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The last time that Joely Morgan had been in her bedroom, she had thrown a heavy hand-blown glass vase at the wall. It was fitting. The vase had been a wedding present, and, like the marriage itself, it deserved to be destroyed. It had been a beautiful vase; with only one minor inclusion she had found a week after her honeymoon. She had joked with Russell about it way back then, saying that proved that things didn’t have to be perfect to be beautiful. That one tiny air bubble gave the vase character, made it interesting. Unlike any before it or since. She believed with her whole heart that had been a good omen for their marriage. 

It wouldn’t be perfect, just like their courtship hadn’t been perfect. But it could last forever, just like that solid, tear-drop vase swirled with deep cobalt blue and emerald green. 

As it so happened, that crystal vase shattered quite handily when hurled against the wall. It easily broke into pieces just like the rest of her life the second she found out her husband of seventeen years had been sleeping with a younger woman from his office.

She remembered the look on his face as she stood in front of him, confronting him with what she knew. He didn’t even have the decency to be ashamed. “Yes,” he said simply when she asked him if he wanted to continue seeing this girl. “She makes me feel alive again. It’s something I’ve been missing for a long, long time.”

That was when Joely started throwing their expensive belongings across the room like some demented carnie game from hell. She wrecked, on purpose, the lovely bedroom that she had meticulously kept so tidy, just like the rest of their four-bedroom house on the southwest side of Abilene, Texas. It was a 3,000-square-foot brick monstrosity adjacent to a golf course where Dr. Russell Morgan could be found at least three days a week, which usually included the weekend.  

Golf had been a major sticking point in their marriage. Given Russell was one of the top cardiac surgeons in West Texas, his schedule didn’t allow much free time. Russell always managed to fill what little there was of it with golf, despite their large family. The rearing of their three children was left largely to Joely, whose career as a stay-at-home mom began when Russell first opened his practice.

While she was supposed to be a 24-hour counselor, chauffeur, chef and cop, he got to show up a few hours a week like Santa Claus. He didn’t get to see them, he said, so he would leave most of the discipline up to her. Instead, he was the one they went to for allowances, special gifts and – often – a get-out-of-kid-jail-free card when Joely wouldn’t cave in to what they wanted. 

He often used his work schedule as an excuse to bail when things got a little too intense around the house. Due to the life-and-death nature of his particular field of expertise, he was on-call pretty much 24/7. Their family dinners were interrupted whenever he was needed, even if it meant flying to Dallas, Amarillo or Houston and staying overnight. In fact, the only family commitment that was binding at all was the time they spent at church every Sunday. Two hours. No more, no less. The good doctor had a schedule to keep. God would understand. It was enough that he found time in his life for church at all.

Church, she scoffed, her lip upturned. It was a snarl she hadn’t quite been able to unscrew from her face for the past week and a half. They attended one of the biggest churches in south Abilene every single week without fail, presenting the picture-perfect Christian family, an all-American success story of fidelity, honesty and faith. It had all been a big fat lie. Little did she know her domestic bliss had come with its own hidden inclusion that she had never quite noticed in seventeen years. It took finding an email to his new lover to blow the whole thing to bits, just like the expensive vase that had crashed against the wall. 

Now, ten days after The Event, she stood staring at the indention left behind. He hadn’t had it fixed yet. Who knew if he would? Who cared? It was his house now. He could do with it what he pleased, including moving in his 22-year-old playmate. Like some twisted soap opera, the part of Joely Morgan would now be played by an up-and-comer named Jena. She would sleep in her room, on her bed, on her sheets, living her life. 

Well, sort of. She didn’t have to cook. They went out. She still wore makeup daily, dressed up, and put in the effort, even when at her age it really wasn’t any effort at all. Her workouts included cute little outfits at the gym, not chasing around three kids trying to keep cereal out of her hair.

With a sigh Joely turned towards her huge walk-in closet. It was 10’x10’, with a long, squat chest in the middle that created two aisles in the large space. One side was his, filled with expensive suits and casual wear. The other side was hers, filled to the brim with all the pretty things he had bought for her over the years. Her throat tightened as she stared at the two wardrobe-sized moving boxes waiting to be filled. She said nothing as she began the transfer, with all the designer clothes she had worn by duty of being a doctor’s wife.

To be truthful she hadn’t exactly worn many of the clothes that hung in her closet. Parenting three kids didn’t leave her much spare time to worry about such things. She generally wore nondescript jeans with any functional top within reach, and those items took up one-eighth of the monstrous closet where she now stood. 

She also had a vanity table full of makeup and perfume, much of which dried out or expired before she could fully use it all. She only broke it out for special occasions, such as the aforementioned church. Other than that, her lavish wardrobe and vanity sat untouched unless she was required to step out on Russell’s arm as his lovely, doting wife if such a rare occasion call for it. 

Other than that, everything just hung in her closet, neatly out of sight. 

As she crammed the wardrobe boxes full, she realized that the same could be said for her. Russell had always kept her neatly tucked away until she was needed, on his terms, at his convenience.

Now he didn’t need her anymore. He had made that perfectly clear ten days before. She had gone all in when she said, “You want a taste of the single life? Maybe I should just leave, then.”

Those cool blue eyes never faltered. “Maybe.” It was all he said, and all, really, that needed saying. He was done. It was over. Instead of fighting for their marriage, he walked out of the house that Friday night. By Monday, he had contacted a lawyer. Since Texas wouldn’t recognize any legal separation, he settled for an informal one. They worked out an agreement. She would move out of the house, with the kids, (“Because they need you,” he had said,) and he would provide a monthly check in lieu of child support, ensuring him semi-weekly visits with his children.

