




Stuart James sat in the dim glow of a single desk lamp in his room at the Algonquin Hotel.

He rarely slept more than four hours a night and had been awake since three, occupying himself by surfing the Internet. Peering at the luminous screen through half glasses, he read the headline that announced the upcoming marriage of his ex-wife.

Marilee had been floating around in his mind so much for the past six months. That was why he had come back to the States.

Rubbing the stubble on his cheeks, he read the text on the computer screen and felt such emotion as made him turn away. He looked at the telephone for a long minute, before going to the closet, pulling out his bags and beginning to pack. He would not call her. He wouldn’t give her an opportunity to tell him not to come. If he just showed up on her doorstep, she would see him. And he doubted she would send him, the father of her child come at last, away.

“Endearing and magical.”

—Ann B. Ross, author of Miss Julia Throws a Wedding

“Curtiss Ann Matlock brings us characters who live long after we’ve closed the book.”

—Lois Battle, author of The Florabama Ladies’ Auxilary and Sewing Circle
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

If you are a reader familiar with my previous books, you know what to expect. I hope you are not disappointed.

If you are a new reader picking up this book, I’m honored that you picked it up at all, considering the thousands of books out there. To be of help, let me tell you that this story is about ordinary people living lives of desperate trials and quiet triumphs. I admit to cultivating a positive outlook on life. There are enough books in the world that focus on the gutter; I like to keep my eyes outward and upward, to the beauty. This is the only view I believe worth passing on.

I sometimes think of the reader out there, picking up the book and reading the words on the page. I imagine the person smiling, or perhaps with a tear in the eye but smiling just the same, because of having read something that expressed a similar personal experience. Many readers have written to tell me this is so. Thank you all for your letters! And should you enjoy this book, please don’t hesitate to write to tell me. I can be reached at www.curtissannmatlock.com.

I want to thank my family for their support all these years of writing: my husband, Jim, who knows “the look” when I come down the stairs, so keeps his silence; my son, T.J., who gives presents of my books to the many women he meets; and my mother, who rearranges copies of my books from the obscure to the prominent shelves at Wal-Mart.

And gratitude to my ancestors, too, from whom I inherited a love of books, a certain stubbornness and a deep and wide sense of humor.

My sincere gratitude to my editor, Leslie Wainger, whose calm strength and unfailing faith in me saw me through a particularly rough time during the writing of this book.

Welcome to my world—Valentine.
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“Home is the place where, when you have to go there, They have to take you in.”

—Robert Frost

“The Death of the Hired Man”
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The Valentine Voice, Wednesday, February 21


Publisher and Associate Editor to Wed James, Holloway Announce Engagement

Tate Briggs Holloway, publisher of The Valentine Voice, and Marilee Roe James, associate editor, announce their engagement and plans to marry March 21, 11:00 a.m., at the First Street Methodist Church, with Pastor Stanley Smith officiating.

Ms. James is the daughter of Norma Cooper of Lawton, formerly of Valentine, and the late Frank Justus of Valentine, and the niece of Vella and Perry Blaine, of Valentine. She has served on the staff of The Valentine Voice for over eight years, and is the founder and director of Angel Gifts, a nonprofit organization that provides educational assistance for special-needs children to small schools.

The prospective groom is the son of Franny Holloway of Galveston, Texas, and first cousin to Muriel Porter-Abercrombie, formerly of Valentine and from whom he purchased The Valentine Voice last spring.

The couple will make their home in Valentine, with Ms. James’s son, Willie Lee, and niece, Corrine Pendley.



New York City, 6:15 a.m.

Stuart James sat in the dim glow of a single desk lamp in his room at the Algonquin Hotel. The sounds beyond his room were becoming more frequent, footsteps in the hallway, the whoosh of the elevator, horns on the streets below, as the city awoke.

Stuart, in a navy sweatshirt, plaid flannel lounge pants and worn kid leather moccasins bought years ago while on a photo shoot on a Navaho reservation, was reared back in the chair with his feet up on the desk and a notebook computer open in his lap. He rarely slept more than four hours a night, and had been awake since three and occupying himself by surfing the Internet.

Peering at the luminous screen through half glasses, he read the headline that appeared. He became still, as if even the blood stopped in his veins.

Movement returned, first with his eyes, which ran along the lines of text that announced the upcoming marriage of his ex-wife. Then his hand came from behind his head, and his feet dropped to the floor, while he stared for long seconds at the text, his mind assimilating the news.

Then he reached for the two medication vials sitting nearby. Popping off the lids, he shook one pill from each vial, tossed both into his mouth and downed them with water from a glass that was ready and waiting.

Carefully, breathing deeply, he set the computer on the desk, his eyes drawn again to the text, which he reread.

His hand shot out and took up the receiver of the phone. But he halted the action in midair, then slowly replaced the receiver, sitting for a long minute with his hand resting there, as his mind swept back, touching on memories out of time.

In a motion more swift than he had achieved for some months, he rose and reached for his slacks thrown across a chair. Pulling his wallet from the back pocket, he opened it to the picture he had kept of her and held it into the circle cast by the lamp.

Marilee’s image was there beneath the cloudy plastic. Not smiling, but fiery. He smiled softly, remembering. He had taken the picture himself, and it was the best of her possible. Marilee had never been one to take a very good picture. She posed too hard. But this one he had caught her unawares, and angry. What had it been that time? Oh, yes, it had been when he had left her a whole day, waiting at that old grocery in the Tennessee mountains.

He supposed his main mistake had been leaving her too often.

Rubbing the stubble on his cheeks, he again read the text on the computer screen and felt such emotion as made him turn away. It was just a podunk newspaper in a podunk town, he thought, and that was why the announcement appeared on the front page.

Marilee had been floating around in his mind so much for the past six months. That was why he had come back to the States, why he had found the Voice on the Internet and looked there every few days for the past month. He had been resisting the urge to run to her. His urge was stupid. Why couldn’t he let it go?

He shook his head, and then he caught sight of himself in the mirror on the wall. Always thin, his face was bony now. In the low-lighted room, his image appeared colorless, lifeless. Fear swept down his spine and sent him turning from the sight.

He looked again at the telephone for a long minute, before going to the closet, pulling out his bags and beginning packing. He would not call her. He wouldn’t give her an opportunity to tell him not to come. If he just showed up on her doorstep, she would see him then. And he doubted she would send him, the father of her child come at last, away.





One

Today—the first day of the rest of your life.

Valentine, Oklahoma, 5:30 a.m.

