put on for the seniors.
 
“Putting on the Ritz,” she said.
 
“We fought hard for that theme, didn’t we?” he said. “Some of the other kids on the committee wanted to do Mardi Gras.”
 
Raylene had been the top contender for the Mardi Gras theme. Monica had wondered at the time if Raylene was going to want a float for a picture backdrop, and if she planned on showing off her boobs to get a string of bright-colored beads.
 
“If everyone will take a seat, we’re going to ask the Reverend James McEntire to say grace for us before we are served our supper,” an older lady with gray hair said from behind the lectern that was set up at the end of the room.
 
Monica turned to Tyler. “I’m not surprised that James is a preacher. Are you?”
 
“I always figured he’d go into the ministry or else be a missionary, so it doesn’t shock me at all. Granny told me that he was preaching at a big church down in Houston, but that was a few years ago. He might be somewhere else by now,” Tyler told her, as all around them the noise of chairs being pulled out from tables mixed with the sounds of folks still catching up with each other.
 
James took his place behind the lectern, and in a big, booming voice, said, “Please pray with me.”
 
All heads bowed, and the buzz of dozens of conversations ceased. Monica tried to keep her thoughts on the blessing James was bestowing upon the gathering and the food, but Tyler was just too close for her to think of anything but him.
 
“Amen!” James said.
 
Tyler leaned over slightly and whispered, “Eat supper.”
 
“National Anthem and then ‘play ball,’ grace and then ‘eat supper.’ That’s pretty clever, Mr. Magee,” Monica said with a smile that quickly faded when she saw that Raylene had taken a seat right across the table from them.
 
“Hello, Monica,” Raylene said and then focused on Tyler. “Hi, Tyler. Y’all look great. Neither of you have changed much since high school.”
 
Monica was speechless for a few seconds. Raylene was still a tall blonde with blue eyes, but something about her was totally different. There was a softer look about her eyes, and she was wearing a fairly modest purple dress that evening. Her wide, gold wedding band revealed that she was married, so Monica scanned the room to see who was still standing. The Reverend James took the last few steps toward their table and bent down to kiss Raylene on the forehead.
 
“Thanks for saving me a seat, darlin’,” he said. “Hello, everyone. I’m glad to see such a good turnout from our class this year.”
 
Several people around their table began to talk, giving Monica a chance to nudge Tyler on the shoulder and ask, “Did you know that . . .”
 
He shook his head. “Guess Granny forgot to mention it.”
 
Raylene caught Monica’s eye and smiled. “I’m glad to see y’all back together.”
 
“Thank you,” Tyler and Monica said at the same time.
 
“I don’t see rings, so I guess you haven’t . . .” she started.
 
“No, we haven’t,” Monica quickly answered. “How long have you been married?”
 
“Three wonderful years.” James whipped out his wallet and flipped it open. “This is our eighteen-month-old daughter, Anna Ruth.”
 
Monica glanced down at the photo of a little blond-haired girl with big blue eyes. “She’s beautiful,” she said.
 
“We think so.” James looked at the picture for a couple of seconds before he put his wallet away. “I’m just glad she looks so much like her mother.”
 
“I don’t know where to start, but . . .” Raylene sighed and looked over at James.
 
He put his arm around her and kissed her on the cheek. “Just spit it out, darlin’. You’ll feel better when you do, and you know it.”
 
She laid her hand on the table, and James covered it with his own. That seemed to give her courage, because she inhaled deeply and said, “I’m so sorry for all the pain I caused both of you ten years ago. What I did was inexcusable, and I don’t deserve your forgiveness. I can’t undo what was done, but if I could, I would.”
 
“What made you . . .” Monica started to say.
 
James butted in. “This has been disturbing her peace for years. She’s started to call each of you on the phone several times, but we prayed about it, and she felt that she needed to talk to you face to face. That’s one of the reasons we decided to attend this affair tonight. We’re so happy that y’all are here.”
 
If you don’t forgive, then Jesus won’t forgive you. Nana had preached those words to her ever since she was a child.
 
“When I met and fell in love with James, I realized what kind of person I had been, and how much I needed to change. I’m a pastor’s wife now, and I’ve traded in my old, messed-up, ugly heart for a new Christian one,” Raylene said with a sweet smile. “I put myself on the same twelve-step program that AA uses, and I’m trying to make amends with everyone I’ve hurt. Y’all are the last ones on my list, and it feels good to apologize.”
 
“Forgiven,” Monica said.
 
Tyler closed his eyes for a long time. Monica didn’t know if he was praying or if he was figuring out a way to poison Raylene, but when he opened them, he nodded across the table. “I accept your apology.”
 
“Thank you, both.” Raylene’s smile got even bigger. “That’s a big weight off my shoulders and off my heart.”
 
If Raylene can get a new heart and a new start, you can. Nana’s voice was loud and clear in Monica’s head.
 
“They’re bringing our food.” James nodded toward the servers coming their way. “Let’s forget the past and talk about the present. Where are y’all working these days?”
 
“I’m a physician’s assistant at Pecan Valley Retirement Center,” Tyler said.
 
“And I work as an RN in one of the nursing homes in Denison,” Monica answered, “but I’ve applied for a job at Pecan Valley and hope to move there. My grandmother, as well as Tyler’s, are living there.”
 
