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        Earl Ed

      

      

      

      I’ve never had so much trouble oiling a butt.

      But I’ve also never proposed with a romantic candlelit dinner of smoked pork and Southern fixings. My mouth goes dry when I place the pig in the smoker and think about what I need to get ready while it cooks.

      I want everything set by the time Mackenzie arrives so I can act casual as usual. I often like to surprise her with upscale home cooking, but I want tonight to be extra memorable. Even though she isn’t flashy for a city transplant who’s seen it all, I want to go the extra mile to show her how special she is to me.

      While the potatoes soak in water, I head outside to finish the golf course. It’s almost time to open my Christmas lights display to the public. Everyone thinks I’ve been decorating for that, even though I’ve only used white lights this year.

      The good thing about people in Apple Cart County is if I throw in a few blow-ups and oddball decorations, they won’t care what color lights I use. But that will all come into play after tonight.

      Hopefully after I’m engaged.

      If you’d told me two years ago that I’d be preparing to ask the woman of my dreams to marry me today—or even be out of jail—I’d have laughed in your face.

      “Boss man, where you want this?” Skeeder calls from across the property. He’s holding the pieces to a large lighted archway.

      “At the front of the last hole. And you don’t have to call me boss man.”

      “I call all my bosses boss man, boss man.”

      I shake my head. It’s hard to find good holiday help, so I settled for the least feeble person available this time of year. But I’m beginning to think Ms. Ethel could move lights better. She could transport them using the little basket on her walker.

      My plan is to take a romantic stroll with Mackenzie through the lit-up course, then end under the archway and propose. At each stop, I will tell her one of the many reasons why I love her.

      I make my way toward Skeeder, relieved I hired him only as a seasonal employee. He’s had a ton of random jobs in the community, some well-paying, but never stuck with any of them. I’m beginning to see why.

      Skeeder drops the pieces of the arch where I told him, a little harder than I prefer.

      “Can you bring an extra-long extension cord this way? I want to make sure it works before we get too far into constructing it.”

      “Sure thing, boss man.”

      I choose to ignore the moniker. He struts in the opposite direction, his lanky legs and patch of facial hair making him look like the doppelgänger for Shaggy from Scooby Doo. JoJo warned me to not let him near a chainsaw. After watching him goofily saunter through the mini-golf course, I can see why.

      My hands shake with nerves as I spread apart the pieces of the arch. I know Mackenzie would be happy regardless of how I propose, but when you date a girl who’s directed a ton of Christmas romances, it sets the bar pretty high.

      In this case, the bar will be about twelve feet at the top of the arch. Plenty tall enough to hang some ornaments and mistletoe from the top.

      Skeeder returns with a long extension cord. A bright orange one. Never mind that I have plenty of green ones near it to blend with the putting green. I’ll use it to check the lights, then get one that makes better sense myself.

      He slinks it down beside the pile of lighted arches. “Here you go, boss man.”

      I inhale deeply to calm the nerve he’s riding right now. “Hey, can you go out to the edge of the woods and shoot some mistletoe down for decoration?”

      “Sure thing, bo⁠—”

      A low growl unwillingly leaves my throat. He straightens and nods, then hurries off. I’m pretty good about keeping my cool in aggravating situations, but every now and again, my stint in the county jail shines through.

      All the archway pieces light up, giving me the green light to assemble them. I could’ve borrowed some Christmas decorations from my mom, but that would get her involved. The last thing I want is to make a big deal out of this proposal.

      On my way to the storage shed for a better extension cord, I mumble to myself. “Mackenzie, we’ve been together now for two years . . . I’ve never met anyone like you before . . . We are . . .”

      I sigh as I roll up the best green cord. No amount of preparation can calm my anxious thoughts, even though I’m ninety-nine percent certain she will say yes, or I wouldn’t be asking.
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        * * *

      

      I’m midway through slicing the butt when Mackenzie walks in. Her smile lights up the room, even more than usual since I was expecting Skeeder.

      She crosses the kitchen and plants a kiss on my cheek.

      “Hello, beautiful.” I kiss her back, then go back to preparing the food.

      “It smells delicious in here.”

      “Thanks. Give me about five minutes, and we can eat.”

      Mackenzie sets her purse in the corner and slides onto the countertop. I point the knife I’m holding her way. “That’s a health code violation, miss.”

      She rolls her eyes and smirks. “I’ll clean up after we eat. It’s the least I can do for you when you’re spoiling me with gourmet meals.”

