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      Although this story is lighthearted and funny, it touches on some serious subjects. The female main character deals with issues of health warnings and weight loss, while the male main character is starting over after losing his wife.

      No tragedies are shown on the page, and everything is uplifting and hopeful. However, it might hit hard if anyone is currently dealing with an illness or loss of a spouse.

      

      Kaci
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        Morgan

      

      

      

      I knew I’d let myself go, but I never realized how far until I caught a glimpse of my reflection in the self-checkout camera at Dollar General.

      Hair in a messy topknot, no makeup, Crocs, and a slouchy T-shirt hung over my leggings. Not even cute leggings. Just an old stretchy pair I slept in the night before.

      If that’s not enough, this stupid thing isn’t scanning.

      I run the poster board over the scanning square again, then resort to pulling out the scanning wand. Finally, it adds to my tab. Supplies for Sophia’s volcano presentation, baby wipes, and my Cheetos for the bus. Aw, the bus. I grab a packet of headache powder by the counter and scan that too.

      Then I dig in my bottomless pit of a purse and find my card. I try and tap it. Doesn’t work. So I stick it in the slot. Doesn’t work. I resort to old-school swiping.

      “Card Declined” blinks in bright red words across the screen.

      I blow a loose hair out of my eye and try again. The words blink faster, as if saying, “Hey, dummy. Read me.”

      I dig deeper in my purse for some cash. As I uncrumple ones and fives and rummage for loose change, I hear a groan behind me.

      Sweat beads behind my ears. More due to the pressure of this situation and less because of the ninety-degree yellow tin box awaiting me outside.

      People start to leave the line and go to the counter with a real register. One where an actual human is supposed to work. Except instead of a person, it’s a plastic pig with a sign duct-taped on its back.

      “SQUEEZE FOR HELP.”

      An older man I somewhat recognize from the early service at church squeezes the pig. It lets out an annoying noise you’d expect from a rubber chicken rather than a pig.

      Cassidy comes from the nail polish aisle, straightening her name tag. She spends most of her time here browsing for herself or trying out broken merchandise.

      Without a greeting of any sort, she begins scanning the man’s Hormel chili cans.

      Now that the other customers have hope, it takes a little pressure off me. I focus my efforts on trying to straighten the five in my hand.

      “Here,” a deep voice says behind me.

      I stare at a man’s hand holding a crisp five. My ears go from sweaty to soggy as I follow the hand to very fit forearms, followed by perfectly formed biceps. They belong to a man I had one conversation with a few months prior. I swallow and stare at his brown eyes.

      “Morgan?”

      “Yeah?” I instinctively smooth back my hair, as if that will help.

      Embarrassingly, I can’t remember his name. I’ve referred to him as Fit Older Guy from the Ballpark. Not that I’ve referred to him outside of my head, but that’s the name I mentally gave him.

      “Are you going to take it?”

      “Hmm?” I blink to clear my mind’s rambling.

      “The five. And I have a twenty if you need more,” he offers.

      I laugh nervously and wave my hands in front of me. “No, I can’t.”

      “Sure you can. If it makes you feel better, I’ll exchange my flat five for your crumpled one.”

      I laugh a little crazier. Then I take the five and shove my wadded cash in his hand. This makes him laugh. I get lost in his eyes and the lines that frame his face when he smiles.

      “Ahem.” Someone clears their throat loudly behind us.

      I peek around Fit Older Guy from the Ballpark and see Paul holding a package full of to-go plates. Well that explains a lot.

      “Thanks,” I say quickly to Fit Older Guy. Then I turn around and shove his flat five in the machine. I’m low a few dollars and start to sweat again.

      Just great . . .

      Fit Older Guy’s hand reaches beside me with a few crisp ones. I take them and ignore the shakiness of my hand brushing his. They slide in like snot off a sick kid.

      Seriously, where does he get all this perfect money?

      Coins jingle as they fall into the change bin. I take them out and hand them to the mystery man. He smiles and nods. I arm up my bags and give him an awkward grin.

      Then I get the heck out of DG before Paul loses all patience with me.

      Thanks to my malfunctions, I’m now pushing it to get in line at pickup. I climb into my bus and put my blinker on. If only buses were like ambulances. Yes, we can put out a sign that makes others stop, but then I’m stopped as well.

      By the time I make it to the first school, I’m ripping open my headache relief and sprinkling it onto my tongue. I follow it with a huge gulp of lukewarm Mountain Dew to wash it down.

      I know I should drink water, but I swear I’m allergic to it.

      The school officer frowns at me when I pull in line late. I ignore his reaction and make a note to report him to the sheriff if he says anything to me.

      I flip the fan toward my face and take another sip of my drink. It’s hotter than a stolen tamale in this bus. I’d love to wear shorts, but my legs would stick to the seats.

      And I need to drop about twenty pounds and let my limbs see some sunlight first.

      I open the door and pray my headache aid kicks in as the children pile on. Mrs. Trudie stares at me from the parking lot. Aside from the hairnet, she’s about as disheveled as me.

      “Sorry I was late.”

      She smiles sweetly. I wish I could be as mellow as her. She never complains about riding my bus and never complained when I snuck an extra yeast roll in high school.

      I can’t decide what surprises me more. That she’s still working in the lunchroom, that she never got her driver’s license, or that she’s remained calm for what seems like a hundred years.

