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This book is lovingly dedicated to my friend,

Roxanne Combs Rickaby,

who told me my character, “Roxanna,”

should have been named, “Roxanne.”

I love you, Roxanne.  You make me smile.

(By the way, our ‘Roxanna’ thinks you’re pretty cool, too).
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Chapter One
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Commanding sounds of brass instruments, cymbals, and bass drum announced the band’s arrival as the delicate piccolo shined in its highlights of the military march.  Although not commonly heard throughout most of the year, Sousa music was a staple of any patriotic gathering.

The high school’s drum major snapped his baton in pointed staccato to the march’s beat.  He looked sharp from his feathered high hat to his polished white shoes.  The crisply pressed, pine green pants with white stripes at the outer side seams of the legs gave counterpoint to the white jacket with gold braid and buttons.  He high-stepped his legs and pointed his toes in exaggerated style.  His head tipped back ever so slightly, and his posture was the definition of erect.

Stacy gently leaned onto Travis’s chest as she stood in front of him and observed the three girls.  Carolyn, Tori, and Zoey did what most of the children seemed to be doing that morning, dividing their attention between the actual parade, the candy being thrown into the crowd, and simply delighting at the unbridled silliness of being a child on a hot summer holiday.

A warm smile was on Travis’s face.  This was nice.  He put his arms around Stacy from behind her, hugging her waist.  He lightly kissed the side of her neck.  He rocked her back and forth a few times before releasing her.  

“Is this high school band always this good?” he asked Tori and Zoey’s guardian who was standing next to him.

“To a point,” said Tim.  “It’s not a big group as you can see.  The brass and the woodwinds overall tend to have a fair selection of good players, but they don’t always have the talent pool across the board.”  He nodded at the drum major.  “He’s new this year.  I think he’s elevated their performance level.”

“He’s darn good at it,” said Travis.  “Maybe a little over the top for me personally, but from a performance standpoint, it would be hard to beat him.”

“Can you picture your brother Wayne out there doing that?” asked Stacy.

Travis laughed.  “Even less than I can picture me out there doing it.”

“What about Wyatt?” asked Stacy.  “He’s not afraid of putting himself out there.”

“Yeah, he’d have the moxie to do it, but he would turn it into something humorous,” said Travis.  “He doesn’t have the rhythm or the discipline.”

“Bull riders don’t have rhythm?” asked Stacy.

“For the feel of the bull, yes,” said Travis, “but discerning when or how to cue a piccolo, not a chance.”

“Dean’s a musician,” said Stacy, “what about him?”

“He’s completely guitar,” said Travis.  “He would have the discipline, but not the desire.”

“That leaves Cal,” said Stacy.

“Honey,” said Travis, “I could have twelve brothers instead of four, the answers would probably be the same.  It takes a lot of self-confidence, an enormous amount of talent, and a flair for the dramatic to pull off what that young man is doing.  That mixture is a pretty rare gift.”

“So, ‘no’ on Cal, too?” asked Stacy.

“I’m afraid so,” said Travis.  “He’d be in the band, and he’d be an asset to one, but he doesn’t like all eyes on him.  He’d rather be the middle guy in the middle row playing a trumpet.”

“They’ve got a nice sound this year,” said Tim.

Stacy turned her head around to face Tim and Roxanna.  “I’m glad they put the kids with their decorated bikes in the beginning of the parade.  That way, they get to be the stars for the moment, plus they get to see most of the parade itself.  Do they do that every year?”

“I think they’ve tried it a few different ways,” said Roxanna, “but it’s been this way for a while.”

“I’ll bet you could hear and see virtually everything from your upstairs back porch,” said Travis.

“We haven’t lived here during a parade yet,” said Tim, “but considering we’re straight through Julia’s yard to the house behind hers, that’s a pretty good bet.  Roxanna said she wants to sit out there at sundown for as long as the weather allows it.”

“I love having the porch facing west,” said Roxanna.  “It’s an unexpected benefit.”

“How’s that house working out for you?” asked Travis.

“It’s only been a few weeks.  A little longer than Stacy and Carolyn have been in the apartment,” said Tim, “but so far, so good.  It was definitely time to get out of that smaller space for us.  With me getting a job at the local hospital, I’m here full-time now, not just weekends.”

“I’m glad you did decide to move,” said Stacy, “or who knows where Carolyn and I would have wound up living.  There aren’t a lot of rentals in Pineville.”

“There aren’t any out near my ranch,” said Travis.  “It was either build another house on the property, have Stacy and Carolyn keep living in California, or have them find a place here.  Since it’s been way too difficult to build our relationship with them living in California and me here in Wisconsin, that wasn’t going to work any longer.”

