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      “Ladies!” T hollered. The vein in his neck rapidly twitched, making the tarantula tattoo dance.

      I watched in part amusement, part horror as Mrs. Janowski and her crew took over Brett and T’s gym. It was located in the back of the recently established B & T Security. Personally, I was just thankful the ladies weren’t downstairs in the firing range. The gym was much safer.

      “How do you work this thing?” Mrs. Janowski asked as she poked at the elliptical control panel. “Can’t these foot pedals stay still until I’m ready?”

      “No,” T barked. “Get off before you hurt yourself.”

      “Mr. T, I can’t seem to lift this,” Edna said.

      “It’s just T, and you can’t lift it!” The vein jumped, and I was sure a ride in an ambulance might be in his near future.

      The one person he didn’t have to worry about was Ida. She sat on the bench curling a flask, not bothering with any equipment. She seemed a little melancholy, but maybe she’d nipped a little too much whiskey. I would have said Sylvia wasn’t causing problems, but for T, she was probably the worst. As he stalked the room, she followed. If he dared to stop, her hands did not.

      “Mars,” he pleaded. “Make them go home.”

      “But how are we going to get swell?” Mrs. Janowski asked.

      He groaned. “It’s swoll, and you can do it at the senior center gym.”

      “Swoll?” Edna asked. “That doesn’t sound like proper English.”

      Sylvia ran her fingers down T’s arm. “Nothing about T is proper.”

      He jumped away.

      I still wasn’t sure why I’d been summoned. Mrs. Janowski had said it was important I be present for the first Fearsome Foursome meeting. It was the newest creation of Mrs. Janowski’s, and it gave me chest pains whenever I thought of it

      “Mrs. J,” I said, trying to catch her attention as she fought with the elliptical. Back and forth the pedals swung, her body jerking as she tried to hold on.

      Brett walked into the gym, followed by Emily. Always followed by Emily. She had turned into his permanent shadow since following us home from our trip to Italy. Emily had been there as well. So many times I’d fought the urge to push her in the canal or into one of the many fountains. But instead, I curbed my irritation. Then she showed up at my door in Madison, Wisconsin, pink floral suitcase rolling behind her. Once again, I kept my growing hostility in check as she took over my house. And now she was taking over Brett and T’s workplace, trying to usurp sweet-tempered Emmy, T’s fiancé and office assistant.

      Brett greeted me with a soft kiss on my temple. “I heard the girls were here. What are they up to now?”

      “I have no idea, but they called a meeting. I have to leave soon. Rand is expecting me at the Hog.”

      Brett nodded sharply, holding back what I knew were words for an argument.

      Brett and Rand had never played nicely together. The fact that Rand had bought the Hog and was now my boss infuriated Brett.

      “When will you be home?” he asked.

      “I shouldn’t be too late. Rand wants my opinion on something.”

      “Why?”

      “What do you mean, why?”

      “Rand doesn’t care about anyone’s opinion.”

      “He asked for mine.”

      Brett frowned, a crease wrinkling his forehead.

      “Don’t worry about it.” I reached up to smooth away the wrinkle. “He’s just making sure he didn’t miss anything. This is the first bar and grill he’s ever designed.”

      Brett nodded slowly. “Bar, kitchen, bathroom. Yes, I can see where he might run into problems.”

      I usually tried my best to avoid rolling my eyes, but not this time. Brett and Rand’s feud spilled into my life with Brett, and that irritated me. I wasn’t sure how to make the situation better.

      Bouncing up on my tiptoes, I kissed him. “I love you.” Those three words were becoming my only defense. It instantly deflated the tension as he hugged me into him, repeating the sentiment as a soft murmur into my hair.

      “Ignore me,” he said, releasing his hold.

      “You make it impossible to ignore you.” I leaned in to whisper, “Especially at night. You know, it’s been awhile. Your new company is hogging up all your time. I’m becoming jealous.”

      He chuckled and was just about to reply when Emily inserted herself between us.