      Mrs. Trudie holds on to the handrail and climbs up the steps. She sits in the front row opposite me and removes her hairnet. Her gray swirls remain in a perfectly formed circle around her head.

      Maybe I should try a hairnet.

      By the time I make it to the elementary school, my face is cooled down.

      Just in time for a kid to climb the steps and plop a pair of sweaty socks in my lap. My gag reflex is in full effect. I can’t decide if it’s a good or bad thing that this is my kid.

      Only Andrew.

      He’s the youngest of four and on the edge of feral despite my best efforts to make him wear clothes and eat with utensils.

      Once we’re on the road, I check the kids in my rearview mirror. Andrew makes eye contact with me and offers his signature smirk. I shake my head.

      If it weren’t for relatives and friends, he really would be a hot mess. Having a dad in his life would make a big difference I’m sure, but that would require me having another husband. Lord knows my ex isn’t interested in raising anyone—including himself.

      A kid behind me makes a farting sound with his armpit and others laugh. I whistle loudly and give them the stink eye when they see me.

      They settle down somewhat, and I pop open my bag of Cheetos. My tongue comes in contact with the dusty cheese, bringing on a shot of dopamine. I savor the crunchiness through all my last stops until nobody is left on the bus except for my two youngest kids. The others are at their sports practices, and my oldest will drive them home.

      That gives me approximately two hours to juggle only two kids, plus the pets, and figure out what to cook for dinner.

      Oh, and make a volcano.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Elijah

      

      

      

      Walking downtown helps me pattern the traffic in Apple Cart. People seem to revolve around school, church, and sports, which is common in small towns.

      A school bus zooms by, blowing wind in my face. A bag flies from the front window, and several children hang their hands out. I pick up the balled-up Cheetos bag and continue toward Dollar General.

      They’re probably tired of seeing me today, but I’m not great at making lists. I’d rather go for another walk whenever I need something else. Once the gym is open, I’ll have to get more organized.

      I toss the Cheetos remains in a trash can outside the store, then enter for the third time today and the second this hour. The young girl with pink hair behind the counter rolls her eyes when I pass. I smile at her anyway.

      It’s hard to tell if she’s annoyed that I’m back or annoyed that I’m here at all. She’s currently painting her nails, which can’t work well for running a cash register.

      A few hours earlier, I forgot to buy paper towels. I was on my way to that aisle when I noticed the woman from the ballpark struggling with the self-checkout. Call me old-fashioned, but I’m a sucker for a damsel in distress.

      Morgan might’ve had crumpled dollar bills, but her bags were all organized neatly. I remember her keeping things in order at baseball as well. Someone like that could really help me.

      “Excuse me,” an older woman says.

      I step aside so she can pass. Morgan is distracting me again. Except this time I’m actually in the paper towel aisle, and she isn’t even here.

      There’s something about her that intrigues me.

      I file that thought away and grab several large packs of paper towels. I’ve got some cleaning left to do and need to stock the bathroom and cleaning closet.

      The girl with pink hair barely notices me when I make it to the counter. She does notice the paper towels beside her nail polish and clears her throat.

      I stack more paper towels, and she lifts a brow. “I haven’t seen anyone buy that many paper towels in a while.”

      I halfway smile. She twists her mouth, unfazed, and glances at her hands. Then she lifts them to show me the fresh black paint. “Do you mind?”

      It takes me a minute to catch on that she’s asking if I can do her job. I slide over and grab the hand scanner. If all the people around here operate on this level, I’ll have a hard time finding good employees.

      Once all the paper towels are scanned, I run my card and stack everything back in the buggy while the girl blows on her nails.

      Not until I’m in the parking lot do I realize that I didn’t think through buying so much without my vehicle. Maybe they won’t mind if I borrow the cart and bring it right back.

      I gain a few stares from passersby as I make the short trek to my gym. It’s even worse after I set all the paper towels inside and head to Dollar General for the fourth time that day.

      A McDonald’s bag stares up at me from the sidewalk in front of the Baptist church. I can’t leave it there. I hate litter, and the contents of this bag makes it even worse.

      I shove the few loose fries from the grass inside and roll down the bag. Then I place it in the bottom of the cart. I’ll chuck it in the Dollar General trash.

      “Here you go, son. Buy yourself a hot meal at Mary’s. God bless you,” a male voice says.

      I look up from the cart to who I assume is the preacher standing in the church parking lot. He’s holding out a twenty and grinning with compassion.

      “Oh, I’m not . . .” My face heats up. I guess between the worn athletic wear, grocery cart, and picking up discarded fast food, I could be mistaken for a homeless person.

      I hold out a hand for him to shake. He puts the bill in my palm. I hand it back. “I’m Elijah Bowing. I moved here to open a gym down the road.”

      This time when I offer my hand, he shakes it. His own cheeks redden a little, so I smile sympathetically.

      “I’m Brother Johnny, pastor of Apple Cart County Baptist Church.” He motions behind him at the brick church.

      I nod to the bag in the cart. “I can’t stand littering.”

      He chuckles. “Then we will get along just fine.”

      “I borrowed a cart to haul paper towels back to my gym.” Why I feel the need to explain myself, I’m not sure. Maybe I subconsciously don’t want a preacher thinking I stole from Dollar General.

      His gray brows bend together. “Do you need to borrow one of our church vans?”