It was all perfectly civilized, though every time Joely thought about it, she wanted to scream. Despite their years together he had easily let her go. “I’m not in love with you anymore, Joely,” he said, without a hint of remorse or regret. He hadn't mourned their lost love, and he certainly hadn't apologized for nailing the coffin shut on their seventeen-year marriage. 

Why should he apologize? It had just happened. They grew apart, like many other couples. They’d lasted longer than many of their friends, an accomplishment that used to fill her with a sense of pride.

Now she was a stone’s throw from forty and on her own just like those women she used to pity.

Well, technically she wasn’t on her own. The minute Russell left the house after The Event, she had called her mother. After a few unladylike curses, Lillian Murphy formulated a contingency plan within mere minutes. Eventually Joely would have to find a job to get into her own place, but until then she could move back home to mother. 

“It’s a big ol’ empty house anyway,” Lillian had said. “Five bedrooms, just me and your Gran. You’re welcome to stay here as long as you need to get back on your feet.”

Joely’s kids were far less enthusiastic about this plan. Five-year-old Hannah immediately burst into tears. “I won’t get to sleep in my room anymore?”

“No, honey,” Joely said as she stroked her hair. “But it’s at Nanna’s house. You love staying there, don’t you?”

Hannah nodded but her crying didn’t cease. Fourteen-year-old Nash didn’t cry. In fact, he didn’t speak at all. He sat there in the formal dining room, completely stoic, staring at the wood grain on the table. His adolescence had turned a once cheerful little boy into a moody, withdrawn teenager who wore black almost exclusively. She had read every book she could get her hands on regarding depression in teens, but he had been a particularly hard nut to crack. It was as though it physically pained him to show any kind of emotion.

Kari Morgan didn’t have that problem. At fifteen, she was comfortable sharing every single emotion she had the very instant she had it. She had always been an expressive child, ever since she was a baby. Joely often envied her willingness to be seen and heard. She was a bit like her grandmother that way. It was one of the positives of moving back home to Lillian’s 1930s colonial home in Old Elmwood, a distinguished, older neighborhood just east of the Winters Freeway.

Unfortunately, Kari didn’t see it the same way. Her safe, upper-class existence had imploded, violently, just like Mount Vesuvius. To hear her tell it, Kari Morgan was essentially Pompeii. All these changes were just that catastrophic. Since Joely couldn’t promise that she and Russell would reconcile any too soon, if at all, they made every single change as if they were permanent. This included changing schools and moving across town from her friends.  

Of course, in a city of 120,000 people ‘across town’ was still just a ten-minute car ride away. From the way Kari was acting, it was like they were moving to Mars. She screamed and cried before she stomped from the room, slamming every door between the dining room and her bedroom upstairs.

It had been like wrangling wild mustangs trying to coordinate the move these past ten days. Even now, while Joely toiled away, filling box after box, her kids were scattered to their different rooms, each procrastinating as they did their level best to delay the inevitable.

Joely couldn’t help but feel a bit resentful. It was hard enough to leave. She had invested years creating a home for her family. She had picked every single piece of furniture. She had chosen every single knickknack. From the paintings and photos on the wall to the tiles on the floor they renovated seven years ago, every single inch of the place had her touch on it.

“I should have fought for the house,” she mumbled as she started filling another box with shoes.

She probably would have, had Russell decided one way or the other if he wanted a divorce. For now, he just wanted to “wait and see” how the new arrangement worked for everyone. What he really meant is that he wanted to see how it worked for him. If he had cared about Joely at all he never would have cheated on her.

Her blood burned just thinking about it. Russell admitted that the affair began nine months before. He had been lying for nine solid months, to her, to their kids, to their God every Sunday he sat stoic and pious in that church pew, silently condemning everyone else. He didn’t come to her, letting her know anything was wrong. He never gave her a chance to fix what was ultimately broken in their relationship. He just made all the choices for her, which was the most disrespectful thing he could have done. He didn’t value her as a person, certainly not as a mate. He just decided one day he didn’t love her anymore and that was that. Off to the curb she went, like last week’s garbage.

“That’s an easy decision to make for the guy who has already found someone else,” she had sneered. “What if I had done that to you?”

He had chuckled then, which only pissed her off even more. “Be serious, Joely.”

Those three words had emotionally leveled Joely. It wasn’t just that her husband didn’t want her anymore. He was sure no one else did either. She was like last season’s fashion trend, or last year’s technology breakthrough. As a thirty-nine-year-old homemaker, she was obsolete.

“Joely?” she heard Russell call from the bedroom. Out of habit she scrambled to her feet when she heard his call, and cursed herself the minute she did so. He appeared at the door of the closet, looming large at six-foot-three. 

Even though she hated to admit it, he still took her breath away. He was as handsome a man at forty-two as he ever was at twenty-four, when they met. He was tall and fit, with smooth jet-black hair with a touch of gray at the temples. He wore a neatly trimmed beard, which only made him look more distinguished. Add that to the fat bank account, luxury cars and the thriving medical practice, and he was still as desirable today as he had been in 1996. Maybe even more so.

Unlike Joely, whose hips had widened with every birth, and whose boobs had begun to lose their battle with gravity, whose long, brown hair looked best tied back in a convenient ponytail, he was able to dip his toe back into the dating waters. Girls of all ages flocked to him. Apparently one of them had already reeled him in. 

“I thought you weren’t going to be here today,” she said as she continued stuffing things in a box.

“I wanted to say goodbye to the children personally,” he said in that calm, condescending tone he had perfected as a renowned surgeon.

She shoved another belonging into the box. “How generous of you.”

He leaned against the door jam. “I was hoping we could conduct this ugly business as mature adults.”

“Funny,” she said. “That’s how I felt about our marriage.”

He turned to leave, which broke her heart even more. He wouldn’t fight, for her or the kids. He was willing to just walk away from everything they had built. She wanted to scream at him, to ask him why. If only she had another vase to throw.