      “Spend as much time as you want over at Rand’s,” Emily said to me. “Brett and I have plans to work late. Don’t wait up.”

      I conveyed my disapproval to Brett with one arched brow. Brett had promised her presence would only be temporary. It wouldn’t be so bad if he’d be firm with her. But it was as if he was afraid to be. As if she was a fragile doll. She was a monster. A blonde-hair, blue-eyed monster.

      “Can I speak to you in private?” I clipped, pulling Brett toward the corner.

      “I know what you’re going to say.” He held his hands out in a calming manner, which only irritated me further. “Emily and Rand will patch things up, and then she’ll be out of our hair. Just give it a little more time.”

      “She needs to stay at a hotel.”

      “She doesn’t have money right now. And I don’t have the money either.”

      I already knew that. I had drained his two-million-dollar account trying to save our lives. Not only was he helping me with my bills, but he had his own responsibilities back in Texas.

      “She can get a job,” I stated. “You don’t have to take care of her.”

      He didn’t have to take care of me either, yet he did. His help came at a time when I truly needed it, but now I’m employed. Rand had already given me a small starting bonus to keep me afloat.

      “If she stays, I’m sure she’ll get one. She’s been helping here and doing a good job. I was meaning to talk to T about hiring her,” Brett said. “Right now, I have to talk to T about another matter. I’ll see you at home.” He kissed me, then whispered, “I believe you had said you were going to put the electric blanket on tonight.”

      “Yes, it’s getting cold outside.”

      “Don’t bother. I plan to make you plenty warm.” He grinned then turned to walk across the gym where T was alternating between scolding and pleading with the ladies.

      My eyes were trained on Brett’s backside when Emmy interrupted my wayward thoughts.

      “I’m going to strangle her.”

      Emmy stood next to me with her arms crossed and a scowl on her face.

      “Who?”

      “Who do you think? Emily, of course. I can’t get anything done with her here. She’s always talking about Brett this and Brett that and how I should do more to make him comfortable.” She snorted. “Bring him coffee!”

      For Emmy to be mad at anyone was unusual. Her good-natured temperament had only broken once, maybe twice, since I’ve known her. And that was only because she’d thought T and I were sleeping together. Other than that, I’ve never seen her truly outraged.

      “Do you know what they’ve started calling Emily and me?” she asked.

      “Who?”

      “T and Brett.”

      “No, I have no idea.”

      “Em and Em.” She huffed again. “They think it’s cute.”

      “Did you tell them to stop?”

      “Yes, but now it’s a habit. They don’t even realize they’re saying it.”

      “I can talk to Brett if you want.”

      “Don’t bother.”

      Since I wasn’t sure how to help Emmy, I scanned the room to find Mrs. Janowski. She was currently tangled in the ab cruncher. “Mrs. J,” I called. “I need to talk to you.”

      “You’ll have to come over here. I seem to be stuck.”

      I walked over to her with Emmy following behind. “How did you manage this?” I watched as she floundered.

      “I thought I could rev this up a bit.” She tugged at her leg, which was flipped up over the bar. However, the rest of her was underneath. “I may have overextended.”

      After helping unhook her leg, I asked, “Why did you need me for the Fearsome Foursome meeting?”

      “I thought you’d want to get in on the training. A place called Waterloo opened a new paintball facility a month ago. I’ve been meaning to check it out, but the girls are too afraid. I thought we could go as a team.” She massaged her leg.

      I wasn’t too sure about going to a paintball range, but Emmy looked as though she could stand to burn off pent-up anger. And, I hadn’t much to do with my spare time. Waterloo might be an interesting diversion.

      Ida stood and meandered over to a window to stare out of it.

      “Is Ida okay?” I asked Mrs. Janowski.

      Mrs. Janowski glanced over at Ida before nodding. “I think she’s okay. Maybe a little blue now that the Hog has been marked for teardown.”