      “Speaking of gourmet, how did the food thing go?”

      “The pie show or the fall kids’ baking show?”

      “You tell me. It’s hard to keep up.” I chuckle.

      Mackenzie stands, making a big deal over swiping off the counter where she sat. I shake my head.

      “The kids’ show wrapped yesterday, but we still have one more episode of the pie Bake-Off to film before Thanksgiving.”

      “Hopefully you’ve worked up an appetite filming all that, because I have an extra-special dessert prepared.”

      “Ohhh.” Mackenzie licks her lips.

      I lean close to her and kiss them. My stomach knots in anticipation of the dessert involving asking her to marry me. We’ve talked about marriage and our future a lot, but it doesn’t put any less pressure on me to make it special.

      She helps me take the plates of food I’ve prepared toward the main area. “You want to eat upstairs or down?” I ask.

      When I bought the building for Double Drive, I turned the upstairs storage area into a small apartment. The only downside is the tiny kitchen. I tend to come downstairs and cook in the commercial kitchen anytime I want to make an elaborate meal or experiment with new recipes.

      Mackenzie bugs me all the time about putting out a cookbook, but I like to lie low and cook for fun. If anything, I’d open an upscale restaurant one day.

      “Upstairs has comfy seating, but downstairs is easier to get seconds,” Mackenzie debates.

      I laugh. “Why don’t you take both these plates upstairs, and I’ll bring up the leftovers.”

      After she heads toward the stairs with our plates, I take a second to spray and wipe down the countertop she sat on. Spending time in jail turned me into a chronic rule follower. Just for fun, I won’t mention cleaning it to Mackenzie and let her do it again.

      Armed with the rest of the food, I climb the staircase leading to my living quarters. Mackenzie stands and helps me when I make it to the apartment landing with a full box.

      “I can put your tree up tonight if you want,” she offers.

      “It’s not even Thanksgiving yet.”

      “You have the golf course decorated already.”

      I shake my head. “That’s a necessity for seasonal business.”

      And a pretty proposal.

      Mackenzie’s mischievous smile has me questioning whether that last thought slipped out of my mouth.

      We settle at the small table near the window as the sun starts to set. The white lights I spent all afternoon checking and constructing begin to glow. I sigh with relief that the backdrop for my proposal came together successfully.

      “Is your mom coming for Thanksgiving?” I ask.

      “A friend from the city bought them play tickets so she’d visit her that week. Otherwise, you know she wouldn’t miss your family’s food.”

      I smile. Mackenzie’s mom loves our home cooking. Having lived on the upper East Coast until they moved to Tuscaloosa together, she wasn’t used to Southern vegetables and breads. We broke her in quickly.

      “Let me know what you think of these potatoes tonight. I may make them.”

      Mackenzie puts a bite in her mouth and moans. She nods and gives me a thumbs-up.

      “Noted.” I smile and pray she’s half as satisfied with the ring I bought.

      “What can I bring?”

      “Your beautiful self.”

      Mackenzie puts down her fork and frowns. “I want to contribute.”

      I take her hand. “My family just wants you there. You know there’s enough food that you and your mom never have to cook.”

      “I still want you to teach me to make a few wow dishes. It would be nice to give back sometime.”

      “You give us all joy.” I smile widely as I focus on her brown eyes. “I’ll teach you to cook for fun, but don’t feel pressured to ever supply food.”

      “It would be nice to know how to feed myself and any future kids, is all.”

      I choke on my water and cover my mouth to cough.

      “Are you okay?” She gives my hand a squeeze.

      I nod and cough once more before dropping my napkin. I pat her hand, then let it go to grab my fork. The mention of future children caught me off guard and reignited my nerves.

      A loud knock comes from outside, causing me to jump. I glance out the window at Skeeder picking up a ladder. He spots me and waves, then moves the ladder away from the arch.

      I catch my breath when I notice the mistletoe successfully hung between the ornaments on the arch. He limps away with the ladder closed.

      “Is everything okay?” Mackenzie asks.

      “Yeah. Looks like a stray dog on the course, is all.”

      That’s such an accurate comparison that I don’t even feel guilty about lying.

      She nods, then stands and leans toward the window. My pulse picks up. Maybe she won’t see him with the ladder and get suspicious.

      “I like the white lights.”

      I impulsively grin. “I wanted something a little different this year. I’ll walk you through it after dinner.”

      She sits and smiles at me. Every nerve in my body fires for the first time since I was tased by the county sheriff.