Streetlights twinkled through the trees, and here and there kitchen lights were popping on, as the earliest risers, or those who were just coming home, began to make morning coffee.

Up on Church Street, Winston Valentine didn’t have to make coffee. His niece, Leanne, had moved in two weeks earlier and brought her fancy coffee machine with its automatic timer. She set it to come on around the time Winston awoke each morning and checked to make certain he was alive. At eighty-eight, he thought it prudent to check his vital signs each morning. He took being able to smell the aroma of the coffee as a main indication that he remained among the living.

Rising, he looked out the window, saw the frost on the porch roof and thought it a good choice that he and his neighbor, Everett Northrupt, had decided that during the winter months they would push their flag-raising time until one half hour after sunrise.

He dressed, caught up his breath and his cane, and headed downstairs, passing the closed door of the room his niece occupied and stopping to peek in the room of his elderly friend and boarder, Mildred Covington, who snored lightly with her mouth wide-open. He liked to make certain Mildred was still alive, too, since the death of his former elderly boarder, Ruthanne Bell, who, just after Christmas, had passed away sitting in a chair and they all thought she was asleep for half a day.

In the kitchen, he swallowed two aspirin, slipped into his old wool coat, poured a mugful of coffee and took it to the front porch. There he eased himself into a rocker, watched for daybreak and talked to God. He thought it best to be on speaking terms with God, since each day he came closer to kicking the bucket.

Down at the intersection of Main and Church Streets, a spotlight shone on two flags, the Oklahoma state flag and the Valentine city flag, faintly fluttering in front of City Hall. To the west, the buildings of Main Street stretched in shades of grey at this hour, the color broken on the south side by the fluorescent blue and yellow of the old Blaines’ Drugstore sign.

The stray black cat that had taken up at Blaines’, where Belinda Blaine fed it milk out the back door, walked across the street and disappeared beneath the only parked car on the street, a Grand Am belonging to Charlotte Nation, who was inside The Valentine Voice building. Light shone around the closed blinds covering the plate glass windows of the Voice. Charlotte, receptionist and general girl Friday, sat in front of her computer, where she had been since the early hours of the morning.

Charlotte’s mother had suffered a stroke back in January, and in an effort to escape the sound of her mother’s labored breathing in the other room, she often left her in the care of the night nurse and came down to her office computer, where she worked on the Voice’s Web site, or boosted herself with e-mail from support lists, such as ExecSecs, for executive secretaries, and MomofMom, for daughters caretaking their mothers, and RealWomen, for women with younger lovers.

A knock at the front door jarred Charlotte’s attention from her computer.

“It’s me, honey.”

It was Sandy Conroy, layout man for the Voice. Charlotte threw off her glasses and raced to the door, where Sandy stood with a bag of cinnamon rolls from the IGA bakery.

“I know you’re beat. I’ll make us some coffee,” he told her.

No one had ever considered that staunch Charlotte might need some care; it had always been Charlotte looking after everyone else. Until Sandy.

Touched to the core in that instant, Charlotte pulled him inside and into her strong embrace, kissing him ardently.

“Marry me, Charlotte,” he whispered when he dragged his lips free.

Her answer was to kiss him again, so as not to have to tell him, yet once more, that no, she could not. She was almost thirty-seven, and Sandy was just barely twenty-six, and she had an invalid mother to care for. It was too much—for both of them.

Over on Porter Street, in the rear bedroom of a bungalow with a deep front porch, Marilee James came awake from a vivid dream. The dream was a repeat of one she had had earlier in the week. While not exactly the same dream, it was close enough to be a little disturbing and cause her to turn on her bedside lamp.

It was what came from listening to Julia Jenkins-Tinsley, the postmistress, who knew everyone’s business and told it every chance she got. This time Julia had been telling about how Kaye Upchurch had met her husband at the door wearing nothing but a fur coat, which she flashed open to bare her altogether, as Julia put it. Julia did not know if Kaye had succeeded in heating up her husband with this stunt, but she did know that he was now receiving Men’s Health magazine and vitamins through the mail.

Since hearing about this, Marilee had been toying with the idea of doing something similar to Tate. She thought of it now, her gaze falling to the new engagement ring sparkling on her finger. She shined it on the bedspread and admired it again.

Of course the idea was preposterous. Marilee was not the sort who did such things. She did not want to be that sort to do such a silly thing.

Except that Tate told her she was way too serious, and she wanted to show him that she was not. And she felt the need to stir him up, get him to take command of their intimate lives. Well, sort of.

Marilee wasn’t certain exactly what need she was experiencing, except that there was a craving deep inside causing her to feel frustrated and wild.

She slipped out of bed and went to open her lingerie drawer, pulling out a long, silk, flaming red nightgown that she had, in a fit of reckless intentions, ordered from Victoria’s Secret.





Two

Flying by the seat of the pants

In the front bedroom of the bungalow, Little Willie Lee, as he was generally known by bigger kids at school, opened his eyes and saw the fuzzy first grey light of morning around the edges of the window blinds. The entire room looked fuzzy. He found his glasses on his bedside table and put them on in the careful, almost reverent manner he always used, because his glasses enabled him to see.

There was just enough light for him to make out his shiny red cape lying at the end of his bed. He had loved the cape since his mother had made it for him to be Superman on Halloween.

He looked over at his cousin, Corrine, peering hard through the gloom. The room was yet so shadowy that he could barely identify a lump under her covers. Corrine, who liked a pile of blankets—Aunt Vella said it was because she was so skinny—slept with the covers over her head.

He held his finger to his lips at Munro, who remained with his head on his paws, although his eyes blinked. Munro knew the plan, and to be quiet.

Slipping from the bed, Willie Lee knew how to step so that he missed the places where the floor would creak. The wood was cool through his socks.

His shoes waited in the dark corner. He had to sit to slip them on, but he did not have to tie them, because he had learned to remove them without untying the laces. He took his coat from the hook on the door and put it on over his flannel pajamas. Concentrating as hard as he could, he got it zipped up.

Just as he was reaching for his cape, floorboards creaked. Mama! Coming from her room.

For an instant Willie Lee stared wide-eyed at Munro, who sat up on the bed and was also wide-eyed, and then he dived for the bed just as a slice of light came shining in from the hall. He scrambled to get himself, his cape clutched in his hands, and his bulky coat, hidden beneath the covers. Munro lay back down, up close against his legs.

There came the swish of his mother’s robe and the creak of the floor as she came to the bedroom door. He saw her in his mind’s eye, in her long pink robe, her hair billowy, her eyes that often searched him; he could even smell her sweet scent.