      Poor Ida. I didn’t think she cared all that much about the place, but maybe there were cherished memories in those old walls.
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      Arriving at the Hog later that day, I parked alongside the road. Dump trucks were being loaded with the remains of the old bar. I knew the plan was to tear it down and rebuild, but I wasn’t expecting it to happen today. Rand must have bumped up the schedule.

      I walked over to the small congregation of onlookers. Jack handed me a beer from a lone cooler stationed in the middle of the group.

      “You’re just in time,” he said.

      Hank, Bob, and Mac stood with somber expressions and a beer in their hands. When the last truck drove away, they raised their bottles in salute.

      “We’ll miss her,” Mac said, a tear caught in the corner of his eyes.

      Bob nodded. “Won’t be the same without her.”

      Everyone nodded their agreement. I mirrored them, hoping to be supportive, but I wouldn’t miss the smelly bar with sticky floors and long list of health code violations.

      “Where’s Rand?” I asked.

      “He took off a few minutes ago,” Jack said. “Said he wouldn’t be back until later.”

      “Did he say how much later? We were supposed to meet.”

      “No, he didn’t say.”

      I pulled my jacket tight around me as a sharp wind whipped across the vacant dirt lot. Summer was long gone and fall was now in residence, warning everyone of winter’s quick approach.

      Hank looked out over the remaining debris, scraps of building and asphalt. A peculiar look cast upon his face. He scanned the lot as if looking for something.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “There’s a time capsule somewhere out there.”

      “You buried one?” Jack asked.

      Hank nodded. “The parking lot used to be all gravel. It was just before you were born that we had it paved. We filled the capsule and buried it. I never thought I’d ever get a chance to see it again.”

      “Where is it?” Bob asked.

      “I can’t quite remember. Ida and Wade had argued over the spot.”

      “Who’s Wade?” I asked.

      Hank’s gaze dropped. “He was a partner with Ida and me. But right after we buried the time capsule, he disappeared. I thought he was just mad at Ida, but he never came back. Never heard from him again. Damn shame.”

      “Did he owe you money?” Mac asked.

      “Two hundred. But I actually liked the guy.” Hank looked out over the lot. “I wonder where it is.”

      “I can call Grandma,” Jack said. “I bet she’d want to find it.”

      A jet-black truck with chrome detail and tinted windows pulled onto the lot, heading in our direction. Rand slowed to a stop next to us and rolled down his window, letting out a plume of smoke from the cigarette between his lips.

      “You just missed the contractors,” I said. “They pulled out a few minutes ago.”

      Rand drew on his cigarette. “Get in.”

      Not a please or would you mind. Just “get in.” I frowned. “I thought we were supposed to meet here.”

      “I want to look at floor samples. Thought you might want to ride along. We can talk on the way.”

      “I guess that’d be okay.” I looked to Hank. “Don’t unbury it without me.”

      “How could I? I don’t even know where it is.”

      “Unbury what?” Rand asked.

      “Hank and Ida buried a time capsule somewhere on this lot.”

      Rand flicked a studied gaze over to Hank. “I wouldn’t have pegged you for a time-capsule type.”

      “It was all the rage back then, and Ida insisted.” He stooped over to grab another beer.

      “What did you put in there?” Jack asked.

      “Don’t quite know.”

      With a slight motion of his head, Rand told me it was time to go.

      Walking around the giant truck, I hoisted myself up inside the cabin still swirling with smoke. I batted away the fumes invading my lungs.

      Rand sighed impatiently and rolled down the passenger window.

      “Thanks,” I said through a cough.

      Rand pulled out of the lot and onto the street, heading into town.

      “Where are we going?” I asked.

      “To look at samples.”

      “I know that. But where?”

      “My place.” The frown he had been wearing only moments ago turned just slightly, making it very clear he knew exactly what hornets’ nest he was kicking.

      “He’ll know.” I watched as Rand’s mouth curled ever so slightly more.

      “It’s not my fault. I don’t have a place to work. Until the Hog is rebuilt, I have to use my apartment.”

      “Or, we could go to my house. At least I have furniture.”

      “Including a bed.” Rand winked.