      For once in my life, I want to rush through a meal.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Mackenzie

      

      

      

      Earl Ed seems a little on edge tonight. I’m not sure why, but something is off. Usually cooking a meal worthy of a culinary magazine relaxes him. Having a quiet dinner with only the two of us relaxes him even more. In fact, he says often how it’s his favorite thing.

      But he’s not his usually laid-back self, and I haven’t figured out why.

      Oh no. I hope he isn’t planning on breaking up with me. I mean, I do stay gone a lot for work. I’ve had guys take me to a nice dinner and break up with me before. And it would make sense for him to do it at his apartment instead of mine. He could have all my stuff packed up in the spare bedroom as we speak and I wouldn’t know it.

      Shoot. I should’ve checked in there before he came upstairs.

      “Everything okay?” he asks.

      “Delicious.” I run a homemade butter roll over the thin line of potatoes left on my plate and bite into it. That’s a trick I learned quickly from his family.

      Earl Ed glances at my now wiped-clean plate and smirks. “Want to go for a walk with me?”

      “Sure.” My voice is hesitant. Has he planned a destination breakup speech? I sure hope not.

      I remove my napkin from my lap and stand slowly. Neither of us is getting any younger, and I relocated to Alabama more than a year ago. Maybe the fact that he hasn’t already proposed should’ve tipped me off.

      Earl Ed stands and holds out his hand. I take it and make note that it’s uncommonly hot. Something’s off, and it’s all I can do to let him lead me outside without questioning anything.

      The mini-golf course is lit up like Christmas, ready for the holiday light show season. Only this year it’s more like decorations his mom would have at her home. No tacky blow-ups or colorful blinking lights, which might disappoint some kids. However, I find it breathtaking.

      He laces his fingers through mine in a more natural way, easing my mind a bit. We slow down at the first green, and my stomach catches when Earl Ed turns to me.

      “Mackenzie, I wanted to take a walk and tell you all the things I love about you.” He wipes his brow in an endearing way.

      Either this will be the sweetest breakup I’ve ever witnessed—real life and movies included—or he really just wanted to take a romantic stroll through the mini-golf course.

      “You’ve been surprising me from the moment we met. So I wanted to surprise you tonight.” His smile is mischievous and gives me a glimmer of hope. I smile back as he leads me to the next hole, then stops again.

      “This circle of lights reminds me of your big, bright brown eyes that I love to look into.”

      I blink because of the lights reflecting in my eyes and also to keep any emotions at bay. Earl Ed leads me through a few more holes, stopping at every one. He compliments the smell of my hair and jokes about some of my quirks. I’ve ridden a roller coaster of emotions from tears to smiles to laughter by the time we stop at the seventeenth hole.

      “And I knew you were special when you didn’t judge me for going to jail for stealing mail.”

      I bow over, laughing until my side hurts. Earl Ed steps closer and helps me straighten, hugging me as I settle my laughter. When I’m finally able to catch my breath, he puts his hand on the small of my back and leads me to the last hole.

      A huge lighted archway covers the end of the green. He stands under it and turns toward me. My legs lock when I notice mistletoe above our heads. “Aw, what a sweet way to end this walk . . . with a kiss.”

      His face goes a little pale, and I swallow. Uh-oh. Is this a breakup walk after all? Surely not. Why would he compliment me nonstop, then stand under mistletoe to tell me we’re too different or he doesn’t see us working out? Before he can answer, I wrap my arms around his neck and pull him in for a kiss.

      If he decides to end this relationship, I’m at least going out with a bang.

      Earl Ed kisses me back, then pulls away a few inches and stares into my eyes. His pupils are full as he brushes my cheek gently. Before my mind can jump to any conclusions—good or bad—he drops to one knee.

      Wait. Is he?

      I’ve focused so much on the negative that a proposal never crossed my mind.

      “Mackenzie, everything I’ve mentioned up until now has led me to this.”

      Earl Ed pauses, and I raise my gaze to the sound behind him. He turns toward the dripping water as well.

      We stare in shock at a scraggly guy standing a few yards back, peeing into a koi pond.

      “Skeeder!” Earl Ed shouts.

      “Yeah, boss man?” He turns his head toward us, but thankfully not his whole body.

      “Go home!”

      The guy makes a motion like he’s zipping his pants, then waves and jogs clumsily toward the golf course exit. Earl Ed shakes his head and focuses on me.

      “As I was saying.” He clears his throat. “We are from totally different worlds and are two totally different people. Somehow, though, we’re perfect for each other, and I couldn’t imagine spending the rest of my life without you.”

