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Chapter One

Ordinarily, I loved visiting with my
BFF Colleen. We’d been buddies forever--since middle school--and
there wasn’t much, I was sure, that we hadn’t shared. Even though
we’d lived drastically different lives and probably should have
long since grown apart, we were completely comfortable with each
other.

At least, I was comfortable with her
when I was never at ease with anyone else.

I assumed that went both
ways.

Honestly, I was as inhibited as she
was carefree--so we were from opposite ends of the spectrum. I had
a lot to be inhibited about, though--didn’t know if it was the
results of nature or nurture or life experience--or rather a lack
thereof--but it didn’t really matter. I was hopeless and I knew
it.

Colleen, on the other hand had
experienced everything--everything I’d always wanted to experience
myself but only ended up experiencing vicariously through
her.

It was my mother’s fault, poor
thing--not anything she wanted or could help.

I hardly remembered a time when my
mother wasn’t sick. As I grew up, our roles were reversed until I
eventually became her caregiver.

I figured I’d enjoyed my early
childhood as much as any other kid who had no siblings and only one
parent. By the time I got to high school, though, mom’s health was
the central focus of my life and I had little time for the fun
things other teens did.

Like dating.

I did manage to lose my
virginity to a hot guy on the football team--thanks to my BFF who
set it up--but it was not
a really great experience and I wasn’t
particularly tempted to see if it got better.

And I didn’t really get the chance of
it so I had to suppose that was just as well.

The exodus to my own life through
college never happened.

My mom took a turn for the worst and I
became a full time caregiver before I even graduated from high
school.

Which was what led me to building a
business out of our home--because it was easier and cheaper than
trying to get a job that paid enough to allow me to hire anybody
for the job.

I became a workaholic--not because I
enjoyed it so much--but because I had to fight like fighting fire
just to keep the two of us afloat.

So--I was thirty before I knew it--and
actually didn’t really ‘know it’ because my mother died, leaving me
alone and unmoored.

Five years of grief after my mother
finally passed, bless her heart, and here I sat staring at my BFFs
beautiful pool and wondering what I was going to do with
myself.

I wasn’t independently wealthy. I did
well enough to be comfortable, but there wasn’t time or a lot of
money to throw away on ‘fun’ even if I could have afforded to take
time off, which I couldn’t.

And I really had almost zero life
experience anyway.

I struggled with the urge to pester my
BFF to go with me on a little vacation--because I was afraid to go
by myself.

She’d said she wasn’t interested and
that was that.

After a brief inner battle, I managed
to switch topics. “This really is a fantastic place. Did you design
it yourself? Or have someone else do it?”

Colleen preened. “I’d love to claim
credit, but you know I’m not like you, De De. I have no artistic
talent at all. It was my pool man that did it--start to
finish.”

Pleasure wafted through me as I
focused on the details I’d ignored while I was feeling sorry for
myself.

It was hard to enjoy a pity party
surrounded by such tranquility and beauty. “Really? I bet it cost a
fortune.”

“It wasn’t cheap,” she
said wryly. “But … there were benefits.”

That sounded like a reference to sex,
but I dismissed it. I doubted she got that much action. She just
liked to think she still ‘had’ it.

Inwardly, I shrugged. She had
something I didn’t have--three ex-husbands.

I hadn’t managed to coax one to take
the leap.

There were some extenuating
circumstances, of course, but bottom line was … I was staring at
forty and no husband under my belt.

Actually not that many boyfriends
either.

I was pretty comfortable,
though.

“You should hire my pool
man to do something like this for you,” Colleen said
abruptly.

I gaped at her a moment and finally
uttered a disbelieving chuckle. “Aw--Colleen! You know I couldn’t
afford anything like this if I lived to be a hundred!”

“But … you already have a
pool! That’s the most expensive part. And, anyway, you don’t have
to do what I did. I’m sure he could whip up something to fit your
budget--And what’s the point of pinching every penny and never
doing anything for yourself? Before you know it you’ll be middle
aged and then old.”

Self pity clogged my throat and a
little resentment, too. That sounded like …. Criticism to me. She
knew the life I’d inherited. I hadn’t chosen the life I had, but I
loved my mom. What else could I do? Ignore her needs because I
wanted to have fun? My nose stung, but I sucked it up. “I guess it
wouldn’t hurt to get an estimate ….”

“Exactly! And then you
could have a vacation right in your backyard any time you felt like
it!” Colleen said enthusiastically.

As if she’d solved all of my problems
in one fell swoop.

“Well … uh …,” I said a
little vaguely, scooting to the edge of the chaise I’d been taking
up, “I suppose I should be getting back ….”

“Wait!” she exclaimed,
grabbing her purse and digging into it. Then she unearthed a
business card and held it out imperiously. “Call them! I mean it! I
am going to be pissed off if you don’t. You can at least hire him
to do upkeep on the pool. And, like I said--he does occasionally
offer fringe benefits! Just … go with the flow if he starts
flirting outrageously. It’s safe to take him up on it. I did. Well,
actually I gave him a huge tip--40%--and then he … thanked
me.”

That was a little cryptic--just not
cryptic enough not to give me heart palpitations.

Because--knowing Colleen
like I did, I was almost
completely convinced she was talking about
sex.

But I still had doubts.

And the thought of trying
anything with the potential for embarrassment that suggested just froze me
up.

* * * *

Jessie was still shook up when he left
the hospital with his brother, Chance.

It wasn’t as if he wasn’t well aware
that their business carried risks of injury. It was manual labor.
They worked with tools. They worked with machinery. They worked
with heavy landscaping materials.

But they were alert, aware, and
careful. He’d been in the business nearly five years and not one
accident that he would consider an actual accident. Only the
occasional cuts, falls, scrapes and bruises.

His brother had broken his collar
bone, though. He was looking at six to twelve weeks recovery
time.

And they were lucky it was no
worse.

He wasn’t inclined to think his ‘late
life’ decision to switch careers had been a mistake. He hadn’t
looked back since he’d left.

But he was shook and realized for the
first time that he was risking an injury that could end his
life--or life as he enjoyed it.

Now.

Because he enjoyed everything about
his new life. Every day was a new challenge--every
project.

Truthfully, he’d never really wanted
the corporate life he’d left behind. He’d done that for Marla.
She’d wanted money and prestige--country clubs, a staggering
wardrobe ….

Not a family.

She worked on beautification 24/7. She
wasn’t about to risk letting pregnancy ruin all of her efforts. She
had no desire to be dragging a whining, snotty kid along with her
when she wanted to have fun--doing ‘mommy’ things instead of
globetrotting with all of her BFFs.

He’d thought focusing on success would
bring him the things he felt like he was missing. But it hadn’t.
That had just made it glaring obvious that he had no life at
all.

He had money. He had a beautiful wife.
And she was fucking his best friend--which was sad when he thought
about it because he sure as fuck wasn’t a friend at all to be
fucking his wife behind his back.

She’d divorced
him--for never being
home--when he’d confronted her about it--pretty much wiped him out.
And then he’d headed out to stay with Chance--the family
fuckup--who was damned near middle aged and worked as a lowly
pool-man instead of doing something with his life and his degree in
finance.
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