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For all you seasoned
readers out there who embrace life, live it, drink in every drop of
joy it offers—who have known the pain of loss and, still, you open
your heart and dare to love again and again. If you read those
words and think that isn’t
me, but a part of you desperately wants it
to be, take the risk, step out of your safe place, and open your
arms and your hearts. Take the second chance when it’s
offered.
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Maura’s cell phone jangled as she came in
the back door. She tugged off her gardening gloves and picked it up
from the kitchen counter. “Hi, Jan.”

“We’re at Polly’s house. Get over here right
away. And be sure to comb your hair first. Hurry.”

“What…?” But the call had ended. She went to
her front window and looked to where Polly’s house sat across the
street and catty corner to her house. A moving truck filled the
driveway of the house next door and directly across the street from
her own. They probably wanted to spy on the new neighbor and gossip
with what little they could know. It would do no good to call
Janice back and say she wasn’t coming, so she grabbed her keys and
locked the door behind her.

When she crossed the street, two men carried
a sofa from the truck into the house. Polly’s front door flew open,
and she waved Maura to hurry. “Come on.” Polly stared at her. “What
were you doing?”

“Gardening.”

She followed Polly to where Janice stood at
the kitchen window in the back of the house. “What’s going on?”

“Someone bought the Jensen house,” Polly
said.

“I know. And…?”

“He’s in the back yard setting up fencing
for something. Look at this.” Janice pulled her arm and shoved her
up to the window.

A man wearing jeans and a fitted tee shirt
hoisted sections of metal fencing and anchored it into place. He
was tall and tanned, with muscle. “So? They must have a dog, and
one of the movers is putting up an outdoor kennel.”

“Not one of the movers,” Polly said.
“They’re wearing blue shirts with the company logo.”

“I have it on good authority that is the new
owner—retired Marine Major Benjamin Ableman.” Janice sighed “I
wonder how able the man is.” Then she turned and stared at Maura.
“Oh, for heaven’s sake. You have half your flower bed smeared on
your face.” She licked her thumb and began to wipe away the
dirt.

Maura batted her hand away. “Don’t rub spit
on me.”

Polly appeared carrying a tray with a plate
of cookies, four glasses, and a pitcher of iced tea. “Here, you
take this.” She shoved the tray toward Maura. “We’re the welcoming
committee.”

Maura juggled the tray, nearly spilling the
pitcher. “No, we’re not.”

“We are today,” Janice said.

“Why do I have to carry the tray?”

“Because I’m married, and Polly’s dating
someone,” Janice said.

Maura closed her eyes and let out breath.
“Not this again.”

“Trust me, you’ll thank us. Ooh, look. He’s
got the last piece in place. We need to get over there.” Polly
whipped open her back door, and Janice gave Maura a nudge.

When the three of them stumbled out onto
Polly’s deck, the man straightened and turned, then smiled and
waved.

“Oh, my God,” Polly whispered.

“Probably not—but close,” Janice added.

“Hi, neighbor.” Polly waved and led the trio
across the yard. “Welcome to Forest Glen. You look like you could
use a cold drink. Iced tea?”

He walked to the low hedge that separated
the properties, removing a pair of work gloves. “Thank you. That
would be great.”

Maura held the tray while Polly took a glass
and held it for Janice to fill. “I’m Polly Riley. This is my house.
And this is Janice Westfield and Maura Carlton. Maura lives right
across the street.”

He took the glass and lifted it. “Ben
Ableman. It’s a pleasure to meet you all.” He chugged down the
tea.

Maura watched his Adam’s apple bobbed. She
caught herself swallowing along with him.

“Is your wife with you?” Polly asked.
“Perhaps she’d like a glass of tea.”

He shook his head. “Just me and
Captain.”

“The captain? Would he want a cold
drink?”

He grinned. “Captain is my dog. A German
Shepherd. The kennel is temporary until I put up a security fence
that he can’t jump. He’s an old guy, so his jumping days are about
over. But I want to keep him safe.” He set the glass back onto the
tray. “Thanks. That hit the spot. I’d better get back to work. Nice
meeting you ladies.”

He strode back to the kennel and picked up a
mallet to hammer spikes into the ground to secure the corners.
Muscles rippled. The tee shirt stretched and clung. The sheen of
perspiration on his arms and in his steel grey hair shimmered in
the sunlight. Maura was mesmerized and tucked errant strands of
hair behind her ears. That grin of his had exposed an adorable
dimple.

“Maura?” Janice snapped her fingers.

“Huh? What?”

Janice glanced at Polly and both women
laughed. “Oh, yeah,” Janice said. “She noticed.”

“Noticed what?” Maura asked.

“Everything about that man,” Janice said as
she turned for the house again.

The three women refilled their own glasses
with tea and sat on stools at the center island.

“So,” Polly said. “We heard the major is
single—as he confirmed—retired from the military and does house
flipping as a hobby. That means he’s probably very handy.”

Maura despised gossip, so she never engaged
in it. She just let Polly and Janice talk while she listened. She
got the scoop on all the comings and goings in Forest Glen. She
already knew a little about Major Ableman because she was
vice-president of the Homeowners Association.