      I swallow back tears as he reaches into the pocket of his flannel shirt and pulls out a tiny box. He opens it to the most beautiful ring I’ve ever laid eyes on. It’s a large alexandrite stone with a halo of diamonds around it.

      “I hope you like it. I started to get a bigger diamond instead, but I know you wear this stone a lot, and I wanted something as unique and beautiful as you.”

      “Yes!”

      His eyebrows perk up. “Yes, you like it?”

      I nod. “Yes, I’ll marry you, and yes, I love it. And, of course, I love you.”

      He starts to stand as I bend down, and we meet in the middle. We kiss again, and he takes my left hand. Without breaking our kiss, he manages to put the ring on my finger. After allowing myself another second to enjoy our first kiss engaged, I stand back and admire it.

      “Ouch.” Earl Ed stands and rubs his thighs. “Crouching like that was some leg workout.”

      I giggle, then turn my hand and watch the ring glisten under the Christmas lights. “Where did you find this?”

      “I know a guy.” He winks.

      “You know this is my birthstone, right?”

      “I do now.” He laughs, and I join him. “I don’t care how or where or when we get married. That’s all up to you. As long as you will always be mine.”

      I smile up at him and wrap my arms around his neck. “Same.” I glance at my hand, watching the ring twinkle once more before giving him a kiss.
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        Earl Ed

      

      

      

      “Before we go inside, know that it may get crazy,” I warn.

      Mackenzie halfway ignores my warning and admires her ring.

      I kill my truck engine and stare at my parents’ house. Pumpkins, hay bales, and leaves cover most of the front porch and walkway. Mama is obsessed with all holidays and refuses to decorate for Christmas until Thanksgiving is over.

      In fact, she’s obsessed with a lot of things and does everything over the top. Like baking cookies almost too pretty to eat. Those cookies made her famous and brought Mackenzie into our lives, so I’m not complaining. And they taste awesome. But I am a little hesitant to involve her in my engagement.

      Mackenzie puts her hand on mine and stops staring at the ring long enough to look at me. “I’m sure it will be fine. My mom was really excited when we told her last night, and we all survived.”

      “We’ll see.” I raise my brow.

      The Mayberry family does nothing halfway, especially my parents. If I didn’t want Mackenzie to have whatever wedding she wanted, I would elope and tell them afterward. Then they couldn’t make a big deal out of things.

      Of course, then all of Apple Cart County would question if it were a shotgun wedding. Forget the fact that we’re in our thirties and have established careers. People around here like to gossip and often assume the most negative outcome. I guess it makes for a better story.

      We get out and maneuver through the fall decorations. I can already tell G-Maw will need to enter through the garage door to not trip over all this stuff out front when we have the next family gathering. I need to joke with Mama that she’s getting as bad as Woody, cluttering the walkways with unnecessary crap.

      Maybe after I tell her we’re engaged. That way she’ll be in a good mood.

      Mackenzie reaches around a wreath with leaves poking out and rings the doorbell. I sigh at the elaborate bell sound and twist the doorknob. It opens and I walk right in. Her jaw drops a little, but I shrug.

      I grew up here. Besides, in the South, if a door is unlocked, it’s an open invitation to let company in.

      “Mother,” I sing out as we enter the massive entryway. Mackenzie and I both do well, but I don’t think I could ever justify spending money on a room that’s only purpose is to lead to another room.

      Christmas music plays in the near distance, and I follow it toward the kitchen. If Thanksgiving music were a thing, my mom would play that. Sure enough, she’s in front of the oven, humming along with “Jingle Bells.”

      “Mama.”

      She straightens with a tin full of fall cookies in her hands. They match her pumpkin oven mitts almost exactly. “Hey, honey.” She smiles wider at Mackenzie. “Hello, Mackenzie. I didn’t know you were in town.”

      “For a few days. I came in last night.”

      Mama sets the tin on the stovetop and removes her mitts. “You two can taste test this batch for me after it cools.”

      “That would be great. Earl Ed forgot to serve me dessert last night.” Mackenzie gives me a mischievous grin.

      I frown. “I said dessert as a distraction. You’re wearing what I really had for dessert.”

      Mama scans Mackenzie up and down as if looking for crumbs or spills of actual sweets. Mackenzie steps forward and holds out her hand. Mama gasps, and her face lights up brighter than the glowing pumpkin patch in the yard. “Is that?”

      I nod. “Yep. You’re getting a daughter-in-law.”