She followed him to the bedroom. “You have nothing to say?”

He spared her a glance. “I think we’ve said all we needed to say.”

How could that be possible? She still had so many unanswered questions. Rationally she knew that no answer he could give would ever satisfy her, but dammit. He should at least try. He was the one in the wrong. It was up to him to repent, to fix this mess... to make things okay again. “You haven’t said you’re sorry,” she pointed out.

His gaze was as direct as his tone. “Because I’m not.” Her jaw dropped as she stared at him. “Face it, Joely, we’ve been coasting for years. We don’t talk. We don’t have sex. We are really nothing more than glorified roommates. Be honest. Is this what you wanted for your life?”

Her answer was immediate. “Yes. This is what we signed up for, you and me. For better, for worse. Remember?”

“Those were promises made by clueless twenty-year-olds,” he dismissed easily as he stopped next to the door. It was as though he couldn’t wait to get away from her. 

“Clueless twenty-year-olds who loved each other,” she corrected.

He smirked. “This isn’t some fairy tale, Joely. This is real life. And sometimes there aren’t any happily ever afters.”

She wanted to scream at him, telling him there could be if they were both willing to fight for it. For Russell Morgan that fight was over.

He left her to her task so that he could spend a little more time with the kids. By the time she headed downstairs, she realized that many of their things weren’t even packed. She had hoped to be out of there by sundown, but thanks to Russell she now had at least two more hours of work to do.

“Just leave their stuff here,” he shrugged. “They’re going to be visiting twice a month anyway. Might as well leave it as familiar and welcoming as possible.”

She noted that exemption only applied for the children. He hadn’t stopped her from packing everything she owned and removing it from the house. “Fine,” she responded tightly. “The movers will be here tomorrow at seven o’clock.” She turned to her three kids. Hannah burst into tears as she flung herself at her Daddy. He picked her up and cuddled her close, crooning into her ear.

“Now, now,” he said as he kissed her hair. “Be a big girl. It’s going to be all right.” She was still inconsolable as he placed her back onto her feet. He turned to Nash, who was doing his best not to cry. His eyes were glassy, and his lip quivered as he faced his father, who ruffled his hair. “You’re the man of the house now,” he said. “I want you to be strong for the girls.”

Joely had to wonder if she was included in that group. She suspected not. In every way Joely was no longer Russell’s concern.

Russell turned to Kari, who fell apart as she threw her arms around his neck. “I don’t want to go,” she wailed as she clung to him.

“I know, Kare-Bear,” he said as he patted her back. “But you’ll be back before you know it.” He tried to untangle her arms, but she had a death grip. His voice was soft and sure. “Come on, now. It won’t be as bad as you think.”

“It’s awful,” she sobbed into his neck. “Please don’t make me go.”

The pain in her voice tore at Joely’s heart. She hated to see her daughter so devastated. And she hated Russell for it, more every day. “Give it some time,” Russell told his daughter. “You’ll see that this is the best thing for everyone.”

“It’s just best for you!” she hollered, her mood turning on a dime. With that she grabbed her bags and ran from the house. Nash shuffled his feet behind her, holding Hannah’s hand in his. 

Joely turned to Russell. He reached down for an envelope on the table in their huge foyer. For all the things she had hoped he’d say, he said nothing at all. He handed her the envelope, which, from the blue checkered paper within the clear window, she could tell contained a check. He was paying her to take care of his children, but more importantly he was paying her to leave. She took it without saying anything, stuffed it in her purse and walked out of that $350,000 home with her head held high.
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Chapter Two
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It was the dinner rush by the time Joely and the kids got to Lillian’s Place, a decades-old establishment on Interstate 20 that offered good country cooking at reasonable prices for all those folks passing through town. They didn’t get to see a whole lot of Abilene from the Interstate, since much of the town developed south of the highway. But Lillian’s Place offered some hometown hospitality for anyone who walked through the doors and had for twenty years. This made it a perennial favorite for tourists and locals alike.

Lillian Murphy had been widowed at the age of thirty-seven. Joe Murphy left behind a sizeable life insurance policy, which ultimately paid for Joely’s college and wedding, leaving Lillian plenty of money to live well for several years.

She decided to take a risk and open her own restaurant with her mother, Faye Quinlan. Thanks to their ideal location on the freeway, and their award-winning food, Lillian began the second part of her life in earnest as an unexpected businesswoman. She was a huge success, though no one who knew her was surprised about that. She had enough sass and personality to pull off such a feat, and running a restaurant was a much better fit for her than any other job she could have found. “Live your passion,” she had told Joely again and again through the years. “You might surprise yourself.”

But Joely had never been anything like her mother. She liked things slow, steady and predictable. Starting one’s own business was a risky venture at best, and Joely had never really figured out what she wanted to do beyond raising her kids.

As she entered that warm, homey restaurant that night, she knew that she’d have to figure something out and fast. Russell’s check was generous, but it would never be enough to meet their needs, and she wouldn’t have wanted to depend on it even if it did. She was in the position she was in because she had entrusted her entire life, her security as well as her happiness, to another person. Because of this, that one person could sweep the rug completely out from under her and there wasn’t anything she could do to stop it.

She decided ten days ago that would never happen to her again.

She greeted the hostess with a smile. She and her kids were familiar patrons, so they were immediately seated at one of the tables in the back. Lillian made a beeline across the room to greet them. “There’s my brood!” she gushed as she kissed each grandchild. “Getting done a little later than you thought, huh?”

Joely nodded as she looked down at her kids. Lillian could tell immediately how hard the day had been on everyone.

“You just relax. I’ll take care of dinner and then we’ll head home.” She turned to Hannah. “How does that sound?”

Hannah was still weepy, but she nodded her head. Lillian hugged her neck and kissed her again. 