“I didn’t think those two would ever leave their homes,” Raylene said.
 
“We didn’t, either.” Monica leaned over toward Tyler to give the server more room to set her plate of food down. “We’ve been working to get the two places cleaned out and ready for us to live in.”
 
“Well, good luck with that,” James said, and then turned his attention to one of their classmates sitting beside him.
 
“Thanks,” Monica said, and concentrated on her dinner.
 
* * *
 
Tyler didn’t taste a bite of the steak dinner that was served that evening. His tie felt a little too tight, and even though the room was nice and cool, he removed his jacket and hung it over the back of his chair halfway through the meal. He tried to listen to the speaker, who had been chosen distinguished alumnus of the year, but his mind kept going back to graduation night. Raylene had ruined his life for ten years, and yet she had gotten his acceptance of her apology in less than ten minutes. Somehow, that didn’t seem right.
 
Are you going to let her continue to have power over you, or are you going to move on? His grandmother’s voice was so clear in his head that he checked to see if she was still across the room with the other elderly folks.
 
“I’m glad that I didn’t bore you so badly that you snored,” the speaker said with a laugh. “I’ve been asked to tell everyone that we will be moving over to the gym at this time for our dance. First, though, would the graduating class from five years ago and the one from fifty years ago please stand up?”
 
Folks from each side of the room got to their feet.
 
“Let’s give a big hand to the graduating class from five years and the one from fifty years ago, who collaborated and did all the decorations.” The speaker started the applause, which was even louder than the noise of all the chairs scooting back on a tile floor. When the clapping died down, some of the younger alumni headed straight for the gym. Several folks on the other side of the room sat back down, but Dotty and Winnie wove their way through the crowd toward where Tyler and Monica were standing.
 
“Who are you dancing with tonight?” Monica asked.
 
“We’re stayin’ long enough to see you kids dance a few times, and then we’re goin’ home,” Dotty answered, and then looped her arm in Monica’s and lowered her voice. “I saw that y’all had to sit with Raylene. How did that go?”
 
“Better than you’d expect,” Monica answered. “She apologized to both of us for all the trouble she caused.”
 
“Well, butter my butt and call me a biscuit,” Dotty said. “I never saw that one coming.”
 
“Did y’all know that she married James McEntire?” Tyler asked.
 
“The preacher?” Winnie gasped. “God almighty, Dotty! We’ve fallen down on our job of finding out things first! We’ve done got old!”
 
Dotty laid her hand over her heart. “I’m speechless.”
 
Tyler slipped his arm around Monica’s shoulders and took a step away from the crowd. “Shocked us, too, but Granny, you and Dotty aren’t ever going to be old.”
 
Winnie followed him. “Thanks for that, but seeing all those kids who graduated five years ago reminds me that I’m not a spring chicken anymore. But we won’t dwell on that right now. I would like one slow dance with my grandson before me and Dotty go home.”
 
Dotty followed along beside Winnie. “You better make it pretty quick. This Cinderella is getting tired.”
 
“Long as our limo don’t turn into a pumpkin, we’re fine,” Winnie told her. “You might even find someone to dance with a couple of times.”
 
“Hmmph,” Dotty snorted. “I can’t very well dance with an old man in a walker.”
 
“I’ll dance with you, Nana,” Monica offered. “We did some fancy stepping to some good old country songs last Christmas in your living room. I bet we can show them all that we can outdance any of them.”
 
“Yes, we did, and yes we can,” Dotty agreed.
 
Tyler recognized the song, “My Girl,” coming from the gym before they even entered the lobby and made their way to one of the tables that were shoved up against the walls.
 
“Too bad, this one’s almost over,” Winnie said.
 
When Tyler recognized the next song, he extended his hand toward his grandmother. “I think this one is for us.”
 
Winnie smiled up at him. “I believe you’re right.”
 
He did a slow country waltz with Winnie as the DJ played Zac Brown’s “Grandma’s Garden.” The lyrics talked about the singer’s grandma telling him that he would be sure to reap what he had sown.
 
“So, how’s things going with you and Monica?” Winnie asked when the song ended and Tyler was escorting her back to their table.
 
“Better than I could have hoped,” he answered.
 
The next song was Trace Adkins’s “Honky Tonk Badonkadonk.” Dotty hopped up from her chair and pulled Monica to her feet. “This one is for us, darlin’ girl.”
 
Before a minute had passed, everyone in the room had stepped back and given Dotty and Monica the floor. Dotty did a hip roll and slapped her butt when the lyrics said that no one could blame her for what her mama gave her. Everyone in the crowd applauded and whistled.
 
Tyler could hardly believe his eyes as he watched the show. He was afraid to blink for fear he would miss one of Monica’s moves. He remembered that song from when they were teenagers, but good lord, he had never seen her move like that.
 
When the song ended, and she and Dotty made it back to the table, he grabbed Monica’s hand and said, “This one, no matter what it is, belongs to me, and all the rest of the songs this evening, as far as that goes.”
 
“Why’s that?” Dotty asked.
 
“Because after that performance, every guy in this place is going to want to dance with Monica, and I’m not willing to share.” He grinned and then leaned over closer to Dotty. “I can see those old guys over there in the corner eyeing you, Dotty. They might be interested in your badonkadonk.”
 
