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    Priscilla Slater


    Laura and Pete Moss are happy to announce


    Piney Point High School’s


    20-year reunion


    on June 15, 2013, at 7:00 PM


    in the brand-new Piney Point Community Center


    Multipurpose Room.


    Attire: Casual


    RSVP: Laura or Pete Moss 601-555-1515


    Note: There will be no preparty.


    As soon as the microwave dings, I grab a pot holder and pull out the plastic tray with steam rising from the corner where I’ve vented the cellophane. I place it on the counter, lean over it, and inhale, trying to imagine it being a nutritious, home-cooked meal. But all I smell is preservative-laced gravy. Maybe I should go back to my old nightly salad from a bag.


    I take a bite of the tasteless food and glance down at my twenty-year-reunion invitation before looking out my condo window at the Atlantic Ocean. Things sure have changed for me over the past five years. Not only have I become a household name among TV retail shoppers who desire to have the coveted Southern-woman big hair, I own townhomes and condos in several places along the path of my chain of hair salons. Sometimes I forget to thank the Lord for all my wonderful blessings, so I squeeze my eyes shut and send up a prayer of gratitude.


    Ten minutes later the plastic tray is empty, and now I’m faced with nothing but a mountain of paperwork. You’d think that with all I’ve acquired over the past thirteen years I’d be on top of the world, kicking up my feet, celebrating my immense success. In my dreams.


    Don’t get me wrong. I’m grateful that I’ve managed to accomplish so much. But there are times when certain aspects of a simple life in my hometown of Piney Point, Mississippi, appeals to me. Then I come to my senses.


    I’ve never been one of those girls whose dreams consisted of getting married, having children, and settling for whatever came my way. Instead, I went after whatever I wanted with the focus and tenacity of a shark, until I got it. Then I set my sights on something else. Besides, after experiencing the realization that my parents’ marriage wasn’t what it appeared to be, I know that my image of home is just window dressing that disguises harsh realities. But that doesn’t stop some of the longing for a more normal life, whatever that is.


    It takes me all of thirty seconds to clean my sparkling chrome-and-black kitchen before I pick up the class reunion invitation on my way back to the tone-on-tone white and ivory living room. A smile plays on my lips as a brief image of one of Pete and Laura’s children in one of my homes flits through my mind, and then I grimace. No telling what they’d do to my perfectly ordered life. Thoughts like that should make me happy I don’t have children, but lately . . . well, it’s simply not happening, so what’s the point of wondering what could’ve been. All the “what ifs” in the world won’t change a thing. And besides, this is what I’ve wanted all my adult life, so I order myself to stop with those thoughts and get back to the task at hand. I have less than a week to list and send the features and benefits of my newly updated hair volumizing system that includes everything a girl needs to have the Ms. Prissy Big Hair style. The TV Network Shopping channel has me on their regular schedule now, so even that has become so routine I can turn most of the preliminary work over to my long-time assistant, Mandy. But I need something relaxing to do right now, so I sit down with my laptop and tap out my list as I half-watch the second most dysfunctional family I’ve ever seen holler at each other on TV. I wonder if they do that when the cameras aren’t rolling. Too bad the network doesn’t know about Laura and Pete Moss’s family, or they’d likely be filming in Piney Point rather than LA.


    Five years ago, Bonnie Sue, the third of Laura’s four children, got busted shoplifting a skirt from La Boutique in Hattiesburg. When I offered to go back to the store with Bonnie Sue, Laura accepted without a moment’s hesitation, glad for the support in spite of the fact that she’s never even pretended to like me. On the way to the shop, we stopped off at the post office, where I was stunned by the fact that the preteen girl was embarrassed to be seen with me. However, her tune quickly changed when the manager of the store immediately forgave her because of my slight celebrity status. I’m not sure what lesson Bonnie Sue learned that day, but I’m afraid my plan might have backfired if she came away with the idea that someone famous can get away with anything. Now Bonnie e-mails and texts me constantly, wanting advice on how to become a superstar. I’ve told her more than once to find her own passion, set goals, and work hard. Too bad her passion is for people to be in awe of her existence. In the last text I got from her, she wanted to know whether she should go to LA or New York after she graduates and which place would make her more famous. I need to talk to her mother before giving her advice, so I still haven’t gotten back with her.