It was strange for his mother to be up this early. His mother did not like mornings. No one liked mornings the way Willie Lee did.

He heard his mother go back to her bedroom and shut the door. He peeked out from the covers and saw the empty doorway, hall light out now.

Slipping again from bed, he stood contemplating his problem. His mother might hear him go out the window. His mother seemed to have a certain knowledge about him. She might already know about him going out the window on the previous mornings.

He looked at Munro and heard clearly, “Better not this morning.”

But Willie Lee whispered, “I have to.”

He pushed his pillow and blankets until they looked like how Corrine did in her bed. He got his cape snapped around his neck and shook it out behind him so that it fell properly. Then, on his knees on his bed, with Munro twitching beside him, he raised the window blinds. He had long ago figured out how to do it with almost no noise. The window needed a tug, and then it whooshed up silently, as if with angels’ help.

Fresh cold air hit his hands and face.

“Me first!” Munro jumped through the window from which Willie Lee had removed the screen a week ago. No one had noticed.

Willie Lee carefully lowered the blinds back into position, then glanced over his shoulder at Corrine. She was still beneath her covers.

There was no way to be silent in trying to get on the other side of the blinds. He did the best he could. Nothing was going to stop him now, anyway. He got his feet out the window and his rear end positioned on the windowsill, holding to the frame on either side with a hard grip. Munro was sitting on the ground, looking up expectantly. “Come on!”

Willie Lee braced his feet against the outside wall. Then he put his arms out in front, the way Superman did, took a breath, closed his eyes and imagined…jump!

For an instant he was hurting through the air, with his cape flying out behind him.

His feet hit the ground with a hard jolt, then his knees—something sharp stabbed his left knee—and he caught himself instinctively with his hands, only to lose balance and go rolling across the cold, wet ground.

He found himself staring at the brick foundation three feet from his face. Munro came over to lick his face. “I am o-kay,” he told his dog.

He sat up. Everything looked funny. Oh, his glasses. He straightened them on his face. He got to his feet and rubbed his hands on his coat. He had almost flown, he felt sure. Almost. Yes, his cape was okay.

Turning, he looked up into the bare branches of the elm tree that stretched over toward the corner of the house. He looked at Munro. “May-be I need to be high-er…up in the tree.”

Munro looked up at the tree and then at Willie Lee. “I don’t think so.”

Willie Lee went over to the tree and walked around on the lumps of roots spreading out at the base. He felt the rough bark. He pressed his ear against the trunk, hearing the life running through the tree the same way he could sometimes hear it in the wind or in the ground.

He looked upward again for a long minute. He raised both arms out in front and upward, hands together, closed his eyes and stood there, imagining, feeling himself begin to soar.

But when he opened his eyes, he was still on the ground.

Just then a door opened next door.

Willie Lee dropped his arms and squished himself against the tree trunk. Munro moved close.

Trash cans banged. Mr. Purvis putting out his garbage.

Next came a small meow and then Mr. Purvis saying, “Git…git outta here!”

Willie Lee risked peeking around the tree. He saw Mr. Purvis stamp one of his big boots at a small grey kitten, as if trying to smash it.

The kitten scampered under the hedges that divided Mr. Purvis’s driveway from Willie Lee’s front yard.

Mr. Purvis went back into his house.

Willie Lee, crouching, went along the hedge, until he saw the little kitten.

“Do you know him, Mun-ro?”

“No.”

Willie Lee said, “Here, kit-ty.”

The kitten, frightened of everything, scampered farther along through the branches of the hedge. Munro went ahead and tried to speak with the kitten, while Willie Lee held back and watched. But the kitten just hissed at Munro.

“Stupid cat.” Munro retreated.

Then Mr. Purvis came back out to start his pickup, and at the roar of the engine—which Willie Lee’s mother and just about everyone else in their neighborhood complained of—the kitten zipped through the hedge, and then it was as if it shot out and up into the air, right out into the road, unfortunately at the exact moment that a little car came speeding past.

Thud!

Willie Lee saw and heard it. It looked as if the kitten hit the car and not the other way around.

The next instant the car was gone, and the kitten lay in the road, like a dirty rag.

Munro took off like a bullet for the street, and Willie Lee, forgetting to remain hidden, hurried as fast as he could after the dog.

He stopped at the curb. He was not allowed in the street. But the kitten was only a little way into the street. Munro was sniffing it gingerly.

Carefully Willie Lee stepped off the curb and over to the lifeless grey-striped form. Pushing his glasses up on his nose, he crouched with his hands on his knees for a closer look.

“Road-kill,” Munro said.

“Well, by golly, Willie Lee, is that your kitten that got run over there?” It was Mr. Purvis, looking over from scraping frost off his windshield. Puffs of white came out of his mouth, about like the dark puffs coming out of the tailpipe of his rumbling truck.

“No, sir.”

“Well, son, you had better get out of the street before a car comes and runs over you. I’m fixin’ to back out.”

Mr. Purvis reached for the door handle.

Willie Lee watched with alarm, and Munro pranced. “Pick him up, quick…hold him.”

Willie Lee reached down to gather up the kitten’s limp body. His knuckles scraped the pavement. He always had such a hard time moving fast. He could never move as fast as everyone wanted him to.

Then, holding the kitten close against his chest, he carried it up into his yard, stumbling on the curbing. He walked beneath the massive bare branches of the elm tree and stood there, feeling the kitten warm in his arms. He closed his eyes and imagined himself flying, and as Mr. Purvis’s pickup truck roared out of the driveway, he could feel himself lifting.

Inside the house, Marilee had her face jutted toward her dresser mirror and, in the impossibly low light of the little crystal lamp, was applying lipstick, when Leon Purvis’s hot-rod pickup roared in the driveway next door. She jumped and shot red toward her cheek.

Dang that man! Somebody ought to shoot him. She threw down the lipstick and headed for the bedroom door. Hearing her boot heels connect with the floor, she went up on tiptoe, lifting up the red silk nightgown as she raced across the short hallway to the children’s bedroom.

She stood there, hearing her neighbor’s hot-rod truck fade away down the street and holding her breath as she studied the forms in the beds.

The forms did not move. A bomb going off outside would not wake Willie Lee unless he wanted to wake, but Corrine could be awakened at times by the least thing.

It occurred to Marilee that she would feel pretty foolish should her niece wake up and find her standing there in the sexy red negligee and tall taupe cowboy boots.