“It’s going to be all right, baby girl,” she promised. Her firm squeeze of Joely’s arm promised the same for her devastated daughter. The vivacious silver-haired fifty-six-year-old headed for the kitchen. 

Joely corralled all the kids into the red leather booth around the big oak table. A waiter promptly appeared to fill their water glasses. He was tall, dark-haired and beautiful, wearing a smile as big as Texas.

“Welcome to Lillian’s Place. Can I get y’all some iced tea?”

Joely nodded. “Yes, I’ll take one. The kids will have milk.”

“I want a soda,” Kari snapped as she glared at her mother.

“No caffeine this late,” Joely responded.

“Do you need a minute?” the waiter asked. She glanced at his name tag.

“No, thank you, Mason.” Joely said. “One tea and three milks, thanks.”

Mason scribbled the order on a pad before he disappeared. Joely turned to Kari. “I don’t appreciate your talking back to me, young lady. Despite everything else, the rules haven’t changed.”

“Everything’s changed,” she mumbled as she slouched in the corner of the booth. She pulled out her phone, but Joely’s glare made her put it back in her purse. 

Mason returned with the drinks and a breadbasket full of homemade biscuits and jalapeno cornbread. “Are you ready to order?”

“I’m Lillian’s daughter,” she informed him. “My mother’s taking care of it.”

He lit up as he realized who she was. “Oh my God, Joely! I’m so excited to meet you. Lillian raves about you all the time.”

Joely nodded with a smile. “Thank you.”

“Let me go see what Lillian has prepared for you. If you need anything, just holler.”

She smiled as she watched him dash off to the kitchen. His accent was a little more pronounced. She assumed that he was new in town. He was certainly new to the staff if he didn’t know who she was. But he was as hospitable as anyone who got the chance to work at Lillian’s. She hired only the best and the brightest, paying them well for their service.

Mason returned a little later, balancing four huge plates on a large tray. Lillian had gone all out to make this sad homecoming a little more pleasant. She picked out everyone’s favorite meals. Hannah got chicken strips and French fries, Nash got a big gooey hamburger and both Kari and Joely were served chicken fried chicken with a dollop of chunky mashed potatoes on the side, smothered with cream gravy.

It was a virtual feast. From the first bite Joely knew that her Grandma Faye was hard at work in the kitchen.

Faye Quinlan was also a widow and a retiree when Lillian opened her restaurant. She figured since she didn’t have anything else to do, she’d help her daughter get her business off the ground with some of her tried and true homestyle recipes. Instead, she found a whole new career. Everyone fell in love with her country cookin’, which kept them coming back for more. Travelers who regularly passed through town made it a point to stop at Lillian’s Place for a bite to eat, often telling her they could smell her food from a hundred miles out.

“As far out as Sweetwater!” they would say.

“That far out?” she’d reply, a smile in her voice and a twinkle in her eye.

“Sure enough!”

Funny how those folks would always get an extra basket of biscuits.

It gave Faye a new purpose. She wasn’t just feeding her family anymore; she was feeding the world. You couldn’t blast the feisty septuagenarian out of there with dynamite.

She and Lillian shared that big house in Old Elmwood, the one Joe Morgan had inherited from his family. It was home for most of Joely’s life, which was one of the most reassuring things about going back there. She was also looking forward to spending more time with her Grandma. Maybe she’d even help her cook, since it was the only thing Joely had ever really been good at.

With each bite she wondered how she could ever measure up to Faye, known affectionately throughout West Texas as everyone’s Granny Faye. Her food was the best in town, arguably in the state. Joely was nearly halfway done with the heaping mound of food when Lillian finally came back out to join them. She scooted onto the booth next to her daughter. 

“How’s everything?”

“Perfection,” Joely answered with a mouthful of food. “Tell Granny Faye she outdid herself.”

“Please,” Lillian scoffed. “She can barely get her head through the door as it is.”

Joely smiled. The women in her family had all shared a special kind of relationship, where they could tease each other mercilessly, never letting anyone get away with anything. But there was nobody more fiercely devoted or loyal, as Joely had sadly come to learn. No one was going to be there for her like her mama or her grandma. 

Her gaze slid to Kari, who was pushing her food around her plate with a noticeable pout. Joely hoped one day that they could have that kind of bond between them. They just had to live through the horrors of adolescence first.

She made a mental note to apologize to her mother once again for all the stuff she had put her through when she was younger.

Lillian spotted someone across the room and tapped her daughter’s arm. “There’s someone I want you to meet.” She waved her hand and Joely followed her line of vision until it fell upon a tall man with brown hair and dark hazel eyes. He wore a dress shirt, slacks and a tie, and his sharp angular face was sparsely covered with stylish stubble. He smiled wide as he approached the table.

“Xander, this is my daughter, Joely, and these are her kids, Hannah, Nash and Kari. Everyone, this is Xander Davy, my new restaurant manager.” 

Joely wiped her face with her napkin before she accepted his handshake. There was a teasing light in his eyes as he smiled. “It’s so nice to meet you, Joely,” he said, with an unexpected British accent, which made her name sound foreign to her own ears.  “Your mother has told me so much about you.” He proceeded to shake her kids’ hands too, which actually flustered the normally sullen Kari. “I hope you’re enjoying your meal.”

“Always,” Joely assured him. His smile deepened. 

“Good to hear,” he said. “Your mother tells me you’re a bit of a cook yourself. I can’t wait to see if talent runs in the family.”

“If you can convince her, you’re one step ahead of me,” Lillian teased. “The restaurant biz never held any appeal for my Joely.”

He nodded and then asked the most logical next question. “So, what do you do?”

Her pat answer, that she was a stay-at-home mom, died on her lips. That wasn’t true anymore, yet another change. Her voice was strained as she answered. “I’m in between stuff right now.”