“We probably should have warned him about
the HOA. They’ll never let him install a security fence around his
back yard. It would have to be at least eight or nine feet high,
I’d imagine,” Janice said. “Unless you vouch for him, Maura. You’re
the vice-president.”

Maura shook her head. “Rules are rules. A
nine-foot-high fence will destroy the flow of the community. We
pride ourselves in being a neighborly community. Open. Tall
security fences don’t shout ‘neighborly.’ We pay landscapers for a
purpose.”

“Oh, for Pete’s sake. We’re not leasing
here. We own our homes and the property they sit on. We should be
able to do what we want with them,” Polly muttered.

Maura lifted an eyebrow. “Remember the house
around the corner on Mulberry?”

Both women shuddered. A couple of former
hippies bought the house and, during one night, transformed it into
a psychedelic nightmare. They added a pen with four goats to the
backyard. Then they offered the goats to lease out for lawn
maintenance. After a bitter battle with the HOA, they repainted and
sold the house, taking the goats out bleating in the back of a
restored VW van.

Maura had to admit she felt badly about it.
They were nice people and brought a certain character to the
neighborhood. The goats even made sense to her. Natural grass
cutting. But rules were rules and, as vice president of the HOA,
she was bound to enforce them.

“Are you two still coming to my place this
evening for our planning meeting?” she asked. “I’d like to get our
flyers and a sign-up sheet for the Lend-a-Hand project posted at
the clubhouse before the pancake breakfast on Saturday.”

“I’ll be there,” Janice said. “I already
told Herb he’s on his own for dinner. We’re ordering pizza,
right?”

Maura nodded. “I’ll make a salad.”

“I’ll be there but have to leave by nine,”
Polly said. “Rrramone and I have a late date.”

“Where do people our age go on a date after
nine?” Maura asked.

Polly grinned. “We start with ice
cream.”

“And then?” Maura asked.

Polly had the decency to blush. “And then
anything goes. If Rrramone’s brother is at home, we come here. Or
sometimes we drive to the overlook and make out.”

Janice sighed. “I should talk Herb into
having a date night once a week. I like ice cream and making out.”
She glanced at Polly. “You do know the man’s name is Raymond.”

“You do know Rrramone is so much sexier,”
Polly said, rolling the ‘R.’

Maura changed the subject. “I have shopping
to do, so I need to get going.”

Maura let herself into the house and walked
to the powder room. She looked into the mirror and gasped. Her hair
sprang out in wild tendrils around her face. What appeared to be a
shiner was soil residue she’d rubbed in under her right eye. A
black smear graced her left cheek.

“Oh, good Lord.” She grabbed her washcloth
from the towel rack and scrubbed her face. Then she loosened the
band holding her hair back. Her silvery tresses fell around her
face, and she remembered that she’d forgotten to make a hair
appointment for a cut. She brushed and then pulled it back again.
She had her hair stylist color her hair for years. Then one day she
just decided enough was enough. At fifty-eight she wasn’t fooling
anyone. She was one of the lucky ones whose hair became more silver
than grey. Her stylist suggested a rinse to bring out highlights.
She got a lot of compliments on it. A year later, the style and
color had grown on her. Now she wondered it if made her look older
than her years.

She took a step back and examined herself
more closely. She was trim and, thanks to a counter filled with
skin care products, bore few wrinkles. She patted under her chin
with the back of her fingers. Nothing jiggled—yet. She looked
closer for forty-nine—if she asked herself.

She washed her face, changed clothes, and
grabbed her shopping list from the kitchen counter.

Maura got into her car and punched the
remote attached to her sun visor. The garage door glided open. She
backed out, staring down at the back-up camera mounted in the
dashboard. And she hit the brakes. The moving truck had relocated
to the end of her driveway.

“Oh, for….” She turned off the engine and
got out. She walked around the front of the van. No one was in
sight. She stormed across the street. “Hello. Can someone move this
van, please?”

She found the men sitting on the small front
porch eating sandwiches and sipping from soda cans. They looked up
as she approached.

“Your truck is blocking my driveway.”

One of the men set down his soda can and
wiped his mouth. “Sorry. If you can give us ten minutes, we’ll be
on our way.”

“I don’t have ten minutes. I need to get out
of my driveway now.” She strode past him and pounded on the door.
“Mr. Ableman?”

Ben came to the door. “Yes?”

“Your men blocked my driveway.” She heard
the whine in her voice and inwardly groaned.

He looked past her and then turned to glare
at the movers. “Please move the truck so Mrs.…” He glanced back at
Maura. “I’m sorry. I’ve forgotten your name.”

“Carlton.”

One of the men was already jogging across
the street to move the truck.

Ben studied her and then snapped his
fingers. “Maura! That’s it. I’m sorry about the moving truck.”

The engine rumbled to life and the brakes
wheezed as the truck moved to clear the drive.

“I apologize for the inconvenience.” His
steady gaze held her. Blue eyes that were sharpened by the
silver-grey close-cropped hair and his outdoorsman tan.

Her anger dissipated, and she struggled to
find words. “It’s fine. I just… I was going shopping. Do you know
where the grocery store is?”