      Pressing my lips together to silence a retort, I turned to look out the window.

      After a few minutes, Rand said, “It won’t work. Emily tried the silent treatment on me for an entire month.” He smiled. “It was the most peaceful month of my life.”

      “Why do you and Brett always have to fight? You know he has an unnatural ability to know where I am. He’s going to know you took me to your place. He’ll be mad and take it out on me.”

      “He wouldn’t touch a single hair on your head.”

      “I didn’t say he’d hurt me, but just the mention of you and he turns into a gorilla.”

      Rand smirked. “I’m flattered.”

      “You’re egging him on.” Crossing my arms, I tried to think of a different tactic. Rand had avoided Emily ever since she followed Brett here. He seemed not to care, but as far as I could figure out, she was the only thing that drove a wedge between the dueling pair. Until Rand and Emily patched up their relationship, they’d still cause havoc between Brett and me. There had to be a way to get them back together.

      “Why don’t you call him and let him know you’re looking at samples,” Rand muttered, his steel gaze softened just a fraction. “If he wants to come and chaperone, that’s fine.”

      “Why do you do that?”

      “Do what?”

      “You know exactly what. You push buttons and make everyone want to beat you with a stick, and then you turn one-eighty and stun us with a hint of kindness. You deliberately push people.”

      “And yet you’re still here.” He took a long drag from his cigarette before flicking it out the window and exhaling the smoke from his nose. He looked like a bull. Unfortunately, he was also very handsome, and it was easy to forget his many flaws. But he had a knack for reminding me. Rand had a hair-trigger temper, one that I tried to avoid setting off. Yet, sometimes it was just too easy.

      And fun.

      “I like you,” I said, amused when he flinched. “I do. I know pushing people away is your thing, but you saved Hank and me from poverty, and I know you love Emily even though you try to say otherwise. You have a gentle heart under all that smoke and sharp words.”

      He grimaced. “Don’t bet on that. You haven’t known me that long.”

      “I don’t have to. You prove it with your actions.”

      “Actions? Mars, you don’t know a goddamn thing. You don’t know what I’ve done or what I’m capable of doing. Do you have any idea who you’re sitting next to? Brett has a very good reason to despise me. Actions!” His temper flared quicker than I had expected. “I’ll show you actions!” He slammed on the brakes and pulled off into a sloping ditch. Before I knew what he was going to do, Rand grabbed my jaw with strong fingers, turning my head toward him. “Don’t assume you know me. And don’t push me into actions you’ll regret. Get out!”

      “Rand—”

      “Get out!”

      Well, I found today’s trigger point. With a sigh, I opened the door and jumped out. As soon as I closed the door he sped away, kicking up clumps of dirt and rock.

      I didn’t have to look around me to know I was stranded in a large open field. The corn had been harvested weeks ago, leaving nothing but dirt and a few broken stalks.

      And me.

      Not so fun anymore.
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      Even though I was seriously annoyed at Rand, and confused, I couldn’t be mad. Not really. I had poked at a weak spot, knowing he’d react. I just wasn’t expecting him to strand me in a cornfield without warning.

      Pulling out my phone, I dialed the first person who always helped me out of scrapes. Unfortunately, the call went straight to voicemail. Since Brett normally answered my calls, even if only to tell me he’d call later, it could only mean that Mrs. Janowski and crew were still causing havoc. Deciding to have mercy on Brett, I called Mrs. Janowski.

      “Is Ida with you?” I asked when Mrs. Janowski answered.

      “For now, but she’ll be drunk as a skunk in a minute if she doesn’t lay off the booze.” After a bit of scuffled noises, she said, “You’re on speaker if you want to talk to her.”

      “Skunks don’t get drunk,” I heard in the background.

      “Ida, Hank wants to dig up the time capsule but doesn’t know where it is,” I said.

      “Time capsule? At the Hog?” The enthusiasm in Mrs. Janowski’s voice scared me a little. “We’ll be right there.”

      “Can you pick me up on the way?”