He placed a hand affectionately on Lillian’s shoulder. “I’m sure Lillian can help figure out something. I’m fully convinced there’s nothing your mother can’t do.”

Lillian blushed a little herself as she brushed the compliment away with the wave of her hand. “You sweet talker, you. Save it for the customers.”

He chuckled before he gave her a small salute. He turned back to her guests. “It was lovely to meet you all. I hope to see you again soon,” he said with a wink at Joely, which made her stomach flutter.

It had been a long time since a good-looking man had even spared her a second glance, much less offered some innocent flirt.

She was still flustered when he turned to visit another table, to check in with the customers, that personal touch that Lillian’s Place was known for. Lillian turned to Joely. “Are we almost ready to go home?”

“I never wanted to leave home,” Kari muttered just under her breath, but loud enough for the table to hear. Lillian was immediately sympathetic, but Joely glared at her daughter, a warning to be polite. 

“I’ll go get my purse and Granny Faye. We’ll meet you at the house.”

Joely nodded and Lillian once again disappeared in back.  Joely turned to her brood. Hannah’s head bobbed as she rubbed her eyes. It had been an emotional day for all of them. She led them from the booth and toward the door, passing the saloon-styled bar near the entrance. Xander was there, chatting up a beautiful patron who wore a slinky black mini dress, her blonde hair teased high. He may have spared Joely a wink, but the woman nursing a tall, colorful mixed drink clearly earned the platinum package of his charm. He leaned close, smiled wide and kept his dark eyes focused on her full lips.

He was taking that hometown hospitality a little too seriously for Joely’s taste. It reminded her immediately of Russell, giving her some unwanted insight into what he was probably doing with his first night of freedom. She was as cranky as her kids as she pushed open the double doors and headed out to the parking lot near the noisy freeway.

Joely beat her mother and grandmother home. She already had a key, so she and the kids went inside. She turned on the lights and the kids followed her quietly into the large living room just off the foyer. The furniture was a neutral bone color, and the walls were painted a light blue. Red popped from the paintings and the throw pillows and candles, which sat tall in wrought-iron candelabras on the polished oak tables. 

Though her kids had been in this homey room many times before, they wandered around aimlessly, uncertain of what to do next. It wasn’t their furniture. It wasn’t their front room. They were suddenly ill at ease, faced with all the huge changes taking place without their consent. Joely empathized with them more than they knew. 

“Let’s put our things up in our rooms,” she suggested as she lifted her bag as well as Hannah’s. The kids did what they were told, following their mother up the spiral staircase to the second floor. Since they had stayed with their grandma before, each already had a designated room. Joely was grateful for that. It would make the next few months a little more bearable. By the time she got to Hannah’s room, adjacent to her own, her youngest was practically asleep standing up. Joely picked her up, carried her to the bathroom and got her ready for bed. She was out cold by the time Joely tucked her into her pretty pink sheets, covered with an old white eyelet blanket. She kissed Hannah’s head before she left the room, turning out the light as she went.

When she reached the ground floor, her two eldest were watching TV in the large family room. Well, Nash was watching TV, flipping through channels, doing anything to avoid conversation. Kari, who was desperate for someone to recognize her suffering, was waiting for her doting great-grandmother, practically pouncing on her when Lillian and Granny Faye walked in the back door. 

Granny Faye did not disappoint. She swept the young girl in a powerful bear hug. “Don’t you worry,” she promised her. “Everything is going to be okay. You’ll see.”

Tears poured from her cheeks as Kari clung to her. Granny Faye’s rotund figure made her a great hugger. No one ever wanted to let go first.

“Y’all know the drill,” Lillian announced as everyone walked into the living room. “Same room. Same rules. Same Nanna and same Granny Faye. I expect everyone to make themselves at home while you’re here.”

The kids nodded, but still looked uncertain and out of place. Joely turned to Granny Faye. “I sure could use one of those,” she said, referring to the hug. Granny Faye was all too happy to accommodate.

“I have some hot chocolate,” Lillian announced as she put her arm around Nash. “Any takers?”

Both kids looked to their mother, who shook her head. “It’s getting late, and it’s been a pretty exhausting day.”

What she couldn’t say was that she was tired of wearing a smile and pretending everything was okay. She wanted to have a proper breakdown, and she couldn’t do it in front of the kids. 

With nary a bit of grumbling, both Nash and Kari headed upstairs to their new rooms. They had barely gotten out of sight before the tears finally fell. Lillian pulled her daughter into a hug. “Oh, honey,” she crooned. Granny Faye patted her on the back as they stood there together in a strong circle, holding her up.

Finally, they ended up on the sofa and Granny Faye disappeared to the kitchen. She returned with a small tumbler of whiskey, which made Joely laugh through her tears. “Getting me drunk, Granny Faye?”

“Sometimes it helps,” she told her. 

Joely nodded and sipped the amber liquid. It burned as it went down her throat, which oddly felt good. She needed it to burn. She wanted it to hurt. It took the focus from her shattered heart. Granny Faye sat on her other side. “So, what now?” Lillian asked.

Joely’s lip quivered. “I don’t know. What else is there?”

Lillian brushed her daughter’s hair back. “Life,” she answered softly. “Sometimes you get this amazing chance to start over. Best not waste it.”

Joely leaned on her mother’s shoulder, cradling her drink in both hands. She finally made it to her own room a little after eleven that night. She stood at the edge of the queen-sized bed. How big it looked for just one person. More tears fell as she changed into a long nightgown and crawled between the sheets. She stared at the ceiling, feeling more alone than she’d ever felt in her life. When Hannah joined her a little after one o’clock in the morning, she was quick to cuddle her close, reassured by her warm little body pressed up tight against her. 

Then, and only then, did she finally drift to sleep.