His brows lifted. “Don’t you?”

A rush of heat spread into her cheeks. “Of
course. I meant, well, being new to the neighborhood, perhaps you’d
need to know.”

The movers cleaned up their lunch bags. One
stood and waited for Ben to sign off and make payment. Then they
piled back into the truck.

A scraping sound was followed by a crack and
then a thud. The truck never slowed as the driver shifted into
drive and headed out of the complex.

Maura’s mailbox lay in a broken heap.

“Oh, no.”

Ben winced. “And I apologize for that. I’ll
take care of it this afternoon.”

“The movers should take care of it.”

“Yes, well, did you meet them? You choose
your battles. I’ll report it to the company later. Again, I’m
sorry.”

“It’s fine. Accidents happen. Welcome to
Forest Glen, Mr. Ableman.”

“Please call me Ben.”

She nodded. As she crossed the street, she
admonished herself for reacting to the situation with anger. It was
not like her. Something about Major Ben Ableman flustered her. She
had embarrassed herself. There was no reason she couldn’t have
waited another ten minutes for the movers to leave. Perhaps it was
his assumption that he could move into their community and make any
changes he wanted to his property.

Perhaps it was the fact that she knew she
and Ben had already become a project for Polly and Jan. Perhaps
what irritated her was the fact that Ben Ableman stirred something
in her that had been dormant for a long time.

She backed out of the driveway so
erratically, she almost ran over the remains of the shattered
mailbox.

~ * ~

An hour later, Maura returned from the
grocery store to find Ben replacing her mailbox. Tools lay strewn
at the foot of the drive, and she stopped.

He stood and waved. “Sorry.” Then he scooped
up the tools and lay them on the grass, turning to wave her into
the drive.

She pulled in and lowered her window. “You
didn’t have to do this right away.”

“Yes, I did. It was my responsibility. I
tried to match the one you had. Well, best as I could tell from the
pieces. I upsized a bit for you in case you have a package. I
should be done in about fifteen minutes.”

Upsized? She could only hope the
mailbox would still fall within the HOA guidelines for size and
design. When she and Stephen had bought into this community, she’d
balked because of the HOA and their rules. He’d convinced her of
the advantages of having a board to oversee some things intended to
keep the community clean and orderly. Stephen loved order. Then she
was invited to be on the HOA board and accepted, figuring she could
better bring about change from the inside. That was an error in
judgment. She mostly found herself in conflict with residents over
seemingly insignificant things they wanted to do with their
property and that violated the HOA rules. She understood their
frustrations, but rules were rules. She was usually able to reason
with people and help them come to a peaceful solution when issues
arose. She assumed the major would appreciate the conformity and
order the HOA brought, too, considering his military background.
However, her new neighbor might just test her negotiation
skills.

Polly and Jan arrived that evening ahead of
the pizza delivery. They stood around the kitchen counter while
Maura made a tossed salad.

“What happened to your mailbox?” Polly
asked.

“The movers took it out with their truck and
never looked back. Mr. Ableman was out there replacing it when I
came back from the grocery store. I haven’t checked. Is it
okay?”

Polly shifted her gaze to Jan, then both
women looked at Maura.

“Oh, lord, I’d better see what he did. He
said he ‘upsized’ it for packages.”

“You could say that,” Jan said, following
her to the front door.

Maura stepped out onto her front porch and
stared. The wooden post that held her former mailbox had been
replaced with a black wrought iron contraption that held a standard
mailbox on the top and, fastened to the side, a much larger box for
packages. “Oh, no.”

Polly shrugged. “I kind of like the idea.
Then you don’t have to pick up your packages at the clubhouse if
you’re not home when they deliver.”

When the HOA had discussed with residents
the building of a clubhouse for use for activities, guest speakers,
and meetings, one resident suggested it could be a place for
package delivery. They formed a committee to line up volunteers to
be available at the center for three hours a day, Monday through
Friday, to accept packages and secure them in the office. It had
worked out great. There was no need for a huge box in front of each
residence for this purpose and no worry about packages left on
one’s doorstep.

Maura sighed. “I’ll have to talk to him. The
letter box is fine, but the wrought iron post and package
receptacle have to go.”

“It looks like he worked so hard on it,
though,” Polly said.

“He did.”

As they stood there, a car pulled up.

“Oh, crap. It’s Alice Karcher,” Polly
muttered. Then she smiled and waved. “Hi, Alice.”

Alice rolled down her car window and
pointed, glaring at Maura. “What is that?”

“It’s temporary,” Maura said. “Movers
destroyed my mailbox earlier, and the new homeowner replaced it
with this. I’ll have to talk with him.”

“That needs to be removed as soon as
possible. Why, imagine if everyone decided they like it?”

Alice was not on the HOA board—thank God.
But she had the attention of Ross Lewis, the HOA president. He’d be
hearing about this in the next five minutes.

“She said it’s temporary, Alice. Major
Ableman thought he was being helpful. Maura already said she’ll
talk with him. This is not your concern,” Polly said.