      I laugh. I’m not doing a very good job at proving I’m self-sufficient. “No, sir. But I appreciate it. I have a Jeep, but I enjoy walking when I can. I didn’t think through how I’d carry such an awkward load back.”

      “That’s how I feel every time I leave Paul’s store,” he says with a chuckle.

      “Paul’s store?”

      He points across the road. “The General Store.”

      I lift my chin. I’ve purposely stayed out of there due to the sign on the building that claims they have everything from a cradle to a coffin. That’s more than I need to know.

      “So where are you living, if you don’t mind me asking?”

      “My gym.”

      “So you are homeless?”

      I wince. “I haven’t had time to look for a permanent house yet. My options were a hunting lodge a far hike from here, an RV about as far, or a sketchy motel.”

      The preacher laughs and slaps me on the shoulder. “Welcome to Apple Cart County, son.”

      I smile. The truth is I haven’t yet decided how permanent of a place I want to find in this town. Ever since my wife passed, I’ve wanted a new place to call home.

      “Are you okay?”

      I widen my eyes at the pastor. His hand is still on my shoulder. “Yeah,” I half lie.

      When I’m busy, I’m okay. No, when I’m busy, I’m good. But nobody’s asked me that in a long time.

      “If you’re ever out and about on Sunday, stop in and worship with us.”

      “I just might do that,” I say.

      My face and spirits lift a little. I shake Johnny’s hand once more. Then I grab the cart handle. “Let me get this back so the preacher can’t say I’m stealing a shopping cart.”

      Johnny frowns, obviously not getting my sarcasm. I have a dry sense of humor that doesn’t always translate. I laugh, and after a minute, so does he. “Good one, son.”

      At almost fifty, I’m not so used to someone calling me son. I’d like to think I’m in such good shape that he thinks I’m younger. But he likely calls everyone younger than him that.

      I nod and wave as I continue on the route I’ve worn in today. He laughs again and heads toward the church steps.

      A slight chill crawls up my spine as I stare at the steeple. I’d like to find a new home base and a new home church, more than anything. However, it’s hard to start over alone.

      Maybe Apple Cart County will be the town that helps me settle down. After all, it does claim to have everything I need, from a cradle to a coffin.

      It’s time I find good help to run the gym. And something tells me I need to look farther than the dollar store.
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        Morgan

      

      

      

      “Mama, why can’t I go to Isabella’s scrimmage?” Andrew asks from the back of my minivan.

      “I know you only want to run under the bleachers with a football, and it’s report card day.”

      He pouts, which lets me know what kind of grades he got. I sigh. The kid is smart, but he has “don’t give a crap” disease.

      “Don’t you want to go?” He plays on my mom guilt.

      “Yes, but we have to drive Sophia to dance and pick up your brother from football practice.”

      I have too many kids going in too many different directions. Thankfully, it’s not a real volleyball game. If there were any kid I wouldn’t want to miss but who also would understand if I did, it would be Isabella, my oldest.

      No question she’ll be the one who wipes my butt and spoon-feeds me pudding in my golden years.

      Sophia, my third, sits in silence with her nose in a book. If she and Andrew didn’t share my eyes and face shape, nobody would believe those two were siblings.

      I wheel into the middle school parking lot and lay on the horn. Ethan, my second oldest, jumps up from the curb, where a group of eighth-graders huddles around their cell phones.

      As soon as he climbs in the van, the entire atmosphere changes. Sophia looks up for the first time since putting on lip gloss in the rearview mirror.

      “What’s that smell?” she asks.

      I scrunch my nose. “That would be a fourteen-year-old lineman.”

      “Eww.” She hugs the back seat to sit as far back as she can from Ethan in the front.

      One perk to driving an older van is roll-down windows in the back. I push the buttons to lower all our windows, and Andrew sticks his head out one like a dog. Sophia turns her face toward the window beside her. It has to be bad for her to risk messing up her dance hair with wind.

      Ethan lifts his hands behind his head and relaxes. Either he’s unfazed by his own stink or he’s enjoying aggravating his younger brother and sister.

      “Did you get your report card?” I ask him.

      “Oh yeah.” He reaches for his Trapper Keeper, sweeping the smell of his armpits my way in the process. I face my window and suck in a whiff of fresh air before looking back at the road.

      For once I’m missing the scent of Axe body spray.

      I wheel toward the road out of town while Ethan fans a sweaty paper in my face. It’s all As and a high B. I smile approvingly.

      “Mama, stop!” Sophia screams.

      I look up from the paper and slam on my brakes. A possum raises its head and makes a hideous sound. Why exactly did I stop?

      Andrew slings open the back door and jumps out.

      “Andrew! You know that door doesn’t shut. Why did you open it?”

      I sigh. We have to park on a hill and let it roll shut or it doesn’t work. One more inconvenience.

      Andrew’s eyes are wide and wild as he snatches the possum. He’s shirtless and shoeless. “Can we keep him?” he begs.

      “Mama, I read that possums don’t have rabies because their body temperature is too high, so it’s practically harmless,” Sophia informs me.

      A car pulls behind us and honks. I groan and hang my head out the window. “Get back in this van,” I demand.

      Andrew runs and jumps in the back with the possum in his arms. I almost have a heart attack thinking he will get himself run over.

      “Sophia, help with the door,” I say sternly.