She tiptoed back into her bedroom, where she stood for a moment, listening with the door cracked. Silence. No one stirred. She reassured herself that one could generally count on children sleeping more soundly on school days.

Back again in front of the mirror, she took a tissue to the smudged lipstick, then reapplied it. A last study of her image, then she dropped the lipstick and strode to the closet, where the door sat open with clothes hung all over it, got out her long trench coat and put it on. She hadn’t worn it in years, usually opting for her practical and comfortable Pendleton barn coat.

Standing in front of the full-length mirror, she tied the coat around her, leaving the buttons undone. It would be much easier to whip open the coat if it were just tied.

She gave it a try, jerked the belt loose and flung open the coat and struck a provocative pose. Plunging neckline, skin shadowy beneath the filmy gown, high-heeled cowboy boots. Well. That was a picture to get attention, she would think.

Sucking in a breath, she folded the coat closed and retied the belt. Taking advantage of a sudden leap of faith, she opened the bedroom door, tiptoed again to the door of the children’s room. The lumps remained still in the beds.

Turning, she tiptoed through the house and out the back door into the cold morning, and hurried across the frosty yard shadowed by the trees. She was still on tiptoe, she realized, and let her feet down.

The latch on the old back gate was frozen in place. She jiggled it, and it opened with a small squeak. She hurried through the gate and the line of cedars at the back of Tate’s yard, across the expanse of lawn and up the back steps. She felt like some sort of criminal sneaking through the neighborhood.

The doorknob was cold beneath her hand. The door that had not been locked since Tate moved in opened quietly.

She stuck her head through and peered into the room. A light burned above the sink, but there was no aroma of coffee. Her nose twitched, detecting the acrid scent of old moldy wood.

Listening carefully, she thought she detected water running through pipes. Maybe so, maybe not.

She stepped into the kitchen and closed the door quietly behind her, leaned against it, catching her breath. Then she was struck with the boldness of her following through with her idea, and that the idea was actually rolling along.

Pushing from the door with a bit of eagerness now, she went to the coffeemaker, pulled it forward on the counter, then looked at the cabinets, guessing the location of the coffee and opening the door directly above.

She and Tate had been dating since last fall, and she had not spent enough time in his kitchen to know for certain the location of his coffee. This fact seemed to speak about a definite hole in their relationship. She didn’t know where his coffee was kept, and she had only made love with him four times. Four rather furtive times, stolen moments that had much more to do with passionate need than commitment, which they had now made.

At the thought of her commitment, Marilee’s mind did a sharp jog back to the preparation of coffee. Just to be ready in case Tate appeared, she untied the belt of her coat and did a quick practice seductive flash. Okay, that would do.

The next instant the back door swung inward.

Marilee whirled around. She had thought Tate was upstairs. What was he doing coming in the back door? Grab the edges of her coat, pose and flash.

She had her coat whipped open when she realized the figure stepping into the kitchen was not Tate but…a woman.

Yes, a woman coming in the door. A small woman, in a bright pink-and-purple silk jogging suit, who gazed at Marilee with equal surprise.

Marilee wrapped her coat closed.

The woman said, “Oh, honey, I’m sorry to startle you. I guess you weren’t expectin’ me.” She laughed. “And I wasn’t you, either.”

Who was this woman?

As if in answer to the unspoken question, the woman said, “I’m Tate’s mother, Franny. I got in late last night.” Lowering her voice, she leaned forward and held up a pack of Virginia Slims. “I took my smoke outside, before Tate got up. He will take me to task if he finds out I still smoke a cigarette on occasion. I do take care of myself, and one little cigarette isn’t going to kill me, and I like to have it while I do my mornin’ meditations. But I thought it best to go outside…. I don’t want to do anything to make Tate start up again.” She put a hand over her heart. “Heaven knows he had such a hard time quit-tin’. And I do not want to be any temptation in the wrong direction for my son.”

The entire time the woman spoke, Marilee stood frozen, holding her coat around her and taking in the woman’s bright green eyes, pixie-styled, carrot-red hair, dangling earrings and bangle bracelets that tingled, noticing that her features greatly resembled Tate’s, although surely she was too young to be his mother, and she looked not at all like her picture on his office wall. Her accent, too, was very much like his; she said the word direction with a long i, and there was a brightness about her that was arresting, as if she glowed.

Then the woman said, “You’re Marilee, aren’t you? If you’re not, Tate has a lot more problems than startin’ up smokin’ again.” She gave a throaty chuckle.

“Oh, yes, I’m Marilee.” Clutching her coat together with one hand, she extended the other. “Hello.”

“Hello, my dear.” The woman took Marilee’s hand, but instead of a shake, she came forward and pressed her cheek against Marilee’s in a warm manner. “It is a delight to at last meet the love of my son’s life.”

Then she drew back and was again assessing Marilee, who said, “I…I was just…well, I thought I’d make Tate some coffee this morning.”

“Ahh…” The woman’s gaze traveled up and down Marilee, and then she turned to reach into a cabinet for a mug, which she stuck beneath the water faucet. “I always have a cup of hot water before my coffee. I don’t make very good coffee, so I’m awfully glad you can.” Popping the cup into the microwave, she pushed buttons.

Marilee decided she had to get out of there.

“I need to be getting back home. The children are alone. I just left them for a few minutes.” She didn’t want Tate’s mother to think her careless as a parent. No doubt the woman was already having plenty of skeptical thoughts about her. She moved toward the door, remembering at last to tie her belt and not keep clutching her coat together like an insane woman.

“But, honey, you haven’t seen Tate.”

“I’ll see him later.” She opened the door.

“Now, I don’t want to be an interruption to you and Tate and y’all’s routine. I’m takin’ my hot water right up to my room and leavin’ you two alone to do…whatever.”

“We don’t have a routine,” Marilee said instantly, taking the woman’s “whatever” to be something like making mad, passionate love on the floor. “I just…well, I have to get back.”

At that minute Tate entered. He was pulling a T-shirt over his head. Marilee saw his bare chest, blue flannel lounge pants and bare feet. When her gaze came up from his feet, she found his head out of his shirt and his eyes staring at her in surprise.

“Marilee?”

“Good mornin’, dear,” his mother said as the microwave oven beeped. “I think Marilee has a surprise for you.” And then, bearing her cup of hot water, the woman swept out of the room in a swish of her silk jogging suit.

Tate looked at Marilee, who said, “I just came to make your coffee. See you later.”