“I wasn’t about to have Travis build a little house out there for Carolyn and me,” said Stacy.  “If things don’t work out long term between us, I would feel absolutely miserable about him spending that kind of money.  I couldn’t justify investing in it myself.  Not because of the money, per se, but because it would tie us together financially for the rest of our lives.  If things don’t work out in a relationship, that’s not going to make that situation any easier for either of us.”

“We don’t like to talk about that,” said Travis, “but it was necessary.  The other concern we had is that right now, Carolyn’s Wisconsin friends are all here in Pineville.  Given the fact that almost everything out near me is farmland, that would make for a lonely summer for her.”

“I’d ask you how you like the apartment, Stacy,” said Tim, “but since you just moved in yesterday, it might be a little soon to judge.”

“Just a little,” said Stacy with a smile.

Travis put his hands on her shoulders and whispered in her ear.  “Are you happy so far?”

Stacy kept her eyes on the parade but nodded.  The smile returned to her face as she contemplated how her summer would unfold.

––––––––
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AROMAS OF COOKING BRATWURST, hamburgers, hot dogs and several other foods accompanied the smoke-filled air emitting from the numerous charcoal grills set up just off the footpaths at Roosevelt Park.   Yellow caution tape helped mark the safe versus cautionary areas so children didn’t run between vendor carts or trip over electrical cords.  Outside the tape, people were free to set up picnic tables, portable chairs, or blankets, plus children could run to their hearts content away from hot coals and spurting grease from bursting sausages.

Stacy and Travis followed behind Roxanna and Tim.  The three girls walked in between them chattering amongst themselves.

“So, you’re saying all the vendors are in this section along this path?” asked Stacy.

“If you would rather not mess with cooking your own.  Otherwise, you can use the public grills in that big section over there,” said Tim, nodding toward a grassy section on the other side of the park’s playground dotted with stationary grills and brown, painted, wooden picnic tables.”

Roxanna gave Tim a kiss on the cheek.  “Thank you for going home for the wagon, by the way.”

“It wasn’t exactly a long walk,” said Tim, “and putting that perishable stuff out in the sun during the parade didn’t seem like a great idea.”

“Another positive of living in the downtown area,” said Roxanna.  “We can run home in between.”

“What did make you choose downtown over other areas?” asked Stacy.  “I’m kind of surprised that you didn’t move closer to the campground near your sister, Tim.”

“In a small town like this,” said Tim, “there aren’t a lot of real estate options.  Once we knew all of our life changes, we knew that apartment wasn’t going to be big enough long-term for us.  There’s such a thing as too cozy.”

“About that,” said Stacy as they continued to walk along the paths, “you guys gave us one wallop of a surprise on New Year’s!”

“I said we wanted to wait until after Christmas and Bridget and Wayne’s wedding,” said Tim.  “That was their day, and the only announcements we made on Christmas itself were to our immediate families.”

“Yes,” said Stacy, “I did appreciate hearing about some of those reactions when you called me New Year’s Day.  I think I had as much fun hearing about those as I did hearing about your New Year’s adventures themselves.”

“Ok,” said Travis, “I feel completely out of the loop here.  All I heard were the basics back in January, which I admit were significant in and unto themselves, but I get this distinct impression that there’s a whole lot more that I’ve missed.”

“If you really want to hear all of this, Travis, we’ve got the whole meal and then some to talk,” said Roxanna.  “The scavenger hunt doesn’t begin until after dinner.”

“Scavenger hunt?” asked Travis.

“Oh,” said Stacy as she winked at Roxanna, “didn’t I mention that, Travis?”

Travis playfully narrowed his eyes at Stacy.  “No, I’m pretty sure you didn’t.”

“It’s actually a good time,” said Tim.  “Whoever wins gets bragging rights for the entire year – and a free bratwurst, if you go by Anderson rules.”

“Anderson rules?” asked Travis.

“It’s this big deal between the brothers every year,” said Roxanna.  “I think Lucas, Julia’s husband, has more wins than either of the other brothers.”

“And, if you can believe it,” said Tim, “Don and Deke still keep track of their times, too.  Even after all these years.”

“Don and Deke?” asked Travis.  “Those are the dad and the uncle, right?”

“Yep,” said Tim.

“Got it,” said Travis.  “I’m catching on after having two of my brothers who not only own a farm here but they both have wives who are quite entrenched in the Pineville way of life.”

“You do know that Wayne has become quite active in the community.  Don’t you, Travis?” said Roxanna.