      I ease on the gas as she steadies her hand on the back of the door. We scoot along at snail-like speed, causing the car behind us to pass. Thankfully the open door is facing the ditch and not the other side of the road.

      “Now, sweetie,” I yell.

      Sophia grunts and gives the door a shove. It unhitches and rolls to a close as we coast downhill.

      “Now lock it.”

      “Done.” Sophia smiles.

      “Good girl.”

      The possum hisses from the back. I’d almost forgotten it was in here. But no, it’s here. I glance in the rearview mirror. It’s cuddled next to Andrew’s bare chest, probably spreading a disease.

      It hisses, and I snarl. I can’t say that’s the grossest thing to ever be in this van, but it’s definitely in the top five.

      I roll all the windows up for fear the thing might jump out. Not that I want to keep it. More from the fear that Andrew would dive out after it.

      Andrew mumbles some things to himself. I stop at a red light and pay better attention to him. I hear random names. “Don’t think you’re gonna name that thing. We’re not keeping it.”

      He ignores me and keeps mumbling. I shake my head and continue toward the dance studio when the light turns green.

      We roll up without a minute to spare. Sophia runs out, swiping at flyaways around her face. Her duffel bag bumps across her shoulder as she jogs to the entrance.

      I drive across the road and park in front of Krispy Kreme Doughnuts. Then I hold out my hand. “Report cards.”

      Ethan hands me his. Andrew hands me Sophia’s.

      “Andrew, did you get any As?”

      “Only PE.”

      “Okay.” I give him a look that says I’ll deal with him later.

      Then I go inside, leaving my sons with the possum. That sounds strange, even for my family.

      The woman behind the counter greets me, and I hand her the report cards. She boxes up a free glazed doughnut for every A in a core class. I thank her and collect my reward.

      Ethan licks his lips when I return. I open the box to him. “Y’all know the drill. One each if you got an A.”

      Andrew starts to speak. I hold up a finger to shush him. “PE doesn’t count.”

      He pouts.

      “Can we keep the rest?” Ethan asks.

      I shake my head, then back out of the parking lot. “Not this time. I need the cash for y’all’s snack money.”

      “When will we get more Moon Pies?” Andrew asks as we pull back into the dance parking lot.

      “When I work at the Pig again.” I press my lips together tightly. They haven’t put me on the schedule in weeks, so it doesn’t look promising. Driving the bus pays pennies.

      “I’ll be back in a minute,” I assure them.

      I get out with the doughnuts, minus the one that Ethan inhaled, and walk toward the entrance to the dance studio. Like clockwork, a few teenage girls come out, tired and skinny.

      “Would any of you like to buy a “Hot Now” doughnut?”

      By the eager response, you’d have thought I asked a group of Bama fans who missed Nick Saban.

      “Only three dollars each.”

      Several of them dig in their bags. One asks if I take Venmo. I do. A few seconds later, I’m holding an empty box and twenty-four dollars. Plus three dollars in my Venmo.

      “Nice doing business with you, girls.”

      “When will you be back?” the skinniest one asks around a mouthful.

      “Nine weeks from now.”

      She grins, and they continue toward the cars. I smile to myself as I toss the empty box in the back of the van. It lands with the lid open, and the possum licks some leftover glaze.

      I snarl at the hideous creature. Is it illegal to leave a possum in the middle of town?
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Elijah

      

      

      

      A black SUV pulls into the gym parking lot. I stand from assembling a new weight bench and go to the door. An attractive woman in a pantsuit and heels climbs out of the vehicle.

      I must be getting older, because after registering that she’s attractive, I immediately think how it’s too hot to dress like that. I’ll blame it on living in workout clothes myself rather than my age.

      I open the door for her. She enters and slides big sunglasses from her eyes to her head. Then she extends a hand. I shake it.

      “Ginger Dell, nice to meet you.”

      “Nice to meet you as well.” I step back and motion for her to enter. She glances around the gym and nods approvingly.

      “Would you like some water?” I ask.

      She shakes her head. “This helps. I’m ready to go if you are.”

      “Okay?” I’m not sure what she means by that. “Let me grab my keys to lock up.”

      She folds her arms and stays close to the entrance, studying every piece of equipment I have in the gym. Either she’s into fitness as well, or she’s curious.

      I realize it’s the latter when we get in her car.

      “It helps to see how people arrange their things. That way I know what kind of home they would likely prefer.”

      “So what’s your read on me?”

      “Simple, maximizing space.”

      I lift my chin, impressed at her quick assessment. “I do hate wasted space and unnecessary items,” I admit.

      She flashes a cocky smile and turns into a neighborhood. I see signs of family life in the neighboring houses, and my shoulders relax. Although I don’t have a family, and the odds are slim that I ever will, I enjoy being around others.

      Over the years, I’ve coached rec teams of all ages and volunteered with events to make up for not having anyone in my own life. But that involvement became less and less as my gym franchise grew, and I couldn’t seem to settle on a new place to call home.

      Maybe this place will be different.

      “Given your budget, we’re open to a lot in size.”

      “Nothing too big though, since it’s just me,” I say.

      “Oh really?” She slants her eyes at my hands. Is she checking for a wedding band?

      It wasn’t that long ago I still wore it, because I’m as emotionally unavailable as they come. But feeling it on my finger made me miss Verra even more.

      “I’m married to my work.”