Turning, she left him there with his confused expression, going out without so much as a kiss on the cheek, closing the door to the aroma of coffee, descending down the steps with the cold crisp air blowing up her coat and gown, a painful reminder of her foolish, audacious actions. As she hurried across the frosty grass that crunched under her feet, she listened for Tate to follow. But he did not. Bitter disappointment brought tears to her eyes.

She should have known better than to try something silly. She had never been very good at silly.

In the bathroom, Corrine heard a noise and opened the door a crack, peeking out. Light poured in the living-room windows now. She heard her aunt Marilee’s steps through the house, coming from the kitchen. The question of where her aunt had been so early in the morning flitted through Corrine’s mind but was pushed out by the immediacy of her situation.

Her aunt, just entering the hallway, stopped on sight of Corrine, who said, “I…I started,” and thrust her panties out through the cracked door.

“What?” Aunt Marilee looked puzzled.

Corrine closed her eyes and shook the panties, which Aunt Marilee took and looked at. Corrine opened her eyes to check her aunt’s response.

Aunt Marilee’s bottom lip quivered, and her eyes went all soft and warm, and Corrine could breathe again.

“Oh, sugar,” Aunt Marilee said, pushing open the door and pulling Corrine out. She pressed Corrine against her, saying again, “Oh, sweetheart,” and Corrine had to turn her head to the side to keep from being smothered. Aunt Marilee led them into her room and sat on her big bed, all the while saying how Corrine had taken a big step into womanhood.

“Remember all I told you? All we learned?” her aunt asked.

In her dedicated effort to school Corrine and Willie Lee at home last summer, Aunt Marilee had taught Corrine all about the human body. Aunt Marilee had done such a thorough job that when her teacher this year at school had addressed a lot of the same facts, Corrine had felt she could have taught the class.

Corrine nodded that she did remember.

“Do you have any questions?” asked Aunt Marilee, who had tears flowing down her cheeks even while she smiled.

Corrine didn’t think the smile reached her aunt’s eyes. She wondered what her aunt was really thinking, but she was not about to ask.

Then Aunt Marilee was stroking Corrine’s hair. “I wish sometimes that I could keep you from growin’ up…. Life just gets more complicated from here,” her aunt said in a sighing voice.

Corrine thought life was pretty complicated now, but she was glad to be growing up, and it couldn’t happen soon enough for her. She believed that when she grew up she would know all that she needed to know, and that she would never act as stupid as all the adults she saw.

Just then Aunt Marilee got to her feet. “We need to call your mother, and you can tell her. She’ll want to share this time with you. Wouldn’t you like to tell her of your big day?”

Corrine read the assumption on her aunt’s face and said the expected “Yes.” She watched as her aunt reached for the telephone on the nightstand. Her stomach tightened, and uncertainty tumbled over her body. Apparently Aunt Marilee had forgotten that early mornings were not a good time to call her mother, who was never, even when not hung over, in a good mood first thing in the morning. When Corrine had lived at home, she had learned not to wake her mother and in the mornings to make coffee so that her mother could have a cup as soon as possible upon awaking. One never spoke to Corrine’s mother before she had her coffee. And one generally didn’t speak of private things at all with her mother, who did not like to speak of bodily functions.

“Oh, this phone doesn’t have your mother’s number,” Aunt Marilee said, and Corrine felt an instant of relief, but then Aunt Marilee was heading for the phone on her desk in the living room.

Corrine followed, for the first time noting that her aunt had on a long coat she had not before seen, and boots. Curiosity over her aunt’s dress and where her aunt had been so early in the morning flitted through her mind but was replaced by wondering if she should remind her aunt that morning was not a good time to call her mother.

She threw herself into the big chair, to hide, but then she poked up on her knees and said in a sudden, hurried whisper, “You tell her, Aunt Marilee.”

Aunt Marilee cupped Corrine’s chin with her hand, which was cool and smooth.

A moment later Aunt Marilee was saying into the phone, “Anita, this is Marilee. Call up here this evenin’, okay? Corrine has something to tell you.” She paused and added, “We love you, Anita.”

Aunt Marilee put down the phone. “Your mother’s probably still sleepin’, but she’ll call us back this evenin’.”

Corrine looked into her aunt’s eyes and saw the eagerness to please there. She smiled, trying to give her aunt what she wanted, while inside she felt relieved not to have to hear her mother’s groggy morning voice. Guilt came with the relief.

Aunt Marilee hugged Corrine in that way she had of trying to make everything right.

Just then the front doorbell rang, causing both of them to jump, and Aunt Marilee to let out an “Oh!”

Aunt Marilee moved to answer, and Corrine hurried to stand beside her, to be ready in case. She did not know in case of what, but Corrine always felt the need to be ready for dire happenings.

It was Willie Lee and Munro standing there.

Willie Lee was in his coat and Superman cape, and holding on to a little kitten squirming in his arms.

“I have been out-side.” He stated the obvious as he came forward. “And I have a new kitten.”

Corrine thought of Willie Lee’s bed, of the lump she had thought was him.

“Oh, Willie Lee, not another one,” Aunt Marilee said.

Just then the kitten managed to spring out of Willie Lee’s grasp, bolted over his shoulder and across the porch. Willie Lee turned to call to it, but it disappeared beneath the house.

Aunt Marilee tugged Willie Lee inside and told him that he could have the kitten if it showed up again. She wanted to know what he had been doing outside.

“I have been learn-ing to fly,” he said.





Three

Officially engaged…

Tate came driving up in his yellow BMW just as Marilee was herding the children out to her Cherokee. Tate had been taking them to school each day since the beginning of the school year, but he was late today, and Marilee had assumed that he had decided to skip this morning because of his mother’s presence. She had thought him rude for not calling to tell her so, too, and now she felt silly for jumping to conclusions.

“Sorry I’m late,” he said, leaning over and opening the passenger door.

“I just figured you were spending the morning with your mother.” Marilee stood looking in the door at him. She felt sharp and was annoyed with herself because of it.

“My mother generally amuses herself in the mornin’. Come on, kids.” He beckoned to Willie Lee and Corrine, who were already easing past Marilee and into the back seat.

Marilee slipped into the passenger seat, keeping her eyes averted as she buckled herself in.

“Thank you for the coffee,” Tate said as he shifted into Reverse. She looked over to see his blue eyes warm upon her.

“You’re welcome,” she answered, thinking how nice he was being, and of how he had not followed her out the door that morning. Shifting her gaze to Willie Lee, she made certain he had fastened his seat belt.

On the short drive to the school, Tate told them that his mother had arrived in the middle of the night. He used the phrase, “She landed in about one o’clock.” This caused a bit of discussion.