    The features and benefits of my product line are basically the same, only reworded to prevent sounding redundant. I’m about to click Send when my phone rings. It’s Laura.


    “I was just thinking about you,” I tell her.


    “Why are you answering your own phone?”


    “Huh?”


    “I thought famous people hired folks to answer their phone.”


    I’ve heard that Laura Moss has grown into her own skin, but from what I can tell, that maturity ends when I’m involved. “So what do you need?”


    “Just wanted to find out if you’re coming to the reunion.”


    “Yes, I’ll be there.”


    “Are you . . . will you be bringing Tim?”


    I suspect that’s the purpose of the call, since my good friend, former ardent admirer, and favorite beauty supply salesman, Tim Puckett, has not just attended the previous class reunions with me, he’s singlehandedly moved mountains to make sure things ran smoothly. I don’t know what Laura would have done without Tim.


    “I haven’t spoken with him in a few weeks, but I can ask.”


    “Can you let me know what he says?” I detect a hint of desperation in her voice.


    “Why don’t you call him?” I say.


    Laura snickers. “I don’t have the same clout you have. In case you haven’t figured it out, that boy will still do anything you want him to.”


    “Seems he takes orders from you quite well, Laura.” I have a hard time keeping the snarkiness from my voice. This woman brings out the worst in me, which is one excellent reason I don’t need to stay on the phone with her any longer than necessary.


    “Just let me know what he says, okay? Oh, and while you’re at it, ask if he can come a week early.”


    “I’ll see what I can do.”


    After I hang up, I have to take a couple deep breaths to calm down. Ever since I started building my business empire, I’ve managed to stay calm enough to buy and open nearly a hundred hair salons, including a couple that are full-service day spas. I’m one of the regulars on TVNS with a line of products that sell out every single time I’m on air. But one short conversation with Laura sends me into a dither that takes hours to recover from.


    I get up and go to the kitchen for a glass of water, and my phone rings again. This time it’s Tim.


    “Have you gotten your invitation yet?”


    By now, I’m used to the fact that Tim gets my class news before me. He’s super connected through my Piney Point salon, which has turned into Prissy’s Cut ’n Curl and Ice Factory Day Spa. After Sheila and Chester confronted me about how we’d outgrown our old location, I made it my mission to find a better place. The historic Ice Factory had potential, so when I had the electricity turned on for the inspection, rodent-chewed wires caused a fire. I wound up paying more for the vacant lot than I would have if the building had been salvageable. But then I saved money on building from scratch rather than renovating to historical society regulations.


    “Priscilla?” His voice has softened to practically a whisper. “Are you still there?”


    “Um, yeah. I got the invitation. So do you want to go with me again? I mean, I can totally understand if you can’t, considering how busy you are with your new position and all.”


    He laughs. “I’ve been regional sales manager for three years, so I can handle it. Besides, I’m due for some time off.”


    “If you don’t mind wasting it on my class reunion, I’d love for you to attend as my guest.”


    “You sure know how to sweet talk a guy, Priscilla. I’d be delighted to escort you to your class reunion. And I’ll get there a week early to help Laura.”


    “Good. That was my next question. I’ll need to call her and let her know.”


    “Tell you what,” he says. “I’ll call her to save the extra step. No point in everything going through you . . . that is, unless you want to be the middleman—er, woman.”


    “No, that’s fine. Please feel free to call her. I’m sure she’ll have plenty for you to do.”


    Again, he laughs. “Yeah, I’d pretty much bet my next paycheck on that.” He clears his throat. “Not that I’m a bettin’ man or anything. I don’t want you to think—”


    “No, I know what you’re saying. Thanks, Tim.”


    “Just makin’ sure. Let me know if you need anything else. I’ll be back in Jackson in a few days. Mind if I stop by and take you to breakfast?”


    “Sounds good.” My phone beeps, letting me know I have another call. “It was great talking to you, Tim. Gotta run.”


    I click over to the next call. It’s my mother, and she doesn’t even bother with a greeting.


    “When are you arriving for your reunion?”


    “I haven’t had much of a chance to think about it, with the TV work and all.”