      That’s my go-to response in situations like this. It’s also true. I never intended for that to be my life, but somehow that’s where I landed.

      “I understand that.” Ginger laughs. She gives me another confident grin. “This neighborhood has homes of several sizes and ages, depending on which phase it was built. There’s a little bit for everyone.”

      She turns the corner and parks in a cul-de-sac. I watch as she flips through some notes. “If you don’t mind walking a little, we can hit two houses for sale on this road.”

      “I don’t mind.”

      If I’m content walking through downtown pushing a Dollar General cart, I can walk in a nice neighborhood. Besides, she’s the one in heels.

      Without saying another word, Ginger adjusts her sunglasses and climbs out of the SUV. I follow her and notice her vanity tag when we pass the back of the vehicle.

      “AC HOME”

      I assume ‘AC’ stands for Apple Cart and not air-conditioning. Though given the humidity level, either would make a nice selling point.

      “I’ll show you the smaller home first,” Ginger says.

      We walk a little farther and stop in front of a garden-home-size house with character.

      “This is a newer custom home. It was built as a spec for the new phase on this street.” Ginger fans her hand to present it. I half smile and follow her up the walkway.

      “It was finished two months prior by a young couple who mainly remodels homes.”

      I nod. Ginger presses some buttons on a keypad and unlocks the front door. It’s very fresh and blank inside, minus a big picture of a cow on the wall. The new-paint smell overtakes the room when she closes the door.

      She spouts out stats and measurements as we walk through the one-story layout. Everything in here is turnkey, which is ideal for a fresh start. But it doesn’t feel right.

      Ginger transitions to talking about the neighborhood when we leave the home and start in the opposite direction. I halfway listen, but mostly observe everything for myself. We pass one home with lots of toys and a school bus parked out front.

      Ginger rolls her eyes. “Despite having bigger homes with more character, the older phases don’t have an HOA,” she says sourly.

      “Doesn’t bother me. I like taking care of my own yard.”

      She glances over her shoulder at the yard with all the toys. “I wish others felt that way.”

      I chuckle. Unlike Ginger, that house doesn’t bother me at all. I enjoy seeing kids play outside rather than sitting on their butts. Whoever lives there embraces outdoor play and sports.

      “This next house was built by an older couple who recently retired to Florida to be with their kids.”

      Ginger has told me more about every house and owner in this neighborhood in thirty minutes than I’d care to know in a lifetime. Maybe I’m not cut out for small-town life as much as I thought.

      “Here we are.” She beams when we stop in front of a two-story home.

      It’s a classic brick house with a wide front porch. I admire the twin rocking chairs on either side of the door. Ginger plugs in the code and opens the door.

      This house is also empty, but it doesn’t give me the same lonely vibes. It’s older than the first home, but has a warm, lived-in feel. It’s less open concept, making it seem cozier than the smaller home.

      Ginger takes me through the kitchen and dining area. I can imagine a family sitting around a large wooden table, sharing about their day.

      “I think you’ll enjoy the upstairs. There’s a big open area you could turn into a home gym if you wanted.”

      I fight a laugh. Part of owning a gym is always having access to the best equipment without having to clog up my home. I keep that to myself and climb the stairs behind Ginger.

      “This was a fourth bedroom, but they opened it to the third to create a bigger area for when their grandkids visited.”

      I nod. It would make a good space for a playroom or home gym. I’m thinking a man cave, even though technically the whole house could be a man cave for me.

      We explore the two upstairs bathrooms and the other bedroom, then return to the main floor. Ginger looks at me. “Any questions before we head outside? This home has a nice large lot.”

      “I’d like to see the master bedroom again, if you don’t mind.”

      “Of course.”

      She leads me to the downstairs bedroom and waits as I explore that and the master bath. I want to make sure it’s different enough from the bedroom I shared with Verra to not bring on any upsetting memories.

      Something about possibly purchasing a home instead of leasing another condo or apartment makes starting over official.
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        Morgan

      

      

      

      The sun blinds me when I top the slight hill. I shade my eyes and bend at the waist. This getting my steps in is for the birds.

      I tap my cheap walking watch, as I call it, and see that I’m barely over a thousand steps. The heat index has to be in the triple digits, and I’m already too gassed to head toward my house.

      I straighten and turn my head from the sun.

      That’s when I see it like a beacon calling my name. The house where nobody has lived since early spring. And they have a pool.

      A quick glance confirms nobody is watching except for that stupid rabbit at the sheriff’s girlfriend’s house. He sits in the window and wiggles his nose at everyone while she’s at work.

      I ignore the furball and cross the road. My thighs rub together when I speed to a jog. These cheap yoga pants are sure to chafe me.

      Oh well, my legs will feel more refreshed in a minute. As will the rest of me.

      I sneak inside the back fence and stare at the large rectangle filled with refreshing water. Steam rises in the sunlight from the heat of the morning. I tiptoe to the side, then get a big run and go.

      Cannonball!

      The water washes over me as I sink like a rock toward the bottom. The deeper I go, the cooler the water. I find the sudden chill satisfying to my sore limbs.

      I take my time bobbing to the top, then swipe my wet hair out of my face. When I open my eyes, two sets of eyes stare back at me.

      I immediately dunk my head like I can go underwater and hide. The water is clear and I’m not small. So news flash . . . I can’t hide.