“Did she land on the roof?” Willie Lee wanted to know.

“Uh, no…she stopped in the driveway.”

“You said she land-ed.”

“I meant she arrived at one o’clock,” Tate corrected. “She drove into the driveway at one o’clock…and stopped.” One had to be specific with Willie Lee.

“Oh. You do not mean your mo-ther can fly?”

“I guess she could, but Valentine doesn’t have an airport, Willie Lee.”

“I know that. I thought may-be your mo-ther could fly by her-self.” Willie Lee’s voice echoed with disappointment.

Understanding dawned on Tate’s face. Then he shook his head. “No, son. My mother has a number of supreme abilities, but flyin’ is not one of ’em.”

Marilee wondered about his mother, who did seem somewhat unique.

He went on to tell Marilee that his mother had not even telephoned him that she was coming until she was one hour outside of town, when she called for directions. When Marilee commented on her youthful appearance, he said that his mother had turned seventy years old, and that youthful appearance was a family trait.

Marilee, looking at his profile and at the way his pale hair curled slightly behind his ear, said she saw it in him.

Tate stopped the BMW at the curb in front of the school, where Marilee got out and lifted the back of the seat to let the children out. In the manner of many a single mother carrying sole responsibility and occasionally being a little manic about it, Marilee adjusted Willie Lee’s backpack to the proper position and then made certain Corrine had the coins she had given her for a pay phone, in case of emergency use.

“I could always use the office phone,” Corrine said, even as she showed Marilee the coins.

“I just like you to have options. You can call me anytime, and I’ll come get you, if you don’t feel well.” She wanted Corrine to know it was okay to come home, if she wanted. She wanted things to be different for Corrine than they had been for herself. For an instant in memory, she recalled being at school and feeling the blood run out between her legs, afraid of shaming herself and not having anyone to turn to.

“I’m okay,” Corrine said in a low voice, shooting a cautioning glance toward the car and Tate.

Marilee got the message to shut up. “Okay. Love you.”

She kissed them both quickly and then stood there, holding the car door, resisting the urge to stuff them back inside and race home with them, to keep them there with her, safe from the hard world.

She watched them walk away up the sidewalk, falling in beside other children, yet seeming to stand out, different, marching to a drum unheard by others. Corrine, always protective, took Willie Lee’s hand. Her niece possessed a fierce heart in a thin, fragile body.

And Willie Lee…Marilee’s eyes lingered on her son, on his spiky blond hair that nothing could tame, almost like Willie Lee himself, different from others and going at his own pace in a world that hated different and slow and kept pressing him to be customary and fast. But he was Willie Lee, who had been denied oxygen at birth, or some such thing she had never fully understood and felt vaguely guilty at possibly causing. His brain could not comprehend as a standard brain and would never be able to go beyond the understanding of what it was right now, a five-year-old brain in a nine-year-old body.

And what did it matter? Her son was happy, and Marilee did her best to encourage him to be exactly who he was, while at the same time trying to help him to learn to live in the world in which he had to live.

It would no doubt be easier for him in the long run. As Willie Lee’s body matured, his handicaps would be more and more obvious, and the world made allowances for handicaps that could be seen.

Not so for Corrine. Her handicaps were wounded emotions, invisible and considered shameful, if considered at all. The world was frightened of wounded emotions, because everyone had a bit of their own. To admit them meant admitting to weakness, and the world had little tolerance for weakness.

Marilee slipped back into the car.

“They are fine,” Tate said, and squeezed her knee.

She glanced over and saw the look of understanding on his face. She wished she could believe him. There was such a faith in life about Tate Holloway.

With this thought came a jumble of emotions, admiration, gratitude, desire, all coming in a flood so strong that she flushed warmly and put her hand atop his, entwining her fingers with his. Quite suddenly her mind filled with the image of throwing herself onto Tate and doing it right there in the school parking lot, or, conversely, jumping out of the car, which was now exiting the lot, and running far, far away.

She let go his hand and turned her head toward the window, seeing the bare-branched trees against a clear blue sky, the empty playground, and the buses pulling into the garages. To say she was in a confused emotional state probably put it mildly.

“The announcement will be in the paper today,” he said, and the comment drew her head around; his expression was pleased as all get-out.

“Yes, it will,” she said, putting a pleased smile on her face for him. And she was pleased. Of course she was pleased.

“It’s already on the Web site.”

There was no need to tell him that she had not looked. She felt a little guilty for possibly not paying sufficient attention to their official engagement announcement.

Tate was saying, “Charlotte must not have been able to sleep last night. She got the entire front page updated already.”

“Charlotte has become something of a computer maven. She put the announcement on the front page?” She found this vaguely disconcerting. Marilee did not like to stand out.

Tate nodded happily. “We thought that appropriate. After all, I am the publisher. You are marryin’ big-time, darlin’.” Tate did like to stand out. He enjoyed attention as much as he generally liked to give it.

They had come to the corner of Main and Church Streets. The Valentine Voice building sat like a stanchion on the north corner.

“Take me home,” Marilee said, giving the building a glance. “I’ll work at home today.”

He looked at her, questioning.

“I just need the quiet. I need to concentrate to finish the piece on the teachers’ proposed pay raise.”

Up Church Street, a right turn onto Porter, and then they were pulling into her driveway behind her white Cherokee. Munro, waiting on the porch, got to his feet. From next to him came a flash of fur.

“Oh,” she said. “I think that was the kitten Willie Lee wants slipping underneath the porch. I’m so tired of all these strays. We have finally gotten down to two rabbits, the mice and the goldfish.”

“Animals are his talent.”

Marilee agreed with a sigh. “Remember, all these animals will be living with you soon.”

“There’s plenty of room over at the Big House,” he said, using the new term he had for his house. “And I’ll build him cages in the backyard, if we have to. We could have a budding veterinarian on our hands.”

“No, we don’t. We have Willie Lee.” Sometimes Tate, who could be as imaginative as a little boy, needed reminding that this was the real world.

He said, “Yes, it is Willie Lee, but no doubt his talent with animals will be profitable in some way.”

At that, Marilee had to put her hand on his cheek. “I do love you, Tate Holloway.” She did not say it often. Even now, the words came as if propelled past her reasoning mind, which could hardly believe in love between a man and a woman.

Then she was looking at his lips and bending toward him, and the next instant they had melted together in a deep kiss, causing her to put her hand to the back of his neck and hold him when he would have lifted his head. She went to kissing him for all she was worth, and he responded, and soon they were slipping down in the car seat. Marilee heard the caution in the back of her brain and pushed it away. She thought of the house, now empty of children, of her bed that she had not even made that morning.