“Then it’s time to go home.” Dotty stood up.
 
“I’ve had my dance, and I’m sleepy.” Winnie covered a yawn with her hand. “The limo will take us home and will be waiting at midnight when this shindig ends to drive you kids.”
 
“Thanks for that,” Tyler said. “I guess that means we can drink?”
 
“If you can find anything stronger than punch or root beer, steal some for me.” Dotty looped her arm in Winnie’s, and the two of them disappeared into the dimly lit room.
 
Tyler led Monica out on the floor to the familiar first sounds of the guitar music playing “Tennessee Whiskey.” He pulled her close to his chest and sang the lyrics with Chris Stapleton when he talked about her being as smooth as Tennessee whiskey and as sweet as strawberry wine.
 
Monica joined him when the words said that he’d looked for love in the same old places and found the bottom of the bottle always dry.
 
“Did you really?” he asked.
 
“A couple of times, but I didn’t like the hangover,” she answered. “How about you?”
 
“Same story.”
 
They danced twice more, and then Tyler asked, “Have you had enough of this party?”
 
“Yes,” Monica said without a moment’s hesitation.
 
“Reckon the limo is back?” he asked.
 
“If not, we could wait outside,” she suggested.
 
When they left the gym and saw that the limo wasn’t anywhere in sight, she sat down on the curb and removed her shoes. “These things are killing me.”
 
“You look just as beautiful in bare feet.” Tyler sat down beside her and wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “It’s a beautiful night. Just look at all those stars.”
 
“Tell me about senior prom.” She laid her head on his shoulder.
 
“I’d rather not go back there,” he said after a full minute.
 
She raised her head and locked her brown eyes with his crystal-clear blue ones. “I need closure, and that’s part of it.”
 
“I was totally miserable,” he said without blinking, and went on to tell her what Raylene had said about just using him to get back at her. “I took her home at ten-thirty, and until tonight, I never spoke to her again.”
 
“Thank you.” Monica laid her head back on his shoulder.
 
“We had our early graduation party at Dotty’s one weekend, prom was the next Friday night, and then we graduated the week after. That time, and the summer months before college, were the worst days of my life,” he admitted. “I never told anyone what happened at prom. I was too embarrassed.”
 
“Nana told me basically the same thing that Raylene said about a new heart. Do you think that’s even possible?” Monica asked.
 
The limo drove up before Tyler could answer. He picked up her shoes, got to his feet, and extended a hand to help her. When she put her hand in his, he hoped that meant she was trusting him just a little. The limo driver held the door for them, and Tyler stood to one side so that Monica could climb in first.
 
He slid into the seat beside her, then leaned over and kissed her on the forehead. “I believe that about a new heart, but I call it a second chance. Are you going to give me one?”
 
“Depends on whether you’re willing to give me one,” she answered. “I wouldn’t even answer your calls or let you explain, and I’ve harbored these horrible feelings for years, so I don’t deserve another chance, either.”
 
“I was the initial guilty party.” He drew her close and tipped her chin up with his knuckles. “But I promise it won’t ever happen again.”
 
“That’s good enough for me.” Her dark lashes came to rest on her high cheekbones.
 
His mouth met hers in a string of long, lingering, passionate kisses that didn’t end until the limo driver opened the door. They both broke away with a chuckle, and Monica said, “I didn’t even know we had stopped.”
 
“Me either,” Tyler said, “but technically, the vehicle stopped, not us. I hope that this time, we never quit.”
 
“Me, too,” she whispered.

 



CHAPTER SIX
 
Monica groaned when she awoke on Saturday morning and remembered all the boxes that had to be unpacked. She sat up in bed and squinted against the bright sunlight pouring into her room through the bare window. A shadow blocked the sun for just a moment, and then she realized that someone was mowing the lawn. She frowned and tried to remember if Nana had mentioned hiring someone to take care of the yard on a regular basis.
 
She crawled out of bed and crossed the hardwood floor to see Tyler on a riding mower, making circles around the house. His lawn was already done, and there was Sheba, sneaking out from under his house and making a mad dash across the lawn.
 
Monica hurried to the front door and let the cat inside. “You’re going to be in big trouble, girl.”
 
Sheba curled up in an open box that still had a fluffy throw in the bottom and began washing herself.
 
“There must be a place somewhere in the floor big enough so you can shimmy down and crawl out. Now all Tyler has to do is figure out where it is and close it up.” Monica moved through the maze of boxes and went to the kitchen to make herself a cup of coffee. When it was done, she carried it to the living room and sat down on the end of the sofa.
 
“This is all going too fast, Sheba,” she muttered. “I can’t get over ten years of trust issues in one week, not even with a new heart. And yet, when I’m with Tyler, it’s like the past decade has been erased. I feel as if we’re throwing out the bad memories and keeping the beautiful ones as we start all over.”
 
The cat let out a long, pitiful meow.
 
“I wish I spoke cat language, so I’d know if you are agreeing with me or telling me to suck it up and quit worrying.” Monica went back to the kitchen to make herself another cup of coffee.
 