    I hear a low grunt, reminding me that my mother disapproves of my chosen career, in spite of my success. “You know you’re welcome to stay here, but I’ll need to know when to plan on your arrival.”


    “Probably a week or two, depending on what all Laura needs from me.”


    “You’ll have to give me an exact date, or I can’t guarantee your room will be ready.”


    Rather than ask why I have to worry about my old room being ready since I’m the only person who ever stays in it, I agree to let her know. “If it’s not convenient, I can stay in a hotel. I really don’t mind.”


    “Don’t be ridiculous, Priscilla. How would it look for me to let my only child stay in a hotel?”


    “I guess it wouldn’t look good.” I pause. “How’s Dad? Have you spoken to him lately?”


    “Don’t go getting the notion that your father and I will ever get back together. Our divorce has been final a good two years, and we’ve been separated for six. There’s—”


    “No, Mother, I don’t have any such notion. I was just asking a simple question.”


    “Are you getting smart with me, Priscilla? Because if you are, I want you to know that even though you’re a big shot on that silly network, you’re still my daughter.”


    My breath is ragged as I slowly inhale. “No, I just wondered if you’ve talked to Dad.”


    “My answer is no, and I don’t intend to talk to him as long as he continues to see that bimbo he’s been dating.”


    I shudder. The very thought of either of my parents dating other people seems so wrong. They’re my parents. They made it through more than thirty years of marriage, so why couldn’t they have worked things out? Of course, I don’t ask Mother that because now I realize it’s not all her fault.


    “Call as soon as you know when you’re coming so I can have Teresa get your room ready.”


    After we hang up, I lift my laptop, but before I strike the first key, my phone rings again. I glance at the caller ID and see that it’s Mandy.


    “Yes, I know about the reunion, and no, I don’t know when I’m going to Piney Point.”


    “Whoa. What’s got you in such a snit? I was just calling to see if you needed help with the features and benefits.”


    “Sorry, Mandy. I just got off the phone with Mother.”


    “Oh, no wonder. Anything I can do?”


    “Just keep things running smoothly like you always do.”


    “Oh, Vanessa just hired a new hairdresser. Will you be comin’ back to Jackson before the reunion so you can meet her?”


    I pull up the calendar on my computer. “Looks like I might have a little time, so yes, I can slip in for a day or two.”


    “Maybe while you’re here you can do something with my hair. Ever since you let Rosemary transfer to Raleigh, my color hasn’t been right.”


    “I’ll see what I can do.” I hang up, lean back on the couch, and close my eyes. I’ve managed to get everything I thought I wanted, but now I don’t have time to enjoy any of it.
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    Laura Moss


    Some nitwit left the milk out, and I think I know just who that is. Ever since Bubba signed up for the Army, you’d think he’d done saved the planet from aliens or somethin’. He’s too big for his britches, and he’s not about to lower himself to put stuff away. I won’t admit this to a single solitary soul, but I’ll be glad when he goes off to boot camp. Then I’ll be countin’ the days ’til the rest of the young’uns are old enough to get out on their own. I mean, I love all four of ’em, but enough’s enough. It’s time to enjoy life with my new husband.


    Oh, I’m still married to Pete, but since the last reunion when our four little angels went on a joyride while we were supposed to be enjoyin’ ourselves with our former classmates, Pete has turned over a new leaf. He finally takes responsibility for his drinkin’, and he’s joined AA ’cause they make him accountable. I always figured I’d eventually nag him straight, but according to his sponsor, I was as big of an enabler as he’d ever seen. Who’da thought just because I tried to make him comfortable and brought him a garbage can when he was tossin’ his cookies, I was just makin’ matters worse?


    I glance up at the clock and mentally calculate how long I have to fix supper. Seems like as the young’uns get older time goes by faster.


    “Mama!” I hear Bonnie Sue holler from the top of the stairs. “Telephone!”


    “I didn’t even hear it ring.” I wipe my hands on the kitchen towel and turn to pick up the phone, but it’s not where it’s supposed to be. “Bonnie Sue, come down here right now and bring me back the phone!”


    “You come here and get it,” she says.


    My blood starts to simmer. “Do what I say right this minute, young lady. You have no business smartin’ off at me just ’cause you’re about to be a junior.”