      That leaves me with two choices: count my losses and drown, or come up and face the music. I swim shallow enough to stand and resurface. I inhale a huge gulp of air and slowly open my eyes.

      Oh crap.

      It’s Ginger, the house-selling ninja. She’s with Fit Older Guy from the Ballpark and Dollar General.

      I really need to learn his name.

      “Morgan?” Ginger lowers her sunglasses from over her angry eyes.

      “Yep.” I trudge toward the steps, pulling my wet shirt away from my body. I stomp up each step and refuse to make eye contact with them as I retrieve my socks and shoes from the side.

      “This is private property,” she says.

      “I know. I promise it won’t happen again.”

      Ginger snorts. I watch her nostrils expand and constrict like someone with a severe case of snores. Then I turn to the man who keeps running into me at all the wrong times.

      “I’m sorry. I guess you can see why my money is always wadded.” I laugh nervously. Resorting to humor is my coping mechanism for embarrassing situations. Sometimes it works.

      He laughs, relaxing me a bit. “Don’t worry about it. You’re welcome in my pool anytime. Maybe warn me first though?”

      Ginger removes her glasses and turns from me to him. “Your pool?” she asks with a grin.

      “I want to buy the house,” he replies.

      Ginger’s entire disposition goes from scowling at my antics to tickled that she made a sale. “Well okay. We can go inside and draw up an offer.” She slants her eyes back at me, then smiles at him again. “I have to warn you that Morgan lives nearby.”

      “Then I’m definitely buying the home.” He gives me the same wide grin that accentuates his smile lines.

      My stomach jumps like I’ve eaten Enchilada for breakfast. He continues smiling at me, ignoring Ginger. That must really irk her.

      “Morgan, I saw some towels in the pool house, if you’d like one.” He points to the small cabin-like building beside the patio.

      “Thanks?”

      “Take as long as you need.” He nods and smiles again, then turns to Ginger. “Do you have a pen?”

      “Of course.”

      I wait for the two of them to disappear inside the house, then I slide on my socks and shoes. Do I get one of his towels?

      I really want to hurry home and bury my embarrassment in a bag of powdered donuts. But I also need to wipe down my legs first, or the chafing will be unbearable. Plus, I’m nosy.

      That last thought gets the best of me, and I open the door to the little cabin. All I see are a few towels on the shelf, a bottle of sunscreen, and a door.

      Inside the door is a small half bath with a spiderweb over the toilet. I slam the door and grab a towel.

      I could use a building like this at my house. We could keep the possum in there.

      That rat. I roll my eyes at the thought of the hissing monster currently taking up residence in my laundry room.

      My kids get way too much sympathy from me. Sometimes I give in because their daddy left them, and I want to make up for that. Other times, I’m just tired. Like really, really tired. Too tired to deal with the opposite of giving in, which in this case would require rehoming a possum to the wild.

      Maybe I can make it a bus pet. Teachers have classroom pets all the time.

      Yeah . . . I could train it to hiss at the bad kids. It could sit by Mrs. Trudie in a little dog bed and greet everyone.

      I shake my head and refocus on toweling myself off to try and save my thighs from firing up like rubber tires on a hot pavement on my walk home.

      Then I hear voices. I scoot toward the small window and slide beneath it. Ginger is talking. It’s mainly boring stuff about prices and the market. I yawn. Then she says “Elijah.” And he answers to that.

      As soon as I can’t hear them any longer, I take the towel from around my waist and ease the door open. I fold the towel as neatly as possible over a countertop, then slide outside.

      Nobody is in the backyard. My shoulders relax, and I open the fence. I make sure to securely close it behind me and start on my way.

      Wouldn’t you know it, Ginger and Elijah are in front of the house. What the heck? Did they teleport here?

      “Hey, Morgan. Did you find a towel?” he asks.

      I tug at the bottom of my shirt to pull it away from my moist stomach. “Uh, yeah. Thanks.”

      I nod awkwardly and wave a hand. Then I walk in the direction of my house. Within a few feet, Elijah is beside me.

      Crap. I hope he doesn’t hear my soggy legs swiping against each other.

      “I would offer you a ride, but I came with Ginger.” He cocks his head back to her.

      Ginger stays tight-lipped, walking straight into the sun a few feet behind us. She’s in high heels and big sunglasses, like we have a red carpet under our feet instead of asphalt.

      “So you’re buying that house?” I ask nervously.

      Mainly, I feel the need to talk to fill the awkward silence. That is unless you count the sound of my pants swishing. Even more reason to cover the noise with words.

      “I like it here.” He scans the area, smiling.

      When his eyes settle back on me, my face warms. This is one time that I’m happy to look such a hot mess. It should deflect from the blush I feel coming on my cheeks. We walk a few more feet, then I clear my throat. “So this is me.” I turn to face my overgrown lawn.

      “Of course it is,” Ginger mumbles.

      I’ll remember that next time she comes in the Pig with an armload of coupons. They may magically not work. That is, if I ever have another shift at the Pig.

      “You drive a bus?” Elijah asks.

      I bow. “Number six-seven.” I straighten. “Unfortunately.” I do the weird hand motion my kids make whenever they sing out that number. He obviously isn’t a victim to such nonsense.

      “Well, it was good running into you, Morgan.”

      “You too.”

      He digs in his back pocket and pulls out a wallet. I wave a hand in front of him. “I don’t need any more crisp money.”