Maura stepped forward. “Alice, thank you for
your suggestion. I have this under control. I’ll be by tomorrow to
talk with you about the colors for the shutters. That paint you
used darkened as it dried, don’t you think? You have a nice
afternoon now.”

Alice glared, then closed the window,
shaking her head.

Maura stepped back beside her friends. “If
it weren’t for the two of you, I think I’d consider selling and
moving.”

“You can’t do that. We need one voice of
reason on the HOA, and you’re it.” Jan said.

“For as much good as it does.” Maura gazed
across the street. “I’ll deal with this tomorrow before I head to
the library.” Maura worked three days a week and every other
Saturday at the local public library. Although the house was paid
for and Stephen had left her financially stable, the work occupied
her time and gave her a little extra for emergencies and mad money.
And she loved the environment of the library and being surrounded
by books.

The pizza delivery pulled into the drive as
the women were returning to the house. Maura grabbed the cash she’d
left on the hall table and paid for the extra-large pie. There
would be leftovers, and she wouldn’t have to make anything for
lunch tomorrow.

They sat around the living room, plates
filled. Maura opened her laptop. “Okay, so we need to create a
flyer and sign-up sheet for the Lend-a-Hand project. I don’t want
to call it a club because that denotes membership. This is a
volunteer effort for residents to offer their assistance to other
residents. I know how much I’ve had to learn since Stephen died.
Those classes through the vocational-technical school helped a
lot.”

“I sure appreciated your help when my shower
drain clogged,” Polly said.

“I hope you’re using that filter I
recommended. I pulled enough red hair out of the drain to build you
a cat,” Maura said.

“Please. I’m eating here,” Jan said.

“I found some free graphics online to use
and printed up a sample flyer. Look at this and see what we need to
change. I can print up copies at the library tomorrow.” Maura
handed them each a sample flyer.

The doorbell chimed.

“You look that over. I’ll get the door.”
Maura set her laptop aside and went to the front door. Ben Ableman
stood on the other side of the storm door. He smiled and lifted a
hand in greeting. In the other hand he held a measuring cup.

Maura opened the door. “Can I help you?”

“I hope so. I was about to make dinner and
discovered I don’t have any flour. I was wondering if I could
borrow a cup. I only need enough for a batter to coat my
chicken.”

“Sure. Come in.”

He stepped inside and glanced around. “You
have a nice place.” Then his gaze settled on Polly and Jan. “Hello
again. I’m sorry if I’m interrupting.”

Maura took the measuring cup from his hand.
“I’ll get that flour and be right back.”

“Flour?” Polly asked. “So, you cook?”

“I do. I find it relaxing. After eating
military cooking for so many years, I find it tasty when I do it
myself.”

Polly stood and ushered him into the living
room. “You shouldn’t have to cook on your first night in your new
home. Join us for pizza. There’s plenty. Sit down.”

Maura heard this as she returned from the
kitchen and shook her head. There’s goes our meeting. And there
goes tomorrow’s lunch. She smiled as she handed Ben the filled
measuring cup. “Here you go.”

“Change of plan,” Polly said. “I’ll get a
plate with pizza and a bowl of salad. Coke okay?” She smiled at
Maura. “Ben’s going to join us. He isn’t stocked up yet for
cooking.”

He grinned. There was that dimple again.
“Truth be told, I don’t know where the closest grocery store is.
I’ll have to do that tomorrow.”

Maura returned to her seat on the sofa.
“Speaking of tomorrow…”

“How do you like your new mailbox?” he
asked.

“Yes, well… It’s very clever, two boxes in
one. And that post won’t easily snap. But, you see, here’s the
problem. The design and size violate the HOA rules.”

He frowned, accepting the plates from Polly
and setting the salad bowl on the lamp table beside the chair his
frame dwarfed. “HOA rules?”

“The Homeowners Association. You were given
the HOA rules when you purchased the house,” Maura said.

“Oh. They’re probably in with all the other
paperwork. Thought I was signing my life away,” he said.

Polly snorted. “You did.”

He picked up the flyer and read it. “This
sound interesting.”

Jan leaned forward. “It was Maura’s idea to
form a group where residents of Forest Glen could share their
skills and talents with one another, so we don’t have to keep
calling in expensive repairmen.”

“Great idea. Sign me up.”

“Really?” Jan asked.

“Sure. I’m very handy. I’ve rehabbed
houses.” He grinned again at Maura, a blush coloring his face. “I
even build mailboxes. Which I will replace tomorrow according to
your specifications. I think this is a great idea.”

He took a bite of pizza and groaned. “This
is really good. I’m going to need the phone number of this
place.”

Maura watched as he scarfed down three
slices of pizza and the large salad Polly had made. She was
mesmerized as he tilted his head back and drained the can of Coke.
The way his Adam’s apple bobbed. The five o’clock shadow that
darkened his face and neck.

Ben stood and picked up the cup of flour.
“Thank you. I’ll just take this to use tomorrow. Once I’m all
unpacked, I’ll have you ladies over for a barbecue.”

“You have a grill?” Maura asked. They were
not permitted to have charcoal or gas grills. Only electric, for
safety purposes.