      “Sure, where are you?”

      I looked around. “In a field.”

      “A field?”

      “Rand stranded me here.”

      “Why, that no good⁠—”

      “If you swear again, you’ll need to add more to the jar,” Edna warned.

      “It’s okay,” I said. “It was my own fault. I should’ve left him alone.”

      “He shouldn’t have stranded you.”

      “Who got stranded?” Brett’s muffled voice was distant.

      “Rand stranded Mars in a field.”

      I silently cursed. I wasn’t going to tell him. They would come to blows again. It was only a matter of time, but I didn’t want it over me and a silly argument.

      Another scuffled sound and Brett was on the line, the speaker turned off. “What happened?” he asked, or rather, demanded.

      “Nothing. You know he’s a bit sensitive, and I pushed him too far. Don’t worry about it. He’ll cool off and we’ll be good again.”

      “He ditched you in a field. What would’ve happened if you didn’t have your phone or a signal?” I heard the frustration in his voice and knew he wouldn’t let this go.

      “Brett, I’m fine. The Hog is only a few miles away. I could walk there. I was just hoping I wouldn’t have to.”

      Brett was silent for a moment before asking, “Why were you in his truck?”

      “We were going to look at floor samples for the Hog.”

      He was silent again, and I knew he was trying to contain his irritation as best he could. The bitterness between the two ran deep and jagged. “I’ll come get you.”

      “That’s okay. The girls will. It’ll get them out of your office so you can work.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, we’re digging up a time capsule. Should be fun, if you want to join us.”

      “No, I have something else I need to do.”

      I sighed, reading into his unspoken declaration. “Don’t lay a hand on him.”

      “I won’t. Unless he does first.”

      “Please.”

      “We’ll talk about this later. T and I need to meet with a potential client in a couple of hours. Em and Em are finalizing the proposal now.”

      “About that, you might want to lay off calling them Em and Em. It’s cute, but Emmy doesn’t want to be lumped in with Emily.”

      “Oh. I’ll talk to T, but it might take time. It just drips off the tongue.”

      “You can use your tongue for other things later.”

      “You better believe I will, sweet thing.” I heard his smile through the phone and all the way down to my toes. “I’ll send Mrs. J and the girls over. See you tonight.”

      Now all I had to do was wait for Mrs. Janowski. Knowing her need for adventure, she’d be here in five minutes flat, asking where to dig.

      What could be in the time capsule? It intrigued me, and I wondered if I shouldn’t bury one myself. But what would I put in it?

      I must’ve stood there pondering for some time because the next thing I knew, Mrs. Janowski drove up next to me and honked the horn, jolting me from my thoughts.

      “Let’s get a move on!” she hollered.

      I hurried around the car to squeeze in back with Edna and Ida.

      Sylvia busied herself with the passenger mirror, applying powder to her nose. “Do you think the boys are still at the Hog?”

      “Probably,” I said. “They had a full cooler.” I turned to Ida. “Do you remember what you put in the time capsule?”

      She took a nip from the flask and nodded, then turned to look out the window.

      “Aren’t you excited to dig it up?”

      “No.”

      I glanced over at Edna, who shrugged. “She’s been pouting since you called. Only Mrs. J’s threats were enough to make her come.”

      “Well, really,” Sylvia said, pausing the powder puff. “She’s acting like she’s going for a root canal. It’s just a time capsule.” She turned to Mrs. Janowski. “And for Pete’s sake, stop with the superhero costume nonsense.”

      “Superhero costume?” I questioned.

      “I ordered the Fearsome Foursome uniforms. We need something that clearly states super ability and strength.”

      “You got enough ability and strength to lift a tea kettle,” Sylvia retorted.

      Mrs. Janowski waved her off. “Bah!”

      “I’m excited to see the time capsule,” I said. “I’m sure the boys will help dig.”

      “Who needs them?” Mrs. Janowski eyed me from the rearview mirror. “We have the map.” She pointed to Ida. “And a shovel.”