Travis laughed.  “Once he started dating Bridget, he had no choice.  That woman is like a tornado.  Wayne can either do what she does or sit home by himself.  Wayne’s constantly by himself when he’s working.  Being by himself otherwise does not appeal to him.  He likes to do almost everything with Bridge.”

“Anyway,” said Tim, “this town, small or not, always has something going on.”

“Pineville as a town wasn’t exactly what Travis and I were referring to,” said Stacy.  “It’s all the changes in people’s lives, and we don’t even know that many of you yet!”

“We can continue that conversation during lunch,” said Roxanna.  “I’m ready to sit for a while.”

“Why don’t you go grab a table or two for us, Roxanna?” said Tim.  “Just tell me what you want to eat.”

“I think a bratwurst with sauerkraut will work for me,” said Roxanna, “and you can bring me a corn if you stop there.  We have everything else we could possibly want in the wagon.”  She grabbed the blanket and the plastic tablecloths from the top of the wagon and set off to find their spot for the afternoon.

In some ways, Roxanna felt she was much like Stacy, fairly new to the area, and wondering at all the changes happening.  It would be nice for the two of them to visit when they weren’t on as tight of a time limit as they were when they talked once a week on the phone.  Since her nieces, Tori and Zoey, came into her life, Roxanna had found a dear friend in Stacy.  The former California woman had been her sister-in-law’s best friend, and her daughter, Carolyn, had always been close to Tori and Zoey. 

Roxanna walked on, deep in thought, as she scoured the area for a nice picnic spot for the families.  She loved the stands of beautiful pines, pretty to look at, but nowhere comfortable to sit.  She stared up at the majestic oaks, their developing summer leaves forming just enough shade to block out the sun’s harsh glare yet provide enough space in between for peeps and shafts of its glow.  She smiled at the numerous children running and screaming, laughing and giggling, doing cartwheels and summersaults, delighting in the freedom of the holiday and the open land of the park.  It was the kind of abandonment that only a child could bring.

Once Roxanna spotted the Andersons setting up space, and some open nearby space, she knew she had found the right spot.  Since her husband was Stephanie Anderson’s brother, being near the Andersons would make it convenient for the two families to visit and for her parents not to have to walk long distances back and forth between the two families, especially their six grandchildren.  ‘Doting’ was the best word to describe her mother-in-law’s grandparenting style.  She would be happy to have them all in the same area.

Roxanna waved to the Andersons as she put her blanket down between two of the park’s picnic tables.  She smoothed the tablecloths over the tables and prayed no strong breezes would come through to send them flying away before Tim arrived with the rest of the food and supplies to keep them weighed down and anchored in place.

“Hey, Roxanna!” a few of them called.

Stephanie headed over to her sister-in-law.  “You need any help?”

“I’m good,” said Roxanna.  

“Is Stacy and company with you,” asked Roxanna, “or are they over at the Corbys’?”

“They’re here,” said Roxanna.  “I think the rest of the Corbys that are in town will head over here later in the day for the scavenger hunt.”

“I hope those Corby brothers aren’t as competitive with that as the Andersons,” said Stephanie.  “Honestly, you’d think it was a major life event the way Joseph, Lucas, and Michael go at it.”

“I don’t think Cal is all that competitive, but my guess is that Travis is,” said Roxanna.

“What do you think about Wayne?” asked Stephanie.  “He’s quiet, but my guess is he has a competitive streak in him when it comes to Travis.”

“What makes you say that?” asked Roxanna. 

“I know he was jealous of any attention Travis paid to Bridget before they were married,” said Stephanie.

“Really?” said Roxanna.  “That seems so out-of-character for Wayne.”

Stephanie shrugged.  “I know.  It’s weird.  Bridget was so devoted to Wayne that it boggled some of our minds when we heard that.  I guess it’s a brother thing.”

“Did Joseph act that way with you?” asked Roxanna.

“No,” said Stephanie, “but remember, Lucas was dating my best friend, and they were supposed to get married before us.”

“What about Michael?” asked Roxanna.

“He was in the military when I first got here,” said Stephanie, “and I think Joseph still views him as much younger than us, even though they really aren’t that far apart in age.”

Roxanna saw Tim and the rest of the group heading towards her.  “Oh, good.  They’re coming now.”

“I’ll head back then,” said Stephanie.

“Can you stay for a little while?” asked Roxanna.  “I think it would make Stacy and Carolyn feel more welcome.”

“In that case, of course,” said Stephanie.  “I just don’t want to be in the way.”

“Not a chance,” said Roxanna.  “I think Stacy would feel hurt if you didn’t stay after all the time she and Carolyn spent with you and Joseph last summer.”