The next morning, both Lillian and Faye had headed back to the restaurant for the early shift. People came from far and wide for Granny Faye’s homemade biscuits. The breakfast crowd kept the place jumping seven days a week and Granny Faye never missed one day. The house in Old Elmwood was quiet that Sunday morning when Joely padded to the large country kitchen for a very necessary cup of coffee. She found a note for her on the refrigerator. Lillian had taken Kari to the restaurant with them. 

It was just as well. Joely still felt like a raw, exposed nerve. She wasn’t ready to go another nine rounds with her petulant daughter. She wanted to scream that none of this was her fault. She hadn’t asked to have her life uprooted. It was Russell’s fault... but Russell wasn’t around to deal with the consequences.

Typical.

Despite her understandable bitterness, her mother had already warned her not to drag her kids into her marital conflict. “Don’t make them take sides,” she told her. “They’re going through enough.”

Instead, Joely suffered silently, which was also typical. She’d had a lot of time to think about things in the last week and a half, and it always seemed to go back around to that same, recurring theme. Her fairy tale had turned into a tragedy, day by day, slowly withering, no matter how many times she attempted to prune it. There were days they would barely speak, and nights he wouldn’t even make it into the bedroom. They had stopped cuddling years ago. She couldn’t remember the last time they had touched, kissed, much less made love.

It had all just stopped, slowly, unobtrusively, but decidedly. And they had both been okay with that.

Glorified roommates, Russell had said. As much as she didn’t want to admit it, he wasn’t wrong.

What she mourned was the idea of a husband, whose flesh and blood body had slipped from her grasp a long, long time ago. Instead, the reality was that Russell was just a stranger to her now, and one she didn’t particularly like very much. He was a cold, hypocritical narcissist. An excellent surgeon. A horrible human being.

It just took his breaking their most sacred vow to realize it.

She returned upstairs to get Hannah ready for the day. Joely was pleased to find that her youngest looked much better. Her face was no longer ruddy from crying and the light had come back into her bright blue eyes, the ones she had inherited from her father. 

Fortunately, Joely was completely crazy about Hannah, so she wouldn’t hold that against her.

She knocked on Nash’s door next. His voice was muffled and sleepy as he said, “What?”

“Time to get up,” she called through the door. “Breakfast in twenty.”

He finally trod into the kitchen a half-hour later. By then, Joely and Hannah were sitting at the breakfast nook overlooking the backyard. Without saying anything, he joined them at the table, spooning food onto his plate without offering one word.

She studied him as he ate with his head downcast. Hannah tried to engage him in conversation, but he wasn’t cooperative. Joely had been worried about him for a while. He’d been this way since he turned twelve. She had wanted to take him to a therapist, but Russell had dismissed her concerns. “He’s just a boy, Joely. They aren’t prone to mood swings and temper tantrums like girls. Just because he doesn’t act like everything is the end of the world doesn’t mean that something is wrong.”

Joely hadn’t really believed him then, and didn’t believe him now. Nash just had his whole world turned upside down. If he couldn’t find a way to express those feelings, Joely knew they’d just build up and explode one day. Hopefully he wouldn’t head too far off the rails to do it.

She sighed as she opened the Sunday paper to the classifieds. She needed to find a job and stat, so she could provide a somewhat stable environment for her kids. Unfortunately, none of the jobs in the paper were for a homemaker. With twelve years away from the workforce, she felt woefully unqualified to do any of the jobs listed, which weren’t many. Of those she either had too much experience (i.e. would do more menial work for less pay) or too little experience (i.e. wouldn’t qualify for the good money she needed.)

She ended up on the Internet, but those prospects weren’t any better. This was going to be a lot harder than she planned.

Granny Faye headed home a little before noon. Unlike Lillian, who was there practically from open to close, Granny Faye set her own hours. She could work breakfast and dinner only if she wanted, with an afternoon of rest in between. Lillian, however, could stay there 24 hours a day every day. The restaurant was her baby. She worked tirelessly to make it a success. Joely envied her ambition.

Meanwhile it was all Joely could do to make her kids’ favorite homemade cinnamon rolls. Hannah had requested them, and Joely couldn’t deny her. Besides, she felt more productive in that kitchen pounding out the dough than she had felt all morning scouring ads for jobs that didn’t quite fit. She regularly baked her feelings into her food, which explained why there was a little more junk in her trunk. She often gave food away because she made more than anyone could eat. It often helped her pass the time, but it also produced something she could see, touch and taste. That was inherently rewarding.

Granny Faye brightened the minute she came through the side door from the garage. “It smells like heaven in here! What are y’all making?”

“Cinnamon rolls!” Hannah declared with a huge smile. She was covered head to toe in flour, having the time of her life helping her mother with her task. 

Granny Faye tickled her sides before she gave her a loud peck on the cheek. “You better save me one.”

“I’ll save you two,” Hannah promised as Joely put the last pan in the oven.

“Where’s Kari?” Joely asked.

“She wanted to stay at the restaurant with Lillian. We figured it wouldn’t do her any harm to learn some of the family business.”

Joely nodded. She glanced down at Hannah, who was a proper mess. “We’ve got thirty minutes until these are done. Why don’t you head upstairs and clean up?”

Hannah nodded and climbed down from the stepstool on which she was standing. Joely waited until her little bundle of energy had disappeared out of sight before she turned back to Granny Faye.

“Kari’s still mad at me, huh?”

Granny Faye began to clean up the mess on the counter. “She’s just mad, period. You’re going to get the brunt of it because you’re the one who’s here.”

“Because that seems fair,” Joely sneered. 

Granny Faye just shrugged. “Life’s not fair, honey. If that’s what you’re expecting, you’re in for a long wait.”