      “You have a shovel? Did you go back home first?” I didn’t think I had waited that long. But it was a good thing someone was thinking this through.

      “She keeps one in her trunk,” Edna said.

      It was on the tip of my tongue to ask why, but I stopped. Mrs. Janowski could dig to her heart’s content and wear as many superhero outfits as she wanted as long as it didn’t involve me. I still had no idea what scheme she’d cooked up with the Fearsome Foursome. I was just happy it wasn’t the Fearsome Fivesome. I was in the clear.

      Mrs. Janowski drove the few minutes down the road to the Hog. The boys were in the exact same place I’d left them, still drinking as they looked out over the lot.

      Mrs. Janowski pulled up next to them and parked. “Which one of you will dig?” She popped out of the car and swung open the trunk, revealing a wide variety of objects that might have been terrifying in the hands of a bad guy. But with Mrs. Janowski, it was just worrisome.

      “Why do you have a bat in here?” I scanned the contents. “And garbage bags and duct tape?” There was even a length of rope and bleach. “What have you been up to?”

      She waved off my concerns. “I’m getting ready for the Fearsome Foursome. Now, are we going to dig or what?”

      Ida drank from her flask, not making eye contact with anyone. Why wasn’t she excited?

      The boys had trailed over to Mrs. Janowski’s car. Mac was the first to reach for the shovel. “I’ll go first,” he said. “Where do I start? Is there a map?”

      We all looked to Ida, but she looked away.

      Mrs. Janowski plopped her fisted hands on her hips. “Well,” she said. “Are we going to start or are you just going to sit there drinkin’?”

      “Maybe we should do this another day.” Ida looked down at her trembling hands. “I’m feeling under the weather.”

      “It’s all the drinking you’ve been doing,” Mrs. Janowski said, shaking her finger at Ida.

      “She's been drinking like that for decades,” Hank said. “It’s not her drinking.”

      “Can I give you a ride home?” Jack asked Ida.

      “Yes, please.”

      Jack wrapped his arm around his grandmother and steered her over to his truck parked farther down the lot. We watched as they drove away.

      “Well, that was odd,” Sylvia said.

      Mrs. Janowski nodded. “Never seen her like that before. I guess we can try again tomorrow. It’s not like the time capsule will go anywhere.”

      “Early tomorrow morning might be our last chance,” I said. “I think the builders are scheduled to come back.”

      Mrs. Janowski looked to Hank. “Are you sure you don’t know where it’s buried?”

      “Nope. Ida and Wade buried it. I had some meeting to go to. Can’t quite recall. But I know they buried it, and I never heard another word about it.”

      “Well, we can either stand around here like lumps,” Mrs. Janowski said, “or we can go to the range and get ready for the Fearsome Foursome debut.”

      “Debut?” I asked

      “Of course,” Mrs. Janowski said. “We’re planning a demonstration. Let the world know what we can do.”

      “And what can you do?” I asked.

      “I don’t quite know,” Mrs. Janowski said thoughtfully. “But I plan to find out today.”

      Not wanting to get involved, I let them go on without me. I wasn’t sure what range they were talking about, but I had a feeling it was back at Brett and T’s place. Now that we were back at the Hog, I had my car.

      Things to do, errands to run.

      Literally run.

      I dashed off to my car and sped away before anyone could stop me.
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      “I’m pregnant!” Kym shouted as she swung open the door to her house before I could press the doorbell.

      I’m sure I didn’t stumble, but I felt like I did. I knew Kym and Jim had been trying for a while. They wanted children and even decided to adopt Aaron. But I thought they had given up.

      “I’m so excited!” She gleefully raced over to me and twirled me around.

      “I’m happy for you,” I said. “How long have you known?”

      “Only for about a week now. I know I’m not supposed to say anything for three months, but I just couldn’t help myself. I wanted to tell you first.”

      “You told Jim first, right?”

      “Of course, but only because you weren’t here. Let’s go inside. I have so much to tell you.”