“I have a Prestige Pro 665 propane grill.
Top of the line.”

Maura sighed. “We’ll talk tomorrow,
then.”


Chapter Two

 


 


 


Ben dumped the flour from the measuring cup
into a plastic container and secured the lid. He’d appreciated the
chance to see the inside of Maura’s house. It gave him some ideas
for his own. Perhaps he could ask her to help him with furniture
placement and decoration. He’d spent his entire adult life in the
Marine Corps. He’d never owned his own home before. The houses he
flipped were sturdy, but spare, located in less manicured
neighborhoods. But he worked on a bare bones budget to make the
houses safe and livable for veterans and their families. There were
no HOAs or rules other than the basic community rules for keeping
the property tidy and the grass cut.

He remembered the realtor talking about the
HOA and having him sign something and being given a copy along with
all the other paperwork. Admittedly he hadn’t read all the papers
or the fine print. Perhaps he should have. He assumed a Homeowners
Association to which he paid an annual fee—a hefty fee—was
responsible for the landscaping. Not for regulating the size of a
mailbox. He’d dig those papers out later and look them over.

“Captain! Come on, boy. Let’s go for a
walk.”

The dog’s ears lifted, and he got to his
feet more slowly than he used to. It hurt Ben’s heart to watch the
former military police dog struggle, Captain’s arthritic limbs
making it harder for him to stand and walk, much less run. Water
therapy helped. He’d have to find a place to take Captain for water
aerobics. Maybe he’d see about installing his own above-ground pool
in place of the kennel he’d constructed. If that was allowed. He
was fooling himself if he thought he needed a security fence.
Captain’s fence-jumping days were long over. His days were likely
nearing an end. That thought tightened Ben’s throat.

The dog followed him into the garage and
stood whining by the passenger door of the Jeep.

“Let me give you a hand,” Ben said, gently
lifting the dog onto the seat.

Captain groaned, then turned twice and
curled up. Ben noticed that not as much of the dog spilled over as
once had. He felt the difference when he lifted him, too.

The dog park was two blocks from Forest
Glen. Maybe he’d suggest they build a dog park in Forest
Glen. He could easily construct one. He wondered how many residents
there had dogs. Probably little foo-foo curly haired yappy ankle
biters, he thought. He rested a hand on Captain’s hind
quarters, aware of how boney the dog seemed. He knew it wouldn’t be
long before he’d face the hardest decision of his life. This dog
had taken a bullet for his handler. Ben would gladly do the same
for Captain if he could.

At the dog park, after Captain had sniffed
around and relieved himself a few times, Ben sat on a bench with
the dog sitting and leaning into his legs. He scratched behind
Captain’s ears as he watched the sun begin to set. He knew he’d
been ready for retirement. He’d given the military all he had. But
adjusting to this new life was going to take some doing. The first
thing he needed to learn was to sleep past five a.m. At least until
six. Once he was settled into his new home, he’d pick up another
house for flipping. He’d keep himself busy.

He’d never considered marriage and his own
family because he was married to the military. His life was full.
Now, though, bumping around a three-bedroom house with only himself
and his old dog, it didn’t seem so full. A hollow echo sounded in
every room. What had he been thinking?

He stood and tugged on the leash. “Time to
go home, Cap.”

Back at home, Captain hobbled to his
favorite pillow bed and dropped down as if grateful their walk was
over. Ben pulled a beer from the fridge, popped off the cap, and
headed to the room that would become a den. He’d bought his
furniture from a Marine who was shipping out and selling
everything. He had few boxes because he hadn’t had the time to
collect books and incidentals to fill them. His clothes were
already neatly hung in the bedroom closet and folded in the dresser
drawers. His toiletries sat arranged on the sink top in the master
bath.

He rummaged in the locked file box where
he’d placed his discharge papers and other important papers. He
located the file for the house and rifled through it. He removed
the one titled in bold print HOA MEMORANDUM OF UNDERSTANDING. He
took the papers and his beer to the living room and sat back in the
leather recliner. And he began to read the list of Dos and Don’ts.
Mostly Don’ts.

He drained the beer and set the bottle down
with a loud thud. “What the blazing hell?”

The list of what he was not permitted
to do with his house and property made his head feel about to
explode. The size and materials used for the mailbox was the tip of
the iceberg. According to the HOA regulations, he could not leave a
vehicle parked on the street. All vehicles had to display a permit.
A guest parking permit could be obtained at the clubhouse for up to
seven nights for guest use. Trash had to be bagged and inside
lidded trash receptacles for pickup on Tuesday morning but could
not be placed near the curb before six p.m. the night before. Bird
houses and other lawn ornamentation was prohibited from the front
yard.

Entertaining must be limited to no more
than twenty persons. All vehicles must be parked in the resident’s
driveway, not on the street. Permits may be obtained for use of
additional parking at the clubhouse lot—availability of space is
limited. Parties must be contained inside the residence or
backyard. Noise restrictions apply. They were telling him how
many guests he could entertain at one time and where they had to
stand? Not that he knew twenty people to invite for a party.