Ask him…tell him how you feel…ask him inside…no, don’t you dare do that.

Then Tate was pulling away. “Well…I guess we’d better remember where we are.”

Marilee was quite limp and breathless. She saw his face all hot with passion, and she let him see clearly how she felt. Or she attempted to do this, but his response was to sit up straight and say that he needed to get on over to the office.

“I’d best check and make sure everything is on its way to being ready for deadline.” His sky-blue eyes flitted up to her hair, then down to her lips, and then up again to meet hers.

“Yes,” she said. “I need to get to work, too.”

She scooted out of the seat, taking up her purse as she moved.

“I’ll call you later.”

“Okay. Have a good day.”

She shut the car door and gave him a wave, then headed in long strides for the porch, thinking that they were behaving as though they were very good friends, which of course they were. Marilee was always good friends with the men in her life. She knew how to be a friend. It was being a lover that she found problematic.

She turned the knob on the unlocked front door. The old wooden door stuck, and she shoved it, realizing with a suddenness how very angry she felt.

The door swung inward, all the way back to bang against the wall. Munro, coming into the house at her feet, skittered out of the way at the sound, then shot her an accusing look.

Marilee took a deep breath and carefully closed the door. She leaned against it for a moment, then pushed herself away and went to her desk, took up the phone and punched the automatic dial for her aunt Vella, tucked the receiver into her neck and picked up a fingernail file as she listened to the slow rings across the line. Just when she thought her aunt was not going to pick up, she heard a click.

“Aunt Vella? Hello?”

“Yes, I’m here, sugar.” Aunt Vella’s voice came with static across the line. “I’m on my cell phone…calls forwarded…I’m…way…sale…Home De…”

“Aunt Vella? You’re breakin’ up. I’ll call you later.”

Hearing her aunt’s acknowledgment, Marilee hung up and sat there, thinking of her situation, which was that here she was, marrying a man to whom she could not talk about her deep need for closeness. Who she could not manage to get alone for any length of time—in fact, with whom being alone seemed to frighten her.

Her record in previous situations of this type was not a good one. Here she was, now officially engaged to a man, the third one in her lifetime, although she and Stuart hadn’t really had an engagement of any longer than it took to get a marriage license and get married, and thinking that maybe she was, yet again, making a terrible mistake.





Four

One picture is worth a thousand words….

The clock on his desk read one-fifty when Charlotte called out from her reception desk, “Paper’s here.”

He popped out of his swivel chair, and was out of his office in three swift strides and heading through the tall-ceilinged main room at a pace just shy of running. He jerked open the heavy steel door into what had once, during the Voice’s heyday, been the printing press area and was now the loading garage.

The large overhead door was up and the opening filled with the back end of the printer’s delivery truck. Diesel exhaust hung like a cloud, mingling with the scents of musty wood and brick and newspaper ink, bringing to Tate’s mind faint memories of his boyhood, when he delivered papers at the crack of dawn.

“Yo, Editor!” Burly Chet Harmon, their circulation manager, and two of his helpers were busy unloading the bundled newspapers, stacking them on the dock, then loading them into the Voice van that sat nearby. Chet pulled a rolled paper from his back pocket and tossed it to Tate. “Here ya’ go, boss. One picture is worth a thousand words, so they say.” He grinned widely.

Newsprint ink wafted up to Tate as he unrolled the paper and saw the announcement right there on the front page. He gazed on Marilee’s face smiling out from the paper. She had agreed to marry him, Tate Holloway, who was fifty-two years old and just now getting a start on a home and family. That he was seeing his dream come to reality was almost more than he could take in.

“Congratulations, Editor,” called one of the men—Durham, who did the store route.

Tate grinned broadly. “Thanks!” He shot a wave to all, then turned, slammed the door closed and strode back through the main room, waving the newspaper at their reclusive comptroller, Zona, through her opened door, “It’s here!” and to Sandy at the layout counter, who grinned his young, good ol’ boy grin.

When he reached Charlotte’s desk, he smacked the paper over her monitor screen. “Here it is.”

“I’ve seen it.”

“Yeah, well—” he dropped the paper so she had to grab it “—look at it now. Published.”

Heading on to his office, he ducked behind the door and snatched his brown suede jacket from the hook, slipping it on as he returned. “You know, they say if you see it in the Voice, it’s the truth.”

“You stole that.” She was on her feet and holding the paper out to him. Charlotte was tall, and today, in heels, she seemed to look down on him.

“I only borrow the true statements.” He adjusted his shirt collar over his jacket. “It’s announced now…to everyone.”

“Yes, it is.” She pushed her glasses up over her thick dark hair and regarded him with her dark eyes.

He finished straightening his collar and met her gaze for a moment, savoring an accomplishment.

Charlotte gave him one of her rare smiles. “Congratulations. You two are perfect for each other.”

“Thank you. I think so.” He couldn’t seem to stop grinning. “I’m off for an hour.”

“Show-off,” she said with a shake of her head.

“You bet.” And he was out the door into the bright winter sunlight and crisp, fresh breeze.

He slipped into his car and backed out onto the street. There was one person he had to show first. He owed it to Parker Lindsey. They had become friends, of a sort. They had shared a rivalry for Marilee—which Tate had won—and they shared the same hour in the morning for jogging, where Parker by far proved the more hearty runner. These things were ties enough. It seemed the honorable thing to do, to tell Lindsey in person, and the reason Tate hadn’t told him straight away, after settling things with Marilee on Sunday, was that Lindsey had been off at a convention down in Houston and had returned only yesterday.

Guilt nagged at him that he had not gone over to speak to Lindsey last night. He didn’t want the man to hear the news from someone else. But last night he’d been full of Marilee’s good stew and biscuits, and crawling into bed before he thought of it. He hadn’t even mentioned about Lindsey to Marilee.

Possibly Marilee had broken the news to her former fiancé that morning. But that did not take care of Tate’s sense of responsibility. Okay, might as well admit that a great deal of pride was involved. Such an attitude seemed small on his part. Oh, well, such was he and such was life, he thought, grinning just a bit as he pulled into the gravel lot of the Lindsey Veterinary Clinic.

“Doc’s out back, workin’ on a cow,” the young girl at the desk told him. She was new to him; she had dyed black hair, spiked. “You can go on back through here.”