Joely sighed and leaned against the counter. “I just don’t know what to do. They’re all so mad at me. And I get it. I really do. I’m mad too.”

“And there’s no one there for you to yell at,” Granny Faye concluded.

Joely nodded. “Yeah.”

“Give yourself some time, honey. You can’t fix everything overnight.”

“No kidding. I can’t even find a job at this rate.” 

“We told you. Come down to the restaurant. We’d find something for you to do.”

Joely patted her grandmother’s arm. “I appreciate that. I really do. I just... I just want to do this on my own.”

Granny Faye gave her a knowing look. “You just don’t want to do dishes,” she corrected.

Joely chuckled. She surveyed all the dishes she’d dirtied preparing her cinnamon rolls. “You know me too well.”

“That I do,” Granny Faye confirmed with a curt nod. “Now get out of here so I can clean this pigsty.”

Immediately Joely felt guilty. “No, I made the mess. I should do it.”

“Yes, you should,” Granny Faye retorted. “And if you don’t get out of here right now, I just might make you.”

A half-hour later, the white kitchen was sparkling clean, and Granny Faye, Joely, Hannah and Nash all sat together, eating warm, gooey cinnamon rolls as big as their fists. 

“These are wonderful,” Granny Faye praised. “How come you didn’t tell me you could bake like this?”

Joely licked away some warm icing with her tongue. “Because you’d put me to work at the restaurant,” she answered with an impish grin. 

Granny Faye nodded without shame. “With food like this, you’d be a huge hit.”

Joely just shook her head. “I have kids, Granny Faye. I can’t spend every waking moment of my life at that restaurant like you and Mom. I just want a job where I can clock in, clock out and come home.”

Granny Faye shrugged. “Suit yourself. Sounds positively boring to me, though.”

“Hello, is anyone here?” a male voice resounded from living room. The British accent was immediately recognizable. Joely reached for a napkin immediately, just a hair before Xander Davy entered the kitchen with her daughter. “It smells heavenly in here,” he praised as he looked at Granny Faye. “What kind of magic are you cooking up now, Granny Faye?”

“Wasn’t me,” she said before pointing at Joely. 

“May I try one?” he asked her, and she blushed as she nodded. He took a fork from the center carousel and cut a huge chunk from one of the massive rolls. “Mmmm,” he said immediately as he savored the bite. “This is fantastic. Have they already offered you a job at the restaurant yet?”

“Repeatedly,” Joely answered with a smirk. “They can’t afford me,” she added.

“I can believe that,” he said as he sat at the table to finish the roll. 

Kari was silent as she followed his lead, grabbing a plate from the cabinet and a soda from the fridge. She barely got back to the table before Joely took the soda can away from her daughter. Instead, she poured her a glass of milk from the pitcher on the table. Though she was mortified by her mother’s behavior, Xander sent Kari a teasing smile and a shrug. It made her blush as she concentrated on the roll in front of her.

“So, what brings you by, handsome?” Granny Faye asked. 

“Lillian asked me to run Kari home after the church rush, since I was heading back into town anyway.”

“How was your first day at ‘work’?” Granny Faye asked her. Kari just shrugged.

“She was brilliant, of course,” Xander praised. “Lillian had her greeting patrons at the door. I guess you could say she learned from the master.” He turned to Kari. “Keep that up and they won’t be able to afford you either.”

Joely watched the interaction closely. She didn’t know what to make of this man just yet, but so far, he had done little to impress her. Sure, he was good-looking, but he seemed to know it. Men like that just put Joely off. She had lived with an arrogant, self-absorbed sonofabitch for seventeen years. She’d had her fill, thank you very much. Joely rose from the table, collecting empty plates to take them to the sink. She could feel his eyes follow her, and she cursed herself for blushing like some silly schoolgirl.

“I tell you what,” Granny Faye declared, “I’ll catch a ride back to the restaurant with you. It’ll just take me a minute to get ready.”

“Absolutely,” he agreed immediately with a smile. “Gives me time to finish my roll.” Granny Faye excused herself, calling Hannah to follow so they could clean up together. Xander looked at Nash, who was trying his hardest to be invisible. “I love your shirt,” Xander said, referring to the graphic from a popular video game. “Do you play?”

Nash spared him a glance before he finally nodded. 

“It’s taking me forever to beat that game. Have you gotten to that level where you have to fight the dragon in the cave protected by zombie dogs?”

Nash only hesitated for a moment before he nodded again. 

“You’re going to have to show me how that’s done, mate,” he said. “It’s driving me bloody bonkers. Maybe some time I could come over and you could help me out.”

Nash stared at this weird stranger for a long minute before he shrugged. Xander turned to Kari. “Was that a yes?” 

She blushed even deeper and nodded. He glanced up at Joely, who had returned to the table for more dishes. “Talkative bunch,” he teased with yet another wink.

Joely turned to her children. “Why don’t y’all go get cleaned up, too?” she suggested. “Maybe we can get some pool time in this afternoon.”

Neither Nash nor Kari seemed overly excited about it, but they knew better than to argue. They both excused themselves from the table and headed off toward the living room. Joely turned to Xander. “What’s all that about?” she wanted to know.

“What’s what about?” he asked as he popped another huge bite into his mouth. His dark eyes watched her closely. 

“Playing buddy-buddy with my kids,” she replied as she took his plate and headed back toward the sink. The chair scraped against the tile as he stood and walked over to join her. 

His mouth was still full when he said, “It’s called being nice.”

Her look was skeptical. “Look. They’re going through a difficult time right now,” she started. 

He swallowed his last mouthful. His eyes kept hers captive as he ran his tongue around the corner of his mouth to capture any leftover frosting. “I know,” he finally said. “Your mother told me.”

Inwardly Joely groaned. That explained everything. “Great.”