    The slow thumping sound as she trudges down the stairs grates my nerves to no end. I suck in a deep breath and try to slowly let it out, but it doesn’t work, so I stomp to the foot of the stairs and glare at Bonnie Sue who is still standing on the second to last step, holding the phone out with a sarcastic smirk on her face. “I told Lucy I’d call her right back, so don’t take too long.” She paused. “You could give me my cell phone back, and you can talk as long as you want.”


    “Keep sassin’ me like that, young lady, and you won’t be gettin’ your phone back ’til you can pay your own bills.” I grab the house phone from her and lift it to my ear, givin’ her the meanest mama look I can manage the entire time. She rolls her eyes, making me want to yank her by the hair and toss her across the room, but as with all my thoughts of child abuse, I don’t act on it, and she knows I won’t.


    As soon as I speak into the phone, my mother’s husband, who I refuse to call my stepfather after he called my cookin’ pig slop, started half talking, half sobbing. “Your mama . . . she’s . . . I don’t know if she’s gonna make it . . . Laura . . . ”


    I go numb. “Randy, where are you? Where’s Mama?”


    “I’m at the hospital. They’re tryin’ to save her right now.”


    “I’ll be right there.” I holler for Bonnie Sue to come down.


    She appears at the top of the stairs, takes one look at my face, and gasps. “What happened?”


    “I don’t know yet. That was Randy callin’ from the hospital. Somethin’ awful has happened to your grandma.” I turn and start toward the kitchen before I remember my pocketbook is upstairs in my room. “Bonnie Sue, fetch my pocketbook and bring it down here, will ya?”


    She doesn’t waste another minute before doing as I say, but when she hands me my bag, she tips her head. “What about supper?”


    Now it’s my turn to roll my eyes. “Fix it yourself, Miss Smarty-Pants. I’m leavin’ now.” And then I turn and make good on my word.


    As I back out of the driveway, I punch Randy’s number on my cell phone, but he doesn’t answer. All kinds of scenarios play out in my mind, and by the time I get to the hospital parking lot, I’ve come to the conclusion that I’m about to be an orphan. Daddy passed away two years ago, and I’m still convinced his retired ROTC wife is responsible, but I have no proof. It’s just that whenever I was with them, somethin’ didn’t seem right. And she didn’t even cry a single tear at his funeral.


    I park as close as I can to the emergency room entrance. Randy is standin’ outside under the awning waitin’ for me, his eyes rimmed in red, his skin looking all gaunt and sickly.


    “Where’s Mama?”


    He points his thumb over his shoulder. “She had a heart attack, Laura. A real bad one.”


    I might not know much about medicine, but I don’t think I’ve ever heard of a heart attack that wasn’t bad. “Will she be okay?”


    “I don’t know . . . wasn’t sure at first, but now . . . ” He slowly shakes his head. “We was just sittin’ there watchin’ our shows on TV, and she started shakin’ and sweatin’ all over. I thought she was laughin’ ’til I took a good look at her face. Laura, it was the scariest thing I ever seen.”


    I hold up my hand to stop him and save myself from hearing the gory details of Mama’s heart attack. “Let’s go inside and see about her, okay?”


    He nods. With shaky motions, I put my arm around his scrawny shoulders and lead him back inside. Somewhere along the way, Randy “Save-a-Lot” Elmore has become frail. But now, as I see how much he cares about Mama, he also seems like more of a man.


    The lady at the desk sees us and holds up a finger. “The doctor was looking for you, Mr. Elmore. Let me get one of the nurses to come get you. Is that your daughter?”


    Randy starts to shake his head, but I speak up. “Yes, I’m the daughter.”


    Minutes later, Randy and I are following the nurse down the hall and into a small room with a desk and not much else. “Have a seat. The doctor will be right with you.”


    “I thought we were gonna see Mama.”


    Randy looks at me with sad eyes. “You haven’t never watched those doctor shows on TV, have ya?”


    Before I have a chance to answer, a middle-aged man with a tired look in his eyes enters the room and closes the door. The air suddenly seems very still, making my pulse beat faster.


    “Mrs. Elmore is a very lucky woman. She suffered a massive heart attack that could have killed her if you hadn’t acted quickly.”