The lawn mower stopped about the time the coffee finished dripping, so she poured a tall glass of sweet tea for Tyler. She heard him coming across the porch and realized that she was wearing a faded nightshirt with Minnie Mouse on the front. She tugged at the bottom, trying to cover her underwear, but it was useless, so she took off at a dead run to her bedroom and jerked on a pair of running shorts, a bra, and a T-shirt.
 
This is crazy, she thought. He’s seen me naked before, and most of my body was covered by that shirt. She dashed back to the living room to let him inside.
 
“Good mornin’.” Tyler wiped sweat from his brow with a red bandanna.
 
She threw the screen door open. “Come on in. I’ve got a glass of iced tea ready for you. Thanks for doing my yard.”
 
“You’re welcome.” His eyes grew wide at the sight of all the boxes. “Where are you ever going to put all this stuff?”
 
“Probably a lot of it will be repacked and put in the garage. I had to pack in a hurry, so there’s not as much here as it looks like,” she explained as she made her way to the kitchen and brought back his tea and her coffee. “We need to talk.”
 
Tyler sat down in the rocking chair and took a sip of his tea. “Those four words kind of scare me.”
 
Monica sank down on the buttery-soft, leather sofa. “Do we need to slow this thing between us down? I’m afraid that we’re going too fast.”
 
Tyler drank down half of his tea before he answered. “I had given up hope that we could ever have a future together.” He paused for a long time. “I don’t want to slow anything down, but since it was my stupidity that caused our problem, I’ll abide by your wishes. Just tell me what you want.”
 
At that very moment, Monica wanted to go to the courthouse on Monday and buy a marriage license. Common sense told her that was an insane idea. Her heart said that no one was perfect, and that she and Tyler had both made mistakes. His was letting Raylene talk him into going to the garage with her when he knew what kind of girl she was, and hers was not fighting for what she and Tyler had.
 
“I’m at a crossroads,” she said.
 
“That reminds me of something.” He pulled his phone out of his pocket and hit a few keys. “This song is about a man who’s got two loves in his life and doesn’t know which one to choose. I’ve got two loves in my life . . .” He hit the play button, and Vince Gill began singing, “Which Bridge to Cross.”
 
Monica didn’t realize she was holding her breath until her chest began to ache. If Tyler was playing that familiar song, then he must have another woman somewhere in the background.
 
He cleared his throat and repeated, “I’ve got two loves in my life. One is from the past, and one is sitting here with me. They’re both the same person. Do I burn the bridge from the past and cross one into the future? Or do I burn the bridge to the future and be happy with the good memories from our past? It’s totally up to you, Monica. We can be neighbors. We can be friends. We can stay on this fast train, or we can slow it down to a crawl. You make the call, and I’ll abide by it.”
 
When the lyrics of Gill’s song said that the heart only knows what feels right and talked about reaching a decision and getting on with the rest of his life, tears filled Monica’s eyes. By the time the last note was played, Monica had made up her mind. She picked up her phone from the back of the sofa and brought up “Love Can Build a Bridge,” by The Judds.
 
“This is what I’ve been thinking about. It’s an old one, but I remember us listening to it a few times,” she said.
 
Tyler stood up and extended a hand to her. “I think I’ve got my answer about which bridge to burn and which one to cross, but I’d like to hear you say the words.”
 
She put her hand in his, and he drew her to his chest for a slow waltz around the boxes. “Let’s burn the past and ride that fast train toward the future.”
 
Monica sang with the lyrics, agreeing that the first step was realizing it all began with them. Tyler joined her when the words said that when they stood together, they could do anything. They danced until the song ended, and then he tipped her chin up and kissed her.
 
Only two people existed in the whole world in that moment—Monica and Tyler. Peace surrounded her like a warm blanket on a cold night, and she knew she’d made the right decision. No matter where this fast train took them, she would be on it with Tyler.
 
“Like it says, our finest hour is when we stand together,” Tyler said.
 
“Let’s don’t let anything come between us ever again,” she whispered.
 
Before he could answer, Sheba gave out another long meow that sounded as if she was in pain.
 
“What was that?” Tyler asked.
 
“I think we’re about to have kittens.” Monica could have tossed the cat out in the yard for ruining the romantic moment.
 
“What’s she doing over here?” Tyler asked.
 
“I watched her come out from under your house through the crawl space and book it over here this morning. I let her in so she wouldn’t be around the mower.” Monica moved away from him and around a couple of boxes. She dropped to her knees and motioned for Tyler to join her. “Evidently, she wanted to have her babies over here. Look! There’s already two of them. One looks just like her and the other one is black and white. Do you think there will be more?”
 
Tyler knelt down beside her and put an arm around her shoulders. “Does this make us parents?”
 
“I’m not sure how the family tree goes with cats, but if this is the whole litter, I’ll take them both,” Monica answered. “It would be a shame to separate siblings.”
 
“I should go find whatever hole she’s getting out at and fix it before I take her home,” Tyler said. “Did you ever wish for a brother or sister?”
 
“Just every day of my life,” Monica answered. “Did you?”
 
“Yes, I did,” Tyler answered. “Remember when we used to play that game about naming our kids when we got grown?”
 
Monica nodded. “The boy was going to be either Creed or Logan. The girl was going to be Sophia or Stella. I still want a big family someday. I don’t want to raise an only child.”
 