He leaned against the counter. “It’s no big deal. Lillian thought maybe I could connect with Nash. He’s alone in a house full of women now. She thinks he could use a man to talk to.”

From where they stood nearly a foot apart, she could see his broad shoulders straining against the navy-blue shirt he wore. His legs were long, crossed casually at the ankle, as he linked his hands and rested his elbow on the counter. Her nose filled with the scent of his cologne, a mixture of wood and spice. There was no doubt about it. He most definitely was a man. And the look in his eyes wouldn’t let her forget it. 

“I just,” she started again, but then found herself flustered and stammering. “I don’t know how long I’ll be here, and I don’t want them to get attached to anything temporary. I appreciate the thought, but it’s not necessary.”

He towered over her 5’5-inch frame, studying her long brown hair and her deep brown eyes. The longer he stood without saying anything, the more nervous she got. When the tip of his thumb brushed the side of her mouth, she nearly jumped right out of her skin. Her doe eyes opened even wider as she watched him lick his thumb. “Missed a spot,” he murmured.

She was still sputtering behind him as he walked from the kitchen. 
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Chapter Three
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Joely and the kids didn’t go to the restaurant that night. In fact, she was so discombobulated over Xander’s behavior in the kitchen that she ended up cooking more food than her brood could eat. She was putting most of it away by the time her mother returned that evening, after the dinner rush had ended.

“I should have stayed here for dinner,” her mother teased as she dipped her finger into a bowl, wiping away some residual sauce.

Joely turned to her mother. “What’s the deal with Xander Davy?”

Lillian’s eyebrow arched. “What do you mean?”

“I mean explain him to me. Why is he there?”

Lillian chuckled as she helped Joely clean up the mess. “He’s here because he’s brilliant. He’s worked at some of the best restaurants in the world. London, New York, Miami, San Francisco.”

“And he just decided to slum it in Abilene, Texas?”

Lillian was instantly indignant. “What’s wrong with Abilene?” she questioned. “It’s done very well for you, thank you very much.”

Joely rolled her eyes. “That’s not what I mean.”

“According to Xander, he’s always had a touch of wanderlust. He stays a couple of years in each place, gets whatever he needs from it, learns whatever he can from it, and then moves on. Since he’s always loved westerns ever since he was a little boy, he thought he’d give West Texas a shot. His wild hair turned out to be a real blessing for us. He’s only been my manager for four months and already he’s increased profits by 23 percent. I’ll be sad to see him go, to be honest with you. I originally hired him so Granny Faye and I could spend more time at home. By the time we’re able to do that, he’ll probably hit the road for something new.”

“Even more reason to keep him away from the kids,” Joely decided.

Lillian laughed. “Don’t be silly. He’s great with kids. His philosophy is that if you can get the kids into the restaurant, you can get the parents into the restaurant. He always goes out of his way to make every kid that comes through our doors feel like a star. I think he even got through to Kari a little bit, to be honest with you. That was the first time I’d seen her laugh in a month.”

Joely thought about the look in his eyes as he licked frosting from his thumb and shivered despite herself. That was certainly a feeling she hadn’t experienced in a long, long time. “Still. It’s weird. Some strange man, traveling through town, chummy with kids. I don’t like it.”

Again, Lillian laughed. “Oh, don’t be ridiculous. He’s perfectly harmless. Unless you’re a single woman anyway,” she amended with a wink.

“What does that mean?”

Lillian shrugged. “He loves the ladies, and the ladies love him. Believe me he’s not hurting for attention. And by the way, I’m a little offended that you believe I’d ever put my grandkids in harm’s way. I did a thorough background check, you know. He’s never been asked to leave any job. They always begged him to stay. Clean criminal record, no distasteful vices. He’s just a very ambitious man who wants to do what he can for the people he works with. Right now, that means casting a little sunshine our way.”

“Beware Greek gods bearing gifts,” Joely retorted.

Lillian leaned against the counter to study her daughter. “When did you become so cynical, Joely?”

Her answer was immediate. “When I caught my husband cheating on me.”

Lillian pulled Joely’s hands out of the soap dishwater, a clear indication that she was trying to do anything in the world but think about her current situation. She had been that way since she was a child. She had to keep busy, or else she’d remember how sad she really was. Lillian grasped her daughter’s hands tightly as she forced her to look her in the eye. “Not all men are like that, honey. You got hurt. It happens when you fall in love. There are no guarantees in this life, sweetheart. Bad things are going to happen. Sorrow may endure for the night,” she said softly as she wiped a tear from Joely’s cheek. “But joy comes in the morning.”

“I want to believe that,” Joely said as she pulled away to reach for a towel. “But how can I trust anything, or anyone, anymore?”

“Trust me,” her mother said. “I’ve been where you are. Sure, my husband didn’t cheat, but he left me all the same. You just have to pick yourself up, dust yourself off and keep moving forward. You never know where you’re going to end up. And sometimes that’s the best part.”

Joely wasn’t so sure about that. There was a big ol’ question mark over her future path now. And it didn’t get any better that Monday morning, most of which was spent registering her children in their new schools. 

The schools were a familiar backdrop as Joely had once attended all three of the schools where her children were now enrolled. She was surprised to see that some of the teachers who taught her would be teaching Nash and Kari, which made her feel a little better about some of the new changes. The kids themselves were extremely uncomfortable as they walked through the doors of these strange new places. Since Russell’s timing could not have been worse, having his unfortunate fling discovered just weeks after the start of the new year, that meant all her kids were now starting somewhere new after all the classes had been established. Their collective discomfort of being “the new kid” was palpable. Joely empathized, doing her best to compensate with all the hugs and kisses that they’d tolerate. For Hannah, this was quite a bit. For Nash and Kari, who had shaded her into the villain of their story, uprooting them from their comfortable, privileged lives, it was none at all.
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