Tate, tapping the newspaper against his thigh, went through the main lab room and opened another door, stepping into the large rear room with two stalls. Parker was coming out of one.

“Hey, Editor,” Parker said, peeling off a soiled glove that covered his arm to his shoulder.

“Hey, Doc.” Eyeing the plastic glove, Tate said, “I admire your courage, putting your hand deep into parts unknown.”

Parker grinned. “Always interesting. Found a Wal-Mart bag this time.”

“Empty?” Tate asked.

“Not exactly.”

Just then another figure stepped out from the stall, carefully closing the gate behind her. It was a woman. Slim, blond hair, good-looking. She had on a medical smock. Parker often had interns in training, and he seemed to manage to get the pretty females.

Parker introduced them. “Amy, this is the illustrious editor of The Valentine Voice, Tate Holloway. We all just call him Editor,” he said to the girl. “Editor, this is Amy Lawrence, my new partner.”

Partner?

Amy was a no-nonsense sort and stuck out her hand for a firm shake. “I’m Amy Lindsey now.”

Tate took that with surprise, looking from the woman to Lindsey, who blushed and rubbed his nose.

“He isn’t used to it yet,” the young woman said, flashing a grin. “I guess I’ll have to make him practice saying it: Mrs. Amy Lindsey.”

Lindsey put his now clean arm around her. “Yes, that’s right. Editor, please meet my wife…Mrs. Amy Lindsey.”

The two were about the same height and coloring. And they were clearly two people in love.

Tate recovered his senses. “Well, congratulations!” he said and stuck out his hand to shake Lindsey’s. “This is…quite a surprise. You go away to a veterinarians’ convention and return with a wife.” The man had upstaged him.

“Yeah, well…” said Lindsey, whose eyes returned warmly to the woman at his side.

“It came as a surprise to us, too,” she said with a laugh.

Tate said, “So, you have captured our proverbial bachelor. You must be awfully special.” He looked her over. She was younger than Parker, possibly as much as fifteen years younger, he would guess. The difference was probably a good match.

And she was a talker, was Amy Lawrence Lindsey. An up-front, straight talker, who quite quickly imparted the information that she and Lindsey had met over two years ago and renewed acquaintances at the convention. “I make up my mind pretty quickly, and Parker figured he wasn’t getting any younger.”

She draped herself there against her husband. They were in love. It was fantastic.

Probably won’t last, Tate thought, and then purposely swept that bit of uncharitable negativity out of his mind.

He was so stunned by this turn of events that he almost forgot his own news, and in fact when Lindsey asked why he had come by, he felt a little defeated. Then he held out the newspaper and showed his announcement to the man who had been Marilee’s former lover and almost husband.

“Well, that’s fine,” Lindsey said slowly after long seconds of looking at the photograph. His eyes came up to meet Tate’s. “I’m really glad for both of you, Tate. You’re good for Marilee.” He meant it.

“Thank you. I think I am, and I know she is good for me. And I was hopin’ you would be willin’ to stand up with me as my best man.” He was aware asking was a tall order, but he didn’t have a close friend, and he meant it as an honor to Lindsey, too.

“I’d be glad to, Tate. Thank you.” The man spoke sincerely.

“You bet.” Well, he’d said what he had come to say. He shook Lindsey’s hand and wished the two newlyweds a good future, then walked back out into the late winter sunshine, fighting off a very foolish annoyance at Lindsey for having upstaged his news. As he got back in his car, he figured his general attitude of Parker Lindsey being a childish sort was the pot calling the kettle black.

Then his gaze fell to the newspaper lying on the seat beside him, to his and Marilee’s picture. Happiness took over, for Lindsey who he no longer had to feel guilty about leaving odd man out, and for himself, because he was getting the woman of his dreams, and for the whole dang world.

He caught a glimpse of himself in the rearview mirror and saw he was smiling broadly. He was a pretty handsome fella.

Coming back into town, stopping at the light at Main and Church Streets, he saw Mayor Upchurch, a bucket of fried chicken under his arm, crossing the street from the Quick Shop to City Hall.

“Hey, Walter!” Tate hollered, and waved the paper out the window while turning to slip up to the curb in front of City Hall.

Just then a horn blared and brakes squealed. It was a brown UPS truck taking the same space while Tate had been looking at the mayor. He squeezed on past and pulled to the curb haphazardly in front of the truck.

“Hey, Editor!” It was Buddy Wyatt, his young neighbor from the far end of Porter Street, popping out of the UPS truck with a large box.

“Sorry I about ran into you,” Tate said, “but I’m engaged!” Tate thrust the newspaper at him, and the young man peered at the front page, then slid his gaze to Tate. The boy probably thought Tate beyond such a thing as newlywed bliss; Buddy wasn’t but about twenty-five, lived at home with his mother and had as a main ambition to sport the biceps of Atlas.

“Hey, that’s cool, Editor. But you’d better be more careful watching where you’re goin’. Don’t think your fi-an-cée would be too happy should you get run over.” He gave the box he carried a bit of a toss, flexing his biceps, which showed beneath the short sleeves he sported, even in the winter, and then went through the door that Mayor Upchurch held open.

Tate showed the mayor the announcement as the two of them entered the building. Walter Upchurch handed him the warm bucket of chicken and took the paper, reading the announcement aloud; he slapped Tate on the back, and together they showed all the clerks, and the mayor’s wife, who stopped by, caught her husband with the greasy fried chicken and scolded him severely for setting himself up for a heart attack and leaving her a lonely widow.

Tate thanked God for giving him a partner like his Marilee and not a harpy like Kaye Upchurch.

From City Hall, he went down to the Main Street Café, where he showed everyone in there his great news and bought a round of coffee. After that he continued up and down Main Street, with its shops sporting fluttering flags of various sentiments and its sidewalks newly planted with redbud trees, for which Tate had led the fund drive. He stopped in the shops and met people on the sidewalk, and spread the news that he and Marilee were formally engaged and had set the date for their nuptials. He wanted to make certain everyone knew, and he wasn’t trusting to the newspaper or gossip to get the job done.

At the Sweetie Cakes bakery, he ordered a double chocolate cake for that evening, a surprise and celebration of the official announcement. “Marilee loves her chocolate,” Bonita Embree said knowingly.

“I know how to keep my girl happy,” Tate said.

Bonita, laughing gaily, said, “Better than sex.”

Tate ducked out on that and headed down to Grace Florist, where he ordered a mixed spring bouquet.

“It’s still winter. May snow, the weatherman says,” said Fred Grace.

“All the more reason for a spring-looking bouquet.
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