All exterior lighting should be turned
off at eleven p.m. for the comfort of neighbors. Damned if he
could figure how his porch light would make his neighbors
uncomfortable. Then this: No colored bulbs may be used in porch
lights. This includes yellow, blue, and red. He laughed,
imagining putting red bulbs in all the front porch lights and
watching to see what would happen.

No fencing of any kind as the hedges
already set in place delineate property lines. “This is worse
than the military.” He got up and went to the window, checking
Maura’s house. It was dark. He’d talk with her tomorrow and see who
he needed to speak with to appeal some of the rules. The hedge was
not going to keep Captain from wandering. The dog was not used to
being tied up, and Ben was not about to do that to him. The kennel
was only temporary. At the least, he needed a fence along the hedge
that would deter Captain from exploring.

He read down the page. Pets are not to be
left outside alone for more than one hour and then depending upon
outdoor temperatures. Adequate protection and water must be within
reach. Barking dogs will garner the owner a fine of $100 per
incident. After three incidents, animal control will be
notified. This at least made some sense to him for the sake of
the animals.

Ben sighed. He’d been at war in the Middle
East. But he had a feeling he was in for a much bigger battle
here—in his own front yard.

~ * ~

Ben stood at the stove turning over strips
of bacon on a griddle. Captain lay the beneath the center island
sniffing the aromas of breakfast. Ben broke three eggs into a bowl
and whisked them together.

The doorbell chimed.

“Ah, shoot.” He set the bowl aside and
headed to the front door.

Maura Carlton stood on the porch. She took a
step back as he opened the door.

“Good morning, Mr. Ableman. Do you have a
minute?”

Ben glanced toward the kitchen imagining
burned bacon. “Sure, if you don’t mind talking in the kitchen.”

She came inside and moved past him.

A light, flowery scent wafted after her.

Ben stepped ahead and strode to the kitchen.
“I need to check the bacon.”

He removed the bacon strips from the
griddle—a little crispier than he liked—and set them on paper
towels.

“I’m sorry to interrupt your breakfast,”
Maura said.

“No problem.” He poured the eggs into a
skillet “Would you care to join me? There’s plenty.”

“No, thank you. Perhaps we could talk later
in the day.”

“No, it’s fine. Coffee?”

Without waiting for a response, he filled a
mug of coffee and set it in front of her. He tossed the scrambled
eggs and slid a sliced bagel into the toaster oven. Then he picked
up his mug, turned and smiled. “I found my HOA paperwork. I admit I
didn’t read it thoroughly at first. Might have had second thoughts.
But I promise I will replace your mailbox with one that meets the
HOA’s approval.”

“Thank you. I know that the HOA rules can
seem constricting, but there are good reasons for them.”

“Such as?”

“Well, if you drive through our community,
you can see how clean and orderly everyone’s property is kept.
Having been in the military, I’m sure you have an appreciation of
order.”

He plated the scrambled eggs with the bacon
and again offered her a plate. She shook her head. He crumbled some
bacon and added a spoonful of eggs to a small plate and set it on
the floor for the dog.

“You don’t mind if I eat?” He sat down
opposite her at the island and set down his plate. “Cream and
sugar?”

“Please do. I’ll just have cream, thank
you.” She poured from the Half & Half carton into the mug.

“At least share this bagel with me. I have
whipped cream cheese.” He set out a second small plate and offered
her half the bagel and a butter knife.

She accepted the offering and spread the
cream cheese onto half of the bagel. When she bit into it, cream
cheese dotted the tip of her nose. She must have noticed him
staring because she snatched up a napkin and dabbed the white cream
away.

Ben watched her as she lifted the mug to her
lips. She was a beautiful woman. No hint of makeup. He liked the
natural look. Her gaze met his and then flitted away. He was making
her feel uncomfortable. He turned his attention back to his
plate.

“There are a few more things you should be
aware of, Mr. Ableman.”

“Ben, please.”

“Okay. Ben. For example, you mentioned
having a propane grill.”

“Not just a propane grill. It’s top
of the line. Set me back almost two grand.”

“Oh. Well… The HOA…”

“I know. Propane grills are not permitted.
I’m starting to feel like I’m wearing someone else’s boots here. A
size too small.” He bit into a strip of over-cooked bacon. “I plan
to go through that addendum and make a list of all my infractions.
Then perhaps I can talk with this HOA board? Who’s on the
board?”

She choked on the coffee, and her face
flushed. “I am.”

~ * ~

Maura set down the coffee mug and accepted
the paper napkin Ben offered, dabbing the coffee that dribbled down
her chin.

“You okay?” he asked.

“Yes, sorry. Mr. Ableman… Ben, it would be
good if you read the HOA Memorandum. We do have an open meeting
coming up next week. I was planning to invite you so we could
officially welcome you to Forest Glen. If you have any questions,
that would be a good time to raise them. You’ll get an email
invitation with the day and time, but I can tell you it’s Thursday
evening at seven.”

“I’ll be there.”

She slid down from the stool. “Thank you for
the coffee and bagel.”

“Where are you off to so early?”

“I work part-time at the library.”

“I thought this was a retirement
community.”

“Well, it’s a retirement age community. Some
of us enjoy working and have continued to do so.”