      She wraps Mackenzie in a tight hug, pulling back just enough to motion me toward her. “You come here too, son.”

      I join them in this awkward swaying hug. Once I can feel the estrogen oozing out of their squeals and smiles, I pull back.

      Mama holds Mackenzie at arm’s length and unloads with the dreaded question vomit I tried to warn her about.

      “When’s the wedding? We can have it here if you want, like we had Lacie and Collins’s out back. What are you thinking for music and attire? Oh, I’m getting ahead of myself.” She pauses a second to giggle. “How did he propose?”

      Mackenzie’s eyes send me a silent distress signal.

      I take her hand and gently lead her to the table, saving her from my mom’s death grip. “Mama, why don’t you bring us a cookie, and I’ll tell you how I proposed?”

      “Okay.” She busies herself grabbing a plate and spatula.

      Mackenzie pulls out a chair beside me and exhales. I wink at her, and she mouths, “Thanks.”

      “I tried to warn you,” I whisper.

      Mama hurries to the table and sits across from us. She cups her hands under her chin and stares in anticipation of the story.

      “I proposed beside the Christmas lights at the putt-putt course.”

      “You didn’t have those tacky blow-ups, did you?”

      I shake my head. Mackenzie beats me to an answer. “No blow-ups, Carla. All white lights, very elegant.”

      Mama smiles, and relief washes over her face.

      “He walked me through every hole on the course, telling me what all he loved about me along the way.”

      Mama sighs. “That’s so precious, Earl Ed.”

      Mackenzie continues talking about the decorations, keeping Mama’s attention. Without thinking about it, I reach for one of the pumpkin cookies. Not until it’s half-eaten do I realize what I’ve done. I drop what’s left of the orange circle and wipe my mouth with the back of my hand. My worst habit is dealing with stress by eating sweets. It’s what made me overweight for a while.

      Lord help me, I don’t want my crazy family meddling in the wedding to be my Achilles’ heel.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Mackenzie

      

      

      

      I stare out the windshield of Earl Ed’s truck and sigh. I’m a little exhausted from that visit with his parents.

      “I told you telling my mama would be an ordeal.”

      “She’s excited.” I smile, then straighten my face when I recall all the questions.

      My mom wanted to know about the proposal, but she didn’t ask about any wedding plans. Carla overwhelmed me with details I haven’t had time to consider. I’ve been engaged less than twenty-four hours and wanted to enjoy that for a while.

      “Do you think it’s weird that I haven’t started planning anything yet?”

      Earl Ed laughs as he turns into Double Drive. “Why would you? I only gave you the ring last night.”

      I shrug. “Maybe it’s a Southern women thing, but I got the hint your mom thinks I should have everything planned out already.”

      He shakes his head. “Don’t let her worry you. Parties and decorating are her thing, so she expects the rest of us to get that excited about it. I remember her getting all up in Lacie’s business when she got engaged.”

      I nod. He makes a good point, but Lacie is her niece and not the woman engaged to her son. Maybe Carla holds me to a different standard. One I’m not sure I’m prepared to live up to.

      Earl Ed parks the Dodge in his garage at the back of Double Drive. I hop down and walk with him in the back entrance. He cups his hand around my shoulder affectionately. “Like I told you last night, we will do whatever, whenever you want. All I care about is that you marry me.”

      I smile up at him as he unlocks the door. A mixture of relief and worry crosses my mind as we climb the stairs to his apartment. The last thing I want is to hurt any feelings or not live up to what either of our mothers wants in a wedding. However, I’m not sure I can handle the stress of a huge Southern soiree.

      “She mentioned an engagement party too.”

      Earl Ed fans a hand. “One more thing we don’t have to do unless you want it.”

      He grins and opens the apartment door, then waits for me to enter. I glance around at the space and think about all the other questions yet to be resolved. Like where we will live once we’re married. And if my mom will want to move to Apple Cart County or stay in our little apartment in Tuscaloosa.

      It was a big enough change getting her to leave the East Coast for the first time. Now she loves Tuscaloosa, and Alabama football, oddly enough. Moving even farther out might test her limits, but I hate to leave her alone. At the same time, I’m not about to ask Earl Ed to give up his business.

      “Remember how I mentioned decorating your Christmas tree last night?” I twist my lips playfully.

      He nods slowly. “If that will make you happy, I’ll go in the storage room and bring it all up.”

      “It will,” I say, wrapping my arms around his neck.