    Randy squirms a bit until he’s sitting up a little straighter, while I look at him with more respect than I’ve ever felt for him before. “I don’t wanna lose my wife. Me and her’s soul mates.”


    “Is she . . . ” I glance at Randy, then turn to face the doctor. “Will she make it?”


    “We’ve got her stabilized, but it’s still too early to tell.” He goes on to tell us about some procedures he needs to perform while Randy and I sit and listen. The more the doctor talks, the more worried I get. Finally, the doctor ends his talk with, “If you don’t have any more questions, I need to get back in there and prep for surgery.”


    “Do what you gotta do, Doc,” Randy says. “Just make sure I get my wife back.”


    “I’ll do what I can.” The doctor stands to leave but pauses at the door. “You can wait here until you’re ready to go back to the waiting room.”


    After he leaves, I turn to Randy. “Thank you so much, Randy.”


    He gives me a puzzled look. “For what?”


    “For being there for Mama.”


    “I love your mama. I know me and you ain’t always been on the best of terms, but I’d do anything for the woman who turned my life around and made it worth livin’.”


    Knowing Randy as I do, that’s about the sweetest thing he could have said. I place my hand on his arm. “When’s the last time you had something to eat?”


    He frowns at me and shakes his head. “I can’t go thinkin’ about food at a time like this, Laura. But if you’re hungry, I understand. Why don’t you go on down to the cafeteria and grab a bite to eat?”


    “Nah, that’s okay. I’ll stay with you.”


    “They have a snack machine in the waiting room.”


    “I’ll just get something there then.”


    [image: imagedeco.jpg]


    Four packs of overpriced peanut butter crackers later, I’m sittin’ next to Randy, listening to stories about the things he and Mama like to do together—fish, dance, go antiquing, take long drives, and eat out.


    “When do you have time to work?”


    “You should know better than that, Laura. I was sittin’ right there next to your mama last year when she told you I done retired.”


    “Oh.” I fidget with the hem of my shirt as I think about all that’s been goin’ on in my life, and how I’m always so anxious to get off the phone when Mama calls. “Oh yeah, that’s right. I forgot.”


    He offers a slight grin of understanding and pats my arm. “That’s all right, Laura. I understand. You got your hands full with Pete bein’ on the sauce and actin’ like one of the kids.”


    “Pete’s been sober for a while now,” I say with satisfaction. “He’s goin’ to AA.” I make a silent vow to stay in better touch with Mama and Randy. They shoulda known Pete wasn’t drinkin’ anymore.


    Randy lifts his eyebrows. “Good for him. I told your mama I thought there was a good man in there somewhere.”


    I wonder if that’s when Mama started backing off on her rants about how I shouldn’t put up with Pete’s shenanigans. For a while I got daily calls from her tellin’ me I deserve better than that. When she stopped, I was too relieved to find out why I stopped hearing from her. Randy keeps moving up the ladder to my heart.


    He points to my pocketbook. “Speakin’ of Pete, why don’t you give him a call and let him know what’s goin’ on? I’m sure him and the kids is worried sick about you.”
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    Tim Puckett


    I get to the door of Priscilla’s Jackson corporate office and pause. When Uncle Hugh, who owns the company I work for, made me regional sales manager, he said he wanted me to continue calling on Priscilla’s salons, since they now represent near ’bout half his business and we have a good rapport.


    Only problem is I don’t feel like facin’ Mandy after the last time we went out. Me and her was steppin’ out on a regular basis, and she started thinkin’ we was more than just really good friends. I near ’bout fell over when she came right out and proposed. I know it’s wrong, but when I first asked Mandy out on a date, I was hopin’ to make Priscilla jealous. No way did I think Mandy would get all hung up on me and start stalkin’ me the way she did. No matter where I went after hours, if I was in Jackson, I could pretty much count on runnin’ into her. And I have no idea how she can type so fast on her itty-bitty phone keyboard. She can send more text messages in a minute than I can read, and that’s exactly what she did on our dates.


    After taking a deep breath, I turn the handle and shove the door open. The receptionist—can’t remember what her name is, but there’s no point since the Cut ’n Curl’s corporate office front desk seems to have a revolvin’ door—smiles at me. “Mandy’s busy, but I’m sure she’ll wanna see you.”


    “No, that’s okay. I just came to pick up the order.”