“Me, either.” He took her hand in his and gave it a gentle squeeze. “I guess that’s a stop on down the road for the train, though, isn’t it?”
 
“Yep,” she said. “For now, we’ve got two kittens to raise.”
 
“I don’t want to leave, but I should get on over to the house and figure out where that hole is. If she can get through it, then possums, raccoons, or rats could get in the house. Want to come with me?” he asked.
 
“Sure.” She nodded. “I should get an idea of what all we’re going to have to do to get your place ready, and I can help find Sheba Houdini’s secret.”
 
“That sounds like a video game.” Tyler chuckled and helped her to her feet.
 
“Maybe we should sell the idea to a children’s publisher. The cat keeps getting out, and the possum keeps coming into the house. Oh my! How does the child figure out how to keep one out and the other one in,” she teased as he kept her hand in his and led her outside.
 
Winnie’s house was an exact replica of Dotty’s, except for a few minor details like white countertops in the kitchen instead of blue, and paneling on the walls. But now the walls were covered with nail holes where Tyler had removed all the old wood.
 
“This is going to take a lot of patching,” Monica said.
 
“I know,” Tyler groaned. “The paneling was put up with nails, and you can see that they used lots of them. I’ve called a crew to come in here and put up new drywall and get it ready to paint.”
 
“Sounds like a good plan to me,” Monica agreed. “Is there somewhere you don’t want me looking?”
 
“I’ll take my bedroom and bathroom,” he answered. “You can check out everywhere else. I can’t imagine where a hole big enough for her to get through might be, but evidently there is one.”
 
Monica looked under the kitchen sink, and everything was all right there. The second place she tried was the cabinet beside the sink. When she opened the door, she found a possum curled up asleep on the bottom shelf. The animal didn’t take but a few seconds to scurry down a hole and disappear under the house.
 
“I found it,” she called out.
 
Tyler came running from the bedroom and dropped to his knees. “I wonder why the flooring is . . . oh, I remember now. Granny had the whole house replumbed a few years ago, and the plumbers had to take up the flooring in a couple of cabinets. Look!” He pointed. “They forgot to screw this floor back down.”
 
“And this is where she stored her cast-iron skillets,” Monica remembered. “The weight of them would have held the flooring down. I can see where the board slipped forward when Winnie moved the skillets, but how did Sheba open the door?”
 
“The catch is broken,” Tyler said. “I’ll get a drill and some screws and fix it. Then we can bring her and the kittens back over here. Thank goodness you saw her coming out from under the house.”
 
“Like the song says, we can do anything together.” Monica smiled.
 
“Yes, we can,” Tyler said, and leaned over to brush a sweet kiss across her lips.

 



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
Everything was going so well in Monica and Tyler’s relationship that, by the end of the next week, she had dismissed the feeling that the other shoe was about to drop. She had turned in her application packet to Gloria, and that Friday, she dressed in a cute little pink suit for her interview. She slipped her feet into white shoes with a chunky heel and then checked her reflection in the long mirror at the end of the hall.
 
Seeing Tyler’s vehicle in front of his house, and a cute little sports car beside it, didn’t send up any warning flags. Tyler had said he would be going in late that morning, because the drywall guys were coming, and he needed to be there when they arrived. Evidently, one of the workers drove a fancy car, Monica thought. She hesitated on the porch, took a deep breath of the fresh morning air, and then headed to her own car.
 
A movement in her peripheral vision made her jerk her head around to see if Sheba had gotten loose again. Her heart did a nosedive into the dirt when she saw a tall, blond-haired woman backing out of Tyler’s house with him in tow. The screen door was halfway open, so Monica got the full impact of the woman wrapping her arms around his neck, pulling his face down to hers, and locking onto his lips.
 
Monica felt like she was watching a car wreck. The whole scene was horrible, but she couldn’t force herself to look away or even blink. The kiss ended, and the woman walked slowly out to her car, got behind the wheel, and put on a pair of oversized sunglasses. She stuck her arm out the window and waved, and then left a dust trail behind her.
 
Tyler stepped out onto his porch, saw Monica, and started toward her, but she managed to get to her car, get in, and drive away before he could reach her. Her phone rang several times while she drove to her interview, but she ignored it. She didn’t want to talk to him, not yet. Had that blonde spent the night in his bed? Had she just showed up, or had he called her and invited her to his house? How many more women from his past would she have to deal with?
 
When she got to the parking lot in front of the assisted living center, she laid her head on the steering wheel and tried to talk herself out of even going in for the interview. She couldn’t live beside Tyler, or maybe even with him in the future, and be content with his old girlfriends popping in and out of his life.
 
Maybe it was a one-night stand that you weren’t supposed to see or know about, the pesky voice in her head suggested. This is the second time you’ve caught him with another woman. Wake up and realize that he’s trouble.
 
“No!” she yelled, raising her head.
 
Her phone rang again, and this time, she fished it out of her purse. “Might as well get it over with,” she muttered.
 
“Hello, Tyler.”
 
“We need to talk. I’m a block away, and you have ten minutes before your interview with Gloria,” he said.
 
She ended the call and got out of her car. When he pulled into the lot, she was sitting on a park bench under a huge pecan tree in front of the building. He got out of his vehicle and sat down beside her.
 