      He laughs and holds up a card. I take it and study the barbells logo. It reads, “Elijah Bowing, The Fit.”

      “It’s my new gym in town. Stop by when you get a chance and visit me.”

      Obviously, I’m no fitness person. Maybe this is his nice way of trying to help me out. Nah, he’s too friendly for that. And he doesn’t give me “bless her heart” vibes.

      “Thanks.” I offer him a cheesy smile.

      After a long pause where we’re both smiling like psychos, I turn and speed walk into my house. Then I sneak behind the curtain like the stalker bunny a few houses down.

      As I watch him continue down the road with Ginger, I pray one day he will catch me not looking like a hobo.
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        Elijah

      

      

      

      I’m going through my to-do list for the rest of the day when the door buzzes. I glance at the security camera monitor to check who’s at the front door.

      Morgan sways back and forth, whistling. I watch for a minute, laughing. When she starts to turn away, I hurry out of my office and open the front door. “Morgan?”

      She shrugs and smiles nervously. I find it endearing.

      “You said stop by sometime.” She tugs at her shirt. “I finished my morning route and thought, what the heck, may as well check this place out.”

      “Come on in.” I motion her inside and close the door behind us.

      “When do you open?” she asks as she studies the equipment I finished assembling yesterday.

      “As soon as we’re staffed.”

      “Staffed?”

      I nod. “Yeah, are you ready for your interview?”

      “Huh?” Morgan scrunches her face.

      “I have some part-time help, but have had trouble finding a good office administrator.”

      Morgan laughs herself into a snort, causing me to laugh too. Once I’m able to keep a straight face, I look her in the eye and wait for her to quit laughing. She calms down and raises her brows. “You’re not joking, are you?”

      I shake my head.

      “Why me?”

      “Why not you?”

      She twists her lips, as if considering all the reasons.

      “You’re good with keeping charge and getting things done. And I want whoever is in the office with me to be someone I like.”

      She blushes. I might’ve taken it too far. I take a step back to give her space—metaphorically and literally. She clears her throat and brushes some stray hairs behind her ear. “I would’ve dressed better had I known I’d be interviewing today.”

      I involuntarily smile. She seems to have that effect on me.

      “If you’re interested in the job, then I’d love to interview you, seriously.” I swallow. Why did I have to put the words “love” and “seriously” in the same sentence? This woman probably thinks I’m some psycho stalker.

      “It’s gotta be better than my bus route.” Morgan’s eyes twinkle.

      I refrain from answering verbally in case I sound even sketchier. Instead, I motion for her to follow me. Maybe that’s not as creepy. Oh well, too late now. We’re on our way to the back.

      She follows me through the mostly vacant area and down a hallway.

      “There’s the bathroom.” I point to a closed door.

      Why did I say that?

      Morgan nods as if that’s a normal comment, making me feel less like a loser.

      “And here is the office.” I continue inside and circle my desk. Then I realize my desk chair is the only seat in my office. I roll it around and motion for Morgan to sit. She takes a seat and watches me with curiosity as I grab a bucket from the corner of the room and move it behind my desk.

      I clearly wasn’t prepared for her today.

      I flip the bucket upside down and take a seat behind my computer. Morgan swivels side to side in my chair and smirks. Her eyes stare at me playfully. I’m tempted to think that’s a flirty stare, but it’s likely her way of trying not to laugh at me.

      “Okay, as you can see, I am not too organized.”

      Morgan laughs, then shakes her head. “Sorry, I shouldn’t laugh at that. You just look like a kindergartener sitting so low.”

      “Kindergartener?” I raise a brow. Then I force my face to straighten so I won’t be accused of flirting.

      “Height only. I’ve never seen a kid with biceps like that.”

      Both my brows shoot up at that comment. Morgan blushes. I fight smiling and turn to my computer screen to pretend I’m checking something.

      She doesn’t have to know that it’s a screensaver of the mountains.

      “What I need,” I start, still staring at the computer, “is someone to make up in the places I lack.” I glance at her for a second. “I’m good at big-picture business but not so much the details. In all my locations, I do well with a business manager.”

      Morgan tilts her head, then looks to both sides. “Sorry, I wanted to make sure you’re still talking to me.”

      “I’m absolutely talking to you.” I lean forward, which is hard to do on a short bucket.

      “What makes you think I could be a business manager, of all things?”

      “I’ve seen you with people and in various situations. You have a way of remaining calm and solving problems.”

      “You also saw me as a hot mess most of the time, and floating in a pool that wasn’t mine.”

      “You wanted a quick cooldown and saw an unused pool as your solution.” I smile.

      Her mouth cocks into a sideways smile of her own, which instantly attracts me. I’m not sure how to process that feeling. It’s been so long since I’ve thought of a woman that way, aside from my late wife. Maybe hiring Morgan to work beside me is a bad idea.

      “Okay, full transparency.” Morgan slaps her hands on my desk.

      I stare at them and study her bright-green fingernails. That’s a really weird color, almost pukish. I lift my face to hers. Then I quickly regret doing so when I get a little lost in counting the gold flecks in her eyes. I glance back at the ugly nail color in an effort to find her less attractive.

      It doesn’t work, but at least I can concentrate on her words now.