    The girl squirms around, opening and closing drawers, pretending to look for something, before slamming the top drawer shut. “Sorry, but I think Vanessa has it down in the salon. Why don’t you have a seat, and I’ll call her to come up.”


    “That’s not necessary. I can go down there myself.” I pause at the door. “Tell Mandy I said hey and I’m sorry I missed her.”


    I’m barely inside the salon when I hear a breathless Mandy behind me. “Hey, Tim.”


    I turn around in time to see her straightening her blouse. A trickle of sweat makes its way down her forehead, but she’s givin’ me her desperate smile. I wish I’d insisted on havin’ her e-mail the order in instead of agreein’ to stop by to pick it up.


    Just like a superhero come to save the day, Vanessa appears from around the corner. “Hey, Tim. What can I do for you?”


    “Get on back to your station, Vanessa,” Mandy orders. “I can talk to Tim.”


    Vanessa lifts one eyebrow and looks at me without budging. Ever since Vanessa took over when Rosemary transferred to one of the Raleigh Cut ’n Curls, there’s been a power play between Vanessa and Mandy. Priscilla has always said that Vanessa is in charge at the salon, and Mandy is the business manager, so I feel justified in speakin’ up.


    “Sorry, Mandy, but I really need to talk to Vanessa.”


    She folds her arms and pouts. “Then why did you come up to the office in the first place?”


    “Because that’s what I’ve always done.” I make a mental note to change my habit that started when Priscilla only had three salons, and all orders came through her. Now that she’s turned the company into a major chain, and each salon is thriving, she has the managers ordering for their individual salons. Maybe if I park in the customer parking lot and slip into the salon real nice and quiet, I’ll be able to avoid runnin’ into Mandy.


    “Mandy, honey, I’m sure you have better things to do with your time than stand down here”—Vanessa walks over to the door, opens it, and turns to face Mandy—“but I appreciate you tryin’ to help.”


    I look everywhere but at Mandy. This whole situation is embarrassin’, but I can’t buckle, or I’ll never be able to get away from her.


    Once Mandy’s gone, Vanessa turns to me. “What can I do for ya, sweetie?”


    Vanessa’s one of them women who calls everyone sweetie or darlin’, so I don’t feel uncomfortable in the least. “I’m here for your order.”


    “Let me get it. Want somethin’ cold to drink?”


    “What kind a sody pop you got?”


    She spouts off a variety of drink flavors, and just when I think she’s done, she mentions my favorite. Cream soda. I smile, and she gives me the thumbs up. “Priscilla told me to always make sure I have cream soda ’cause that’s what you like.”


    “Priscilla said that?” I feel warm all the way to my toes just hearin’ that Priscilla thinks enough of me to make sure they keep cream soda in their break-room fridge.


    “Yup. And she also said you like peanut-butter crackers but not the orange ones.” She pauses. “Want me to bring you a pack of them too?”


    “Sounds good.” I feel like royalty now.


    Vanessa comes back with a can of cream soda, a pack of peanut butter malt crackers, and an order as thick as any I ever seen. “We’re out of a lot of stuff,” she says. “Every time Priscilla has a show on TVNS, business picks up like wildfire.”


    “I bet folks is hopin’ to catch a glimpse of her,” I say as I pop the top on the can.


    “I s’pect you’re right.” Vanessa glances over her shoulder and turns back to me. “I best be gettin’ back to my client’s color job, or her hair might wind up lookin’ like she stuck her finger in a light socket.”


    I head out to my car with a briefcase full of an order that’ll bring in enough money to feed a small village, peanut butter cracker crumbs on my lapel, and a half can of sody pop. All the way home, I think about where I am in life and how I got here.


    The other salesmen who work for my uncle all wish they could have one client like Priscilla, but I just happened to be in the right place at the right time. Some folks call me lucky, but I’m inclined to agree with Priscilla—the Lord had a reason for bringin’ us into each other’s lives. What we disagree on is why. She says she’d never do business with a pushy salesman she can’t trust, and I have the right sales style for her. I think maybe the Lord wants us together as more than hair salon owner and beauty product salesman. Sometimes I think me and her’s on the same page, but then somethin’ happens, like her old boyfriend Maurice showin’ up or