He followed her to the front door. “If I
have questions about the HOA before the meeting, may I ask
you?”

“Of course. I’ll be happy to help. And I
want to thank you for volunteering for our Lend-a-Hand
project.”

“It’s a great idea. I enjoy working with my
hands.”

Maura looked at his hands—large and
powerful. And her mind went totally in the wrong direction. Heat
spread up her neck. “I’m sure you’re good at it. I mean, handy with
your hands.” Good Lord, she needed to stop talking. “Have a nice
day. I have to get to work.”

Maura scurried across the street to where
her SUV sat in the drive. She climbed in and dropped her head back
against the headrest, letting out a breath. Had she seemed as
flustered and foolish as she felt? What was wrong with her?

Honestly, one look at Ben Ableman would
answer that question. He was what other women her age called a
silver fox. She sighed. It probably wouldn’t be an issue once the
HOA meeting came around. Ben was not going to like the response the
board would have to his ‘list of infractions’ as he’d called it. He
would simply be told he would have to follow the rules or face
fines. Though even she wondered about the legality of those fines.
No one ever challenged it. Most of the residents of Forest Glen
seemed content with the uniformity the rules created.

She glanced at the mailbox. She actually
liked his design, and it made sense to have a second box that would
hold most small packages. It was quite creative on his part, and it
wasn’t all that unsightly. She sighed again, knowing the others on
the HOA would never go for this change even if she presented
it.

Maura had her moments when she wished she
could paint the shutters another color or decorate the tree in her
front yard for no particular reason. She envisioned a flower bed
with garden gnomes and maybe a fairy house. Her granddaughter had
wanted to create that and was disappointed at having to put the
fairy house in the backyard where no one would likely see it.

Maura tried to get the HOA to lighten up on
front yard landscaping. You’d have thought she asked the board
members to donate organs while they were alive. Ben was facing an
uphill battle.

She pulled into the parking lot of the
library and parked in one of the furthest spaces from the building.
This had become part of her new exercise routine and vow to walk
more. Every step counted. She collected her purse and the lunch bag
containing a peanut butter and jelly sandwich since there was no
leftover pizza.

It had been a long time since she’d watched
a man eat with the enthusiasm Ben had shown for the pizza and
salad. He seemed like a good guy, even if he did want to buck the
HOA rules. Maybe she’d resign from the board and switch sides. A
frisson of excitement at that thought surprised her. She imagined
herself and Ben taking over the HOA, changing all the rules, and
throwing open the gates of freedom in Forest Glen. She smiled. The
one thing that had not passed was the suggestion to make Forest
Glen a gated community. Thank God.

Of course, that was because a handful of
residents insisted it would never work because no one would
remember the gate code. She would bet Ben would remember the code,
and he’d not give it out to anyone under pain of torture and
death.

“Maura? Are you feeling okay? You’re all
flushed.” Kendra Wells, the head librarian, stood in front of
her.

“I’m fine. Hot flash I guess.”

“My mom gets those. You should talk to her.
There’s something about soy reducing hot flashes.” The girl
shuddered. “I’m glad I don’t have to worry about that for a long
time.”

Kendra was not yet thirty, so she didn’t
have to worry. Maura felt ancient as she walked through the stacks
to the back of the library to put her things away in the staff
break room. She returned to the front desk to see what her tasks
would be for the day.

“We have a bunch of new books to be
catalogued and labeled for shelving,” Kendra said.

“I’m on it.” Maura loved new books. The work
was tedious to some, but she handled each book as if it were a
newborn she was settling into the nursery. Once upon a time, she’d
dreamed of being a writer. Instead, she lived vicariously through
the stories others told. The task would also keep her mind
occupied—no time for thinking about Ben Ableman.

At least not until she covered the front
desk while Kendra took her late morning break. The door opened and
someone approached the desk. Maura finished what she was typing
into the computer and looked up.

Ben smiled. “Hi. You mentioned the library,
and I realized I’d need to get a library card.”

“Yes, well… Okay… Uh…” She was stuttering
and fumbling to find the application form and a pen. “Here you go.
Just fill this in and give it back to me with your I.D.”

“My I.D. still has my military address. I
haven’t had time to get a new license.”

“Do you have anything? A piece of mail with
your new address on it?”

He pulled some folded papers from his hip
pocket. “Will this do? It has my name and address. And I think it’s
an official document.”

She opened the HOA Memorandum. It did, in
fact, bear his name and address. But it was not an official
document. She glanced at the papers and then up at Ben. “I’ll vouch
for you.”

“You mean that paperwork isn’t official?
Legal?”

“Of course, it’s official.” Was it legal?
Could it be challenged? “And I’m sure it’s perfectly legal.
Complete the application, and I’ll issue you a library card.”

He grinned as if he’d intended to get to
her. Well, he had. And that grin was furthering the job. Maura was
grateful when the phone rang, and she turned away from Ben to
answer.

He motioned that he was going to browse the
stacks.

Maura was helping a woman at the computer
bank when she noticed Ben standing at the desk with an armload of
books. She finished with the woman and returned to the desk.
“Sorry.”