Once the rest of the group arrived at the site that Roxanna had chosen, and hugs and hellos were exchanged, Joseph came walking over from the Anderson picnic site.

“Hey, before you set this all up,” he said, “how about joining us.  My brothers and I can help you with moving these tables.”

“We don’t want to interfere with your family time,” said Stacy.

“Nonsense,” said Stephanie.  “Our families overlap, you know.”

“Stacy, Carolyn, and I can stay here,” said Travis.

Carolyn looked downtrodden.

“You know the girls are going to run back and forth anyway,” said Joseph.  “Just join us.”  He cast a glance at Travis and Stacy.  “Unless you would prefer to be alone.”

“We didn’t plan on that today anyway,” said Travis.  “It’s a holiday.  All about family and friends, right?”

“As long as you’re sure,” said Stacy.

“Oh, come on,” said Tim.  “Grab an end of that table, Joseph, and let’s move this stuff.”

As soon as Lucas saw Joseph and Tim moving one of the picnic tables, he tapped Michael on the arm.  They headed over to where Roxanna was already setting up to help move things.

Roxanna, Tim, Stacy, Travis, and the three children were all greeted with additional hugs and welcomes.  Once the cacophony of the greetings wore down, the group settled into the sharing of food and conversation.

While the aromas from the vendors’ carts had been welcoming with each cart’s unique scent, the grills from the picnic area combined into an overwhelming blend of fragrances, mixing together much like salad flavors in a bowl.  It was hard to distinguish individual smells in this part of the park, but the blend of scents was heady.  Grilling sausages, beef, corn, and chicken began the pleasurable draw to the tables.  Vibrant shades of green from a wide variety of vegetables, bright reds from tomatoes and strawberries, and assorted other shades of the rainbow from other offerings drew the guests in even more.  Food was often pooled to share.

Travis walked over to the grill where the Anderson brothers, Joseph, Lucas, and Michael were already back at work.  “Wow, I think you guys should set up a vendor station out there.  This is more food than some of them will sell all day.”

“Anytime you have the whole family together, it’s a lot of cooking,” said Joseph.

“I’ve heard about your Sunday night dinners,” said Travis.  “You don’t do this every weekend, do you?”

“Not like this,” said Lucas.  “My mom has one meal.  My aunt tends to bring dessert.”

“It’s a ‘take it or leave it’ kind of thing,” said Michael, “not ‘what would you like.’”

Joseph chuckled as he turned a hamburger patty on the grill.  “You always seem to find plenty to eat, Michael.”

“Hey,” said Michael, “I happen to like my mom’s cooking.”

“Yes,” said Joseph, “I’m sure whomever you marry would love a collection of mom’s recipes as a wedding gift.”

Lucas laughed.  “Definitely.”

“Why not?” asked Michael.

“Oh, Lord,” said Travis.  “He’s clueless, isn’t he?”

“About this stuff, yes,” said Lucas.

“I don’t eat Mom’s meat-in-a-can and broccoli salad, though” said Michael.  “It reminds me too much of some of the navy meals I had, although the broccoli is higher quality.”

“No, you grab two slices of dessert instead,” said Joseph.

“So, I like my aunt’s cooking, too,” said Michael.  “Quit ragging at me, or I may ‘accidentally’ drop your hot dog on the ground.”

“What kind of role model would that set for the children?” asked Joseph.

Travis looked at the Anderson brothers.  “Do you guys banter like this all the time?”

“Pretty much,” said Joseph.

“Especially those two,” Lucas said as he nodded toward Joseph and Michael.

Travis nodded.  “And here I thought it was just us Corby boys that acted like that.”

“Nah,” said Michael, “you’re in good company.”

“I told you they’d make you feel right at home,” said Tim.

Stephanie walked over to the grilling area.  “Hey, if you guys don’t get some food on the tables soon, the kids will be full on chips and dip.”  She glanced over at the snack table.  “Uncle Deke will, too.”

The men looked over at the tables.

“Uh-oh,” said Michael.

“What’s wrong?” asked Travis.

“You see that woman walking with determination over to the snack area?” said Michael.

“Yeah,” said Travis.

“That’s Uncle Deke’s wife, Myrtle,” said Michael.

Travis noticed the determined look on her face and her purposeful stride.  “Whoa, I wouldn’t want to tick that woman off.”

“No man in this town does,” said Joseph.

“Not many of the women, either,” said Lucas.

“If Aunt Myrtle’s heading over there, Uncle Deke’s snack time is definitely over,” said Stephanie.
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