“You’ve got eight minutes. I need one to walk from here to Gloria’s office,” she said.
 
“I was in a relationship with that woman you saw two years ago. Her name is Audra. I met her in college, and we were together for a year. We broke up because she wanted to get married, and I couldn’t commit to that. I was still in love with you, and I didn’t have a whole heart to give to anyone.” He raked his fingers through his hair.
 
“Did she spend the night with you?” Monica asked.
 
“No! Hell, no!” Tyler shook his head. “She came by the house . . .” He paused.
 
“Just to kiss you?” Monica checked her phone for the time.
 
“No!” His voice sounded like he was bewildered. “She showed up about five minutes before you saw us together. She said that she hadn’t gotten over me and wanted to know if we might start things up again. I told her all about you, and how you were the reason I couldn’t commit to more with her in the first place. I don’t know why she kissed me, but please know that she did that, not me. But”—another pause—“I’m glad she did.”
 
“Really? Why’s that?” Monica asked.
 
“Because I felt nothing. No sparks, no chemistry. Not one single thing like I feel when we kiss or even when you just touch my arm or my hand,” he admitted. “I had to talk to you right now and explain.”
 
How would you feel if one of your old boyfriends came back and kissed you? Nana’s voice was back in her head. Give that some thought before you go off all half-cocked and end it with him.
 
As if he could read her mind, Tyler said, “I’d be seeing red if the roles were reversed here. I can only imagine how you are feeling right now—especially after that fiasco ten years ago. Please, trust me when I say that I would never do anything to jeopardize this second chance we have.”
 
If you want something bad enough, you’ll fight for it. Nana’s advice came back to mind.
 
“Now, it’s my turn.” Monica glanced at her phone again. “I don’t know how many of these beautiful women you’ve got hiding in your past. I don’t want to know, but I’m very much aware of the few relationships I had that didn’t work out for me. I do trust you, Tyler, and I’ve got a remedy for this problem. We’ll move in together. My house is already put together, so let’s live in it. We can furnish your house with the furniture you bring from your rental property and use that place for our guest house. When my folks or yours come to see us, we’ll have room for them, or if Nana and Winnie want to get away from here for a day or two, like at Christmas, we can let them stay there. Now, I’ve got to go to my interview. Think about it.” She stood up and smoothed the front of her skirt.
 
“I don’t have to think about it.” He grinned. “I’m ready, but what good will living together do when it comes to old relationships?”
 
“It’s quite simple. If one of your women comes to the door, I can kick her off the porch and send her on her way,” Monica answered.
 
Tyler stood and wrapped Monica up in his arms. “I love you.”
 
“I love you, Tyler Magee. I can’t remember a time when I didn’t.” She hugged him back. “Wish me luck with this interview.”
 
“You don’t need it, darlin’,” he said as he lowered his lips to hers.

 



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
“How do I look?” Dotty asked Winnie.
 
“Like an oversized blueberry.” Winnie giggled.
 
Dotty gave her a dirty look. “I’m going to change into the black outfit I wore to the alumni banquet. I won’t have a bit of confidence in this thing after that ugly remark.”
 
“Dotty Allen, the day you don’t have confidence hasn’t dawned yet,” Winnie told her. “The black looks better on you, anyway, and our new things are more stylish. That blue dress is more than five years old, and it looks like something an old woman would wear, or maybe be buried in.”
 
“Good God, Winnie!” Dotty gasped. “I’m going to give the dress away if it makes you think of funerals.”
 
“Give it to Gladys,” Winnie said, giggling.
 
“She could never fit into it,” Dotty said as she pulled the dress over her head and put on the black pants outfit. “This will look better with my crown, anyway. Now, how do I look?”
 
“Like you could dance to that badonkadonk song and take Henry away from Gladys,” Winnie answered.
 
“I always say it’ll take a man with his own teeth, his own hair, and who doesn’t have to use a walker to bounce my bedsprings.” Dotty hooked her arm in Winnie’s and said, “Let’s go knock ’em all dead.”
 
“That might not be the right thing to say when the youngest one in this place is over seventy,” Winnie told her as they walked down the hall together.
 
The dining room was decorated with balloons and ribbons, and there were two long tables laid out with all kinds of finger foods. The crown was perched on a shelf under a banner that said MOTHER OF THE YEAR.
 
“There it is,” Winnie whispered, “just waiting for them to announce my name.”
 
“Or mine,” Dotty reminded her.
 
“Hey, don’t y’all look amazing.” Monica crossed the room and hugged both of them. “Guess what? I got the job. Gloria called me this morning. I go to work in two weeks. I called my supervisor at the nursing home, and they agreed to let me use my vacation days for my two weeks’ notice, so we’ve got that time to work on our guest house.”
 
“Guest house?” Winnie asked.
 
Tyler walked up behind Monica and slipped an arm around her waist. “Did you tell them yet?”
 
“I told them that I got the job, but not about the other,” she answered.
 
“What other?” Dotty’s eyes widened.
 