      “Anyway, I only went to JuCo, then started having kids. So I haven’t managed anything aside from a tanning salon in my early twenties. Even then, that was more because the owner was a friend’s grandma, and I wanted to work more for free tanning time.”

      I wait for her to finish and adjust my bucket for better seating as she sighs to catch her breath.

      “Morgan, if I wanted you to teach a class, I’d require certifications, but I need administrative help. All that requires is someone who can get the job done who I trust with my business.”

      She relaxes in my chair and swivels. We stare at one another in silence for a split second.

      “And you think you can trust me?”

      “Of everything I’ve seen in our encounters, yes.” I sit straighter and smile. “Except for maybe the pool.”

      She giggles.

      “Just kidding.” I wave an arm and almost lose my balance.

      Morgan snickers as I adjust my seat.

      “I know you drive a bus, so we could work around that. But after you’ve been here a few months, I can offer you insurance, if that helps.”

      Her whole demeanor changes. “Like for my kids too?”

      “If you plan on sticking around a while and want to work full time, yes.”

      Morgan stands and leans over my desk. She hugs me awkwardly, but not so awkward that I don’t enjoy it.

      I’m still on the bucket, so she is practically on top of my desk. This would look inappropriate in most situations, possibly including this one. I allow my hand to reach and pat her shoulder as a way of hugging her back. That satisfies her enough to pull back.

      She straightens and stares at me from across the desk with a flushed face. “That was uncalled for. I’m so sorry. But insurance is a big deal when you have four active kids.”

      I half smile. “I can imagine.”

      Actually I can’t, since my late wife never could have kids. But if I did have a family, I could imagine wanting to provide for all their needs.

      “So is it safe to assume you’re interested?” I ask. She grins, and I smile back. “We can work around your bus schedule if you need to keep that job.”

      She nods. “I will until they can replace me and the whole insurance thing clears.”

      “Here is what I offer as a starting salary for someone in that position in this region.” I jot a number on a sticky note and lay it in front of her. Then I watch for her reaction. Her eyes widen like she’s excited, but she twists her mouth.

      “Could I use the facilities if needed to get my steps in? It’s just that my doctor has been on me about my health.” Morgan rolls her eyes.

      “Of course. That will be included in your perks.”

      “Ooooh, perks.” Her shoulders raise.

      “And even better, I could be your personal trainer.”

      Morgan blinks.

      “Or not. I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.” My whole head is burning like I’ve dunked it in a firepit.

      “It’s not you.” She waves a hand. “I haven’t worked out in a long time.” Her voice trails off as she stares at the desk.

      “Morgan, you have full access to anything in this gym if and when you want to use it.” I grin as she lifts her face. “Including me.”

      And I went too far again.

      I stand up so fast, my bucket hits the floor. I bend to pick it up, which makes my heated face worse as all the blood in my body drains to my head.

      I grab the bucket and put my free hand to my forehead.

      “Are you okay?” Morgan asks.

      “I will be. There’s a lot on my plate right now.” I set the bucket in the corner, then turn to her. “Which is why I need help. I’d be glad to type up a formal offer and send it to you.”

      “I can stop by and get it soon if that helps.” She shrugs.

      “Sounds good. Tomorrow, same time?”

      She nods.

      I remove my hand from my head and fight off a smile. I was about to ask for a good email address, but I’d rather have an excuse for her to come by again.

      The fact that she offered must mean I haven’t totally creeped her out. Or maybe she’s that excited about family insurance.

      “I’ll walk you out,” I offer.

      Halfway down the hallway, Morgan stops and looks me in the eye. I watch the gold flecks surrounding her pupils dim. “Can I ask you a question?” she says.

      “Of course.”

      “Why Apple Cart, of all places?”

      “It seems like a nice place to start over,” I answer honestly.

      “Start over?” Her eyes narrow suspiciously.

      I slow down, since this subject makes me uneasy. Morgan matches my pace, waiting for a response.

      “My wife passed away, so for the last decade, I’ve moved around starting up new businesses.” I slant my eyes to Morgan, then look ahead. “Lately, I’ve missed having a constant community and a small-town feel. This seems like a good place to get that back.”

      This time when I look at her, the gold spots are shiny with mist. I swallow. The last thing I wanted was to make her pity me. That goes against everything I have going on with my tough businessman exterior.

      Morgan puts a hand on my forearm and sighs. “I understand.”

      For a second, I’m speechless. I swallow again before responding. “You’re a widow?”

      She scoffs. “No, that butthole left me with four little kids to pursue other things.” She scowls. “And by things, I mean women.”

      Morgan moves her hand from my arm, causing it to tingle. She waves it in front of her face. “He only sees the kids every month or two for a visit and was never much of a dad. So to that, I can’t relate.” Her features soften again. “But my best friend in the world died in an accident not too long ago. So I know that a close loss feels like . . .”

      “Losing part of yourself,” we say in unison.

      Morgan’s voice ends in a smile. I take the finishing of each other’s thoughts a little more defensively. Only because I’m already resisting my natural attraction to her.

      I speed up to get us to the front door quicker. “If you come by tomorrow, I’ll have a job description and contract ready for us to discuss.” I open the door.

      “See you then.” She bounces out the door.

      I watch out the window as she climbs into a school bus parked lopsided near the ditch. Then she drives off, taking some of my grass and gravel with her. And I’m smiling again.

      I’ll have to watch myself around this woman.
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