      Kym hadn’t been on my list of people to see today. But something had made me want to visit. Now, I was glad I did.

      I followed her inside. For a pregnant woman, she was a bundle of energy. Not that I’ve known many pregnant women, but I thought maybe she should be sitting on the couch with a cup of herbal tea.

      Instead of the couch, she ushered me to the kitchen. Lemonade was already on the table and so was a pile of catalogs and advertisements, all filled with baby stuff. A sea of pinks and blues. White fluffy blankets and brown cuddly teddy bears.

      As I sat down to leaf through the collection, I wondered if I’d ever be in Kym’s shoes. Would Brett and I have a baby? Would we even get married? And would Emily tag along on our honeymoon?

      “So, where are you registering?” I asked. “It looks like you have a lot of choices.”

      “I have too many choices. That’s why I need your help.”

      In my past life as an events coordinator, I had helped with some baby showers. But that didn’t mean I knew what would be helpful to a new mom. Pulling out a few catalogs from local stores, I thought more about what would be easiest. Most of her family was local and would be able to purchase items for her in town.

      She poured lemonade as I flipped through a catalog. I took a sip, realizing I was thirstier than I had thought.

      “Will you help me with the baby shower?” Kym asked.

      “Of course I will,” I said. “You didn’t even need to ask. But won’t your family want to plan it?”

      Kym twisted her lips and made a noncommittal sound.

      “What does that sound mean?”

      “Oh, I don’t really know.” She looked out the window.

      “Kym, what’s going on?”

      “You know my family. They’re so . . . so . . .”

      “Argumentative?”

      “Yes,” she huffed. “At first I thought about not having a shower. I just don’t want to deal with them. But it's my first and probably only baby. Can you do the planning? And then they can be there if they want to.”

      I sat back and took another sip of the lemonade and then set it down on the table. “Of course. This is your party. We can do whatever you want. But let’s not get ahead of ourselves. We have plenty of time to do this.” I looked at her. “How did this happen, anyway?”

      “You know how it happened,” she said with a giggle.

      “Well, yes. But were you on medication?”

      “Yes, the doctor had tried something new. I thought it’d be a waste of time like the rest of them. But I tried anyway, and it worked. I can’t even believe it. You don’t think I’m jinxing it by letting everybody know, do you?”

      I shook my head. “Don’t even think about it.”

      She smiled. “Well, when can my child have a cousin?”

      I had just lifted the glass of lemonade to my lips. The reaction was an unfortunate sputter of liquid down my chin and onto my shirt. “What cousin?”

      “Aren’t you and Brett going to get married one of these days? Actually, you don’t even have to get married. Jim and I started trying long before we were married. Wouldn't it be great if we were pregnant together?”

      “Um, sure. It would be great.”

      Kym sighed and leaned back, placing a hand over her flat stomach. “Ignore me. I’m just excited.”

      “I know.” I smiled. “I’m sure you already have names picked out.”

      A sly smile slipped onto her lips. “Perhaps.”

      “You know,” I said thoughtfully, taking another sip of lemonade. “You now have an excuse not to get mixed up in any more of Mrs. J’s shenanigans.”

      “I love her shenanigans. Well, most of them. Maybe not that last one. A little too life-threatening.”

      “They’re all life-threatening.”

      “You’re too hard on her. She means well. What’s she up to now that has your nose out of joint?”

      “It’s not really her.” I stared at the corner of the ceiling, attempting to put my thoughts into words. “It’s more like everything.”

      “Everything?”

      Trying not to sigh at my lack of vocabulary, I smiled instead and asked, “Should we look for places to hold your shower?”

      Kym grinned and nodded. “I knew you wouldn’t be able to resist. But don’t you have to work?”

      “This afternoon is all about you and the baby. I have a responsibility to spoil the little newcomer.”

      “I knew I could count on you to ignore all the silly rules.”

      “Mrs. J ignores all the rules and seems to be doing just fine. Why can’t we?”

      It made me wonder what other rules I could break. I had a strong urge to attempt at least one.
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