      He kisses my cheek, then pats my sides before moving toward the door. I smile at the blank corner I plan to fill with a tree. Every year, I get more decorations for the fake tree Earl Ed keeps at his house. And every year, he complains that I do it on purpose to give him more to haul. Then he laughs and compliments how good the tree looks.

      Now that we’re engaged, I need to get at least one new special ornament to commemorate our Christmas together as fiancés.

      Fiancés. That’s such an odd word. I’m not sure it’s ever used in the plural sense. I’ll stick to calling us an engaged couple.

      Huffing and scratching noises come from the hallway. I hurry to the open door in time for Earl Ed to top the stairs.

      “Here, let me help.” I squeeze the branches in and open the door even wider. He pushes the tree through with one big huff, then continues into the living area. This might not have been such a hassle if he’d let me take the tree apart last year, but he insisted on keeping it in one big piece.

      He sets it in the corner, and it resembles a green cat-scratching post more than a tree. I’ve got a lot of work cut out for me. Earl Ed wipes his hands and looks at the tree, then me. “I’ll leave you to untangle this catastrophe while I bring the box of ornaments up.”

      “There are three boxes of ornaments now,” I remind him.

      “I know.” He grins.

      I busy myself with the tree and decide I’ll go down and help with the smallest box once I’ve fluffed all the branches. My ring catches my eye as I study the branches between my fingers. It reminds me of all the movies I’ve directed where they get engaged at Christmas.

      We didn’t miss it by much.

      I’m halfway up the tree untangling branches when more noises come from the stairwell. I stop and hurry to help Earl Ed. Instead, I find the skinny guy who was peeing on the golf course carrying the largest box.

      Not wanting to get trampled or be close to him for any reason, I back into the living area and move out of the way. He stumbles inside and almost drops the box. Luckily, he sets it down before it falls. Earl Ed enters behind him, carrying the last two boxes.

      “Anything else, boss man?”

      I bite back a laugh at Earl Ed’s expression. He’s obviously bothered by this guy, which makes me curious why he has him helping.

      “No, Skeeder. You can go home. We open tomorrow, so be here at nine to check the go-karts.”

      “Ten-four, boss man.” The guy slinks out the door and bumbles toward the stairs.

      I frown at him, then give Earl Ed a questioning look.

      “Temporary help—emphasis on the temporary.”

      I nod and smirk. “Good call making him carry the heaviest box.”

      Earl Ed grabs a glass from the kitchen cabinet and pours himself some water. He takes a long drink before answering. “I probably should’ve gotten it too. Mama’s cookies have too much icing, but I ate them anyway.”

      I cross the room and put a hand on his arm. He’s sensitive to his weight and has focused on making more healthy choices ever since I’ve known him. “You’re allowed to have a cookie now and again.”

      He drinks more water, then sighs. “It’s not that I ate a cookie. It’s why I ate a cookie.”

      “We were taste testing for her.”

      He gives me a weary look. “You were. I was apparently eating my stress.”

      “You’re stressed?” I rub his arm and pout.

      “I shouldn’t be, but my mom stresses me when she starts wanting to take over and plan everything.” He pats my hand on his arm, then takes his glass of water to the couch.

      I follow and plop down beside him. “I know what you mean. It overwhelmed me a little too, and I once directed a season of Real Trophy Wives.”

      Earl Ed widens his eyes. I laugh and relax against the back of the couch, resting my head on his shoulder. He turns to me and smiles, then kisses my forehead before resting his own head on the couch. “Like I said, whatever and whenever you want for a wedding. I’m even fine with no wedding at all, as long as we get married.”

      I sigh and close my eyes. The idea of eloping has always been romantic to me. However, I always imagined myself having an actual wedding, though on the smaller side, so that any family and friends were welcome to share the occasion.

      But I’m not ready to disregard the option of an elopement just yet.

      “Your mom seemed serious about wanting to throw us an engagement party.”

      “Which is silly. Everyone this side of the Mississippi River has heard we’re engaged by now.”

      I laugh. Earl Ed has a way of saying something serious yet comical at the same time. I open my eyes and sit taller. “Maybe we should let her. If everyone talks to us about getting married and has an event, it might get the whole big celebration thing out of their system.”

      He narrows his eyes at me. “Don’t count on it.”

      I shrug. “I think it’s worth a shot. If nothing else, we can tell our story about the engagement to squash any rumors.”

      He slaps his hand on my knee and gives it a squeeze. “Whatever you say, honey.”

      I smile playfully. “That’s an answer I can get used to.”
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