“No problem.” He set the stack down on the
counter and produced his new library card with a smile. “Let’s see
if this works.”

Maura swiped the card, then each of the
books—two murder mysteries and a book titled HOAs and How to
Survive Them. She stared at the book then glanced up at
Ben.

He shrugged. “Probably good reading before
Thursday.”

She handed him the books and the receipt.
“Here you go.”

“Thank you. Have a great afternoon.”

He sauntered across the lobby and out the
door. Maura had the nagging feeling Ben Ableman was going to
present a challenge.


Chapter Three

 


 


 


On Thursday evening, Maura had just rinsed
her dinner plate and set it into the dishwasher when her front
doorbell rang. She opened it to find Polly and Jan standing
there.

“I’m sorry. Did we have plans? I have an HOA
board meeting.”

“That’s why we’re here,” Polly said. “We’re
going with you.”

She glanced from Polly to Jan. “You two
never come to the HOA meetings.”

“That was before. Who wants to spend their
evening at some dull board meeting?” Jan said.

“So, what’s changed?” Maura asked.

Polly nodded back toward the other side of
the street. “The Major moved in. I think this meeting will be most
interesting.”

“Yes,” Jan said. “I’m counting on
fireworks.”

Maura shook her head. “Let me grab my keys.
We can walk to the clubhouse together.”

As they reached the sidewalk, Ben came out
his front door. He waved and jogged across the street. “Hi, ladies.
Headed to the meeting?”

“We certainly are,” Polly said. “Wouldn’t
miss it.”

“I wouldn’t, either,” Ben said. “It should
be quite enlightening. I’ve been reading up on HOAs.” He held up
the book he’d checked out of the library. “Of course, this book is
a bit one-sided. But I’m sure Maura here can show me the other
side.”

Heat infused her face. “Did you also bring
along the memorandum you signed?”

“I did. It’s proven to be the perfect
bookmark.” He flipped open the book to show the folded papers. Then
he took in a deep breath and let it out. “This is a lovely
community. I think I’m going to like it here.”

When they entered the clubhouse, Maura took
her place at the front table next to Ross Lewis, the HOA president.
Marty Gamble, the treasurer, came and sat on her other side. People
milled around the table getting coffee and cookies.

Maura couldn’t help but notice the way Ben
stood out in the gathering. He seemed to have met quite a few other
residents already as evidenced by the welcome he was receiving.

Ross stood and called the meeting to order.
“Please take your seats. Louise, will you join us and read the
minutes of the last meeting?”

Louise Shipley, the secretary, hustled from
the back of the room to the front table. “Sorry.” She opened an
iPad and read from her notes. “And that brings us to tonight’s
agenda. We’ll be discussing the need for finding a new landscaping
service, and a reminder about the proper use of the clubhouse
parking lot.” She smiled and patted her flaming red hair as she
gave Ross an adoring smile.

“Thank you,” Ross said. He then invited the
treasurer to give her report.

Ross referred to the agenda and listed
numerous complaints he had received about the current landscaping
service. “Since so many of you have reported issues, and the
contract is up next month, it seems a good time to find another
service. We’ll be forming a committee of three who will work to
interview a new service.” He glanced at Maura. “Maura, would you be
the board representative for this committee?”

“Me? Oh, uh…sure.”

“Great. And we need two volunteers.”

Alice Karcher raised her hand. Maura hoped
her shudder was not visible.

“Alice Karcher. Thank you,” Ross said.

“I’ll be happy to help.”

Maura searched for the location of the
voice. Then she saw Ben’s hand raised.

“Thank you, Mr. Ableman. Nice to see a new
resident jump right in,” Ross said. “Now let’s talk about clubhouse
parking. We have a system in place if you all would just abide by
it.”

“I don’t see the problem if there’s no event
going on here,” someone shouted from the back.

“Yeah, it’s our parking lot. Should
be first come, first serve,” another resident called out.

Ross held up his hands. “Hold on. One at a
time.” Several hands shot up.

“Yes, Alice.”

“I for one appreciate the work of the board
and your efforts to create a community where there is civility and
order. We can’t all just go parking willy nilly in this small lot
and use up the space other residents may need from time to time.
Well, you can imagine what that might lead to.”

“Anarchy?” someone called out. A snicker
echoed in the room.

Maura looked to see that the sound came from
Ben.

“Thank you, Alice. Folks, we created the
current system of applications for permission to use space in the
clubhouse lot because it is limited, and everyone deserves a chance
to use the lot as overflow for family and friends. Some of you have
been negligent and using the space on a daily basis. Therefore, the
board suggests that anyone violating the use of the parking lot
space will be fined twenty dollars per day when in violation.”

“May I make a suggestion?” Ben stood and
raised his hand.

All heads turned to the newcomer.

“This isn’t up for debate, Mr. Ableman,”
Ross said.

“Not a debate. An observation from a fresh
perspective.” He grinned. There was that dimple again.

Maura felt herself flush. What was he going
to do?

“How many households are in Forest
Glen?”

“Currently there are forty-two,” Ross
said.

“And how many parking spaces are in the
clubhouse lot?” Ben asked.
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