Before Monica could answer, Gloria tapped on a glass with a spoon to get everyone’s attention. “I’d like to ask everyone to find a seat so we can begin. First of all, thank you so much for coming out to our Mother’s Day celebration. It’s so good to see so many here this year to enjoy spending time with all the mothers and grandmothers that live at Pecan Valley. Before we begin, I’d like to announce that Leona, our RN, will be retiring in two weeks, and we’ve hired Monica Allen to step into that position. I won’t say take her place, because Leona can’t be replaced. Monica, would you stand up, please, so everyone can put a face to the name.”
 
Monica blushed slightly as she got to her feet. Dotty started the applause, and everyone else joined in.
 
“Thank you,” Monica said when the noise died down. “I appreciate that, and hope that I can do half the job that Leona has done.” Then she sat back down.
 
“Now for the moment we’ve all been waiting for,” Gloria said. “We’ll crown our Mother of the Year, and then we invite all of you to enjoy the food, stay and visit as long as you want, and come back to see us often.”
 
Dotty reached over and grabbed Winnie’s hand. “This is it. We’re goin’ to win,” she whispered.
 
“We tallied up the votes twice to be sure that we got this right, and we had a tie this year, so we asked all the staff members to vote one more time for either of these two sweet mothers,” Gloria said. “And the winner of this year’s Mother of the Year contest is Minnie Mason.”
 
Winnie started to get up out of her chair, but Dotty pulled her back down. “She said Minnie, not Winnie.”
 
“Well, crap!” Winnie said, “and to think of all the money I spent on candy bars.”
 
Minnie, a little round woman with short, kinky hair dyed red, made her way to the front of the room. Gloria put the crown on her head and then led her down a stretch of red carpet as the background music for “Miss America” played.
 
“Crown is all buried down in that silly-looking hair,” Dotty complained. “And her pink dress doesn’t do a thing for it.”
 
“That’s one of them funeral dresses,” Winnie whispered.
 
“We should sneak into her room tonight and steal the crown,” Dotty suggested in a low voice.
 
“Nana!” Monica scolded.
 
“I just want to be a queen one time,” Dotty said, pouting.
 
“Well,” Winnie huffed. “The fact that you got the job, and we get to see you every single day, kind of takes the stink off this moment.”
 
“Thank you for that,” Monica said.
 
“And we do have other news.” Tyler took Monica’s hand in his.
 
Dotty couldn’t think of a thing better than winning that crown, but she sighed and focused on the two of them. “Well, spit it out!”
 
“We’re going to live together in my house and fix up Tyler’s as a guest house,” Monica told them. “That way, you two can come stay a few days over holidays with us.”
 
“Oh my!” Dotty’s hands went to her cheeks. “Sweet Jesus and all the angels in heaven. My prayers have been answered. What made you decide to do that?”
 
Winnie grabbed Tyler around the neck and hugged him tightly. “Yes! Whatever made you decide to do that?”
 
“Well, it all started ten years ago, when I caught Tyler in the garage with Raylene Carter, and then a few days ago when . . .” Monica went on to tell the story of the woman who’d kissed Tyler.
 
“But what has all that got to do with living together?” Winnie asked.
 
“Nana told me that if I want something bad enough, I might have to fight for it,” Monica explained. “I figure if some hussy comes knocking on my door looking for my boyfriend, I’ll be waiting, and I can kick her off the porch. If she comes up with her hands knotted in fists, I’ll know that it’s time to fight for what I love.”
 
Dotty and Winnie both broke out in laughter.
 
“That’s my girl. When’s the wedding? I need to shop for a new outfit.” She cut her eyes around toward Winnie. “One that doesn’t look like a funeral dress.”
 
Winnie clapped her hands. “I just love that you two have made up, and you called him your boyfriend. I’ve waited ten years for this day. When is the wedding?”
 
“We’re taking it slow and easy,” Tyler said, “and we haven’t talked about a date yet.”
 
“We’ve got to see if we can stand each other before we talk marriage,” Monica told them.
 
“Oh, honey, that’s not going to be a problem. You’ve been in love your whole lives,” Dotty told her.
 
“You’re right about that.” Tyler leaned over and kissed Monica on the cheek.
 
“Amen!” Monica agreed, looking into his eyes.




EPILOGUE
 
Six months later
 
 

 
Snow covered the ground and was still coming down the December day when Monica went to the little white brick church in Bells. Winnie and Dotty were riding with Ginger in the car behind her. Pink sponge hair rollers covered Monica’s head, and she prayed that her thick hair would be dry when her mother removed them. She parked right beside them at the backside of the fellowship hall, and all four women waded through snow that came up over the tops of their boots to the doors that led inside.
 
“Nervous?” Winnie asked as they kicked off their boots and headed across the room.
 
Monica stopped and stared. The room had been transformed into a beautiful reception hall, decorated with poinsettias in the middle of each table, and a fully adorned Christmas tree in the corner with wedding gifts under it. “Mama, this is beautiful. It’s like a Christmas fairy tale.”
 
Ginger gave her daughter a sideways hug. “Honey, I was tickled pink when you and Tyler decided to have a Christmas wedding. I’ve had so much fun helping get all this together. Wait until you see the sanctuary.”
 
“I should have been in on all this,” Monica said with a smile.
 
“We got it done, darlin’ girl.” Dotty made it a three-way hug. “And we enjoyed every minute of it.”
 
Winnie joined in the embrace. “We loved doing this for our grandkids, and besides, y’all had to work through yesterday in order to get days off for your honeymoon in the Colorado mountains.”
 
“But we expect less skiing and more baby making while you’re up there.” Dotty patted her on the back.
 
“Nana, you’ve got to learn some patience.” Monica smiled.
 
“Honey, I’m eighty-six years old and staring eighty-seven right in the eyeballs. Patience is not in my basket of fruits of the spirit at this age,” Dotty said.
 
“Hmmph,” Winnie snorted. “When they were passing out patience to all the little baby girls that was born in the year we were, you told them, ‘I don’t want any of that crap. Just give me a double dose of sass.’ ”
 
“And it’s done me a lot more good than all that other stuff,” Dotty shot back at her, and tugged on Monica’s hand. “Now, let’s get on to the sanctuary for a quick peek, and then you’ve got to get dressed. You’re getting married in two hours, and Ginger swears it will take an hour of that to get your hair fixed so the veil will fit just right.”
 
“Oh, Mama,” Monica said as they made a slow walk down the center aisle. “This is my dream wedding. Fluffy white pew bows with red poinsettias, candles everywhere, and a Christmas tree instead of an arch.”
 
“I couldn’t have done it without these two.” Ginger waved to include Winnie and Dotty.
 
Tears dammed up in Monica’s eyes, but she refused to let them spill out. No way was she going to ruin her makeup. “All right, let’s go get dressed before I start crying.”
 
Monica’s white velvet dress, with its train that trailed over the floor, hung on a tall hook. Even looking at it, she couldn’t believe that her day had come. She and Tyler would spend their first night together as a married couple in a cabin in Colorado.
 
But there are more nights to a marriage than just the ones in a honeymoon, and I want to be married to Tyler, not just have a wedding, she thought.
 
“Okay, sweetheart,” Ginger said. “Sit down right here, and let’s get those rollers out of your hair while Winnie and Dotty get dressed.”
 
Monica sat down on a velvet stool in front of the vanity and watched her mother take the rollers out of her hair. “You’ve been doing this for as long as I can remember.”
 
“With the same pink curlers,” Ginger said, laughing, “just like the ones my mama used on my hair.”
 
Monica realized for the first time how much she and her Latina mother looked alike. Ginger was a little taller than her daughter, and her eyes were the color of Yoohoo chocolate drinks, whereas Monica’s were as dark as coal. But their skin tones were the same, and so was their facial structure. Monica hoped that, if she had a daughter, she would be blessed with thick black hair and blue eyes like Tyler’s.
 
Ten minutes before it was time to walk down the aisle, her father, Kent, stuck his head in the door. “Is everyone ready?” he asked. “They’re playing the music for your mother and Tyler’s mama to walk down the aisle together.”
 
“Almost,” Monica said. “Just a couple more finishing touches.” She brought out two tiaras that she had hidden in her duffle bag. “Nana and Winnie, you didn’t get the Mother’s Day crown at the center, but I want you to wear these today. They go with your pretty red dresses, and today I’m crowning you Grandmothers of the Year.” She nestled the tiaras down into their freshly styled hair. “They are to thank you both for agreeing to be my bridesmaids.”
 
“Now you’re going to make me cry.” Winnie grabbed a tissue and dabbed her eyes.
 
“Not me,” Dotty said. “I’m going to wear this thing with pride and then put it on the shelf in my living room. Gladys and Minnie ain’t got a thing on us. They might have Mother’s Day crowns, but our grandkids are getting married, and we’re going to get great-grands someday.”
 
Ginger kissed Kent on the cheek. “I remember our wedding day,” she said.
 
“Best day of my life. Then the next best day was when we had this gorgeous daughter,” Kent said.
 
“You got that right.” Ginger smiled at Monica and disappeared out into the hallway.
 
“Thank you for our crowns.” Dotty picked up her bouquet.
 
“Thank you for being you and for forgiving my grandson,” Winnie said as she straightened her back and adjusted her bouquet.
 
Monica blinked back tears as she took her father’s arm. “I can truthfully say that this is the best day of my life, too, Daddy, but I think there are more even better ones in store.”
 
“I can guarantee it,” Kent said.
 
When the two ushers opened the doors into the sanctuary, the church was packed. Monica locked eyes with Tyler, and everyone and everything else disappeared. He met her in front of the altar and took her hand in his.
 
“You are stunning,” he whispered.
 
“You clean up pretty good yourself,” she said, and the two of them turned to face the preacher.
 
“Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today . . .” The preacher began the ceremony. “Who gives this bride?”
 
“No one,” Kent answered, “but her family is willing to share her with Tyler, just as his family is willing to share him with ours.”
 
“Family,” Monica whispered as she handed off her bouquet to Dotty. “It’s a beautiful thing.”
 
“Yes, it is, and we are so lucky,” Tyler said.
 
Vows and rings were exchanged, and then the preacher pronounced them man and wife. “You may now kiss your bride, Tyler.”
 
Tyler bent her so far backward that her veil dragged on the floor behind her, and then he sealed the marriage with a true Hollywood kiss. When he brought her back to a standing position, he said, “I love you, Mrs. Magee.”
 
“I love you,” she told him, and they walked down the aisle as a married couple to the melody of “Love Can Build a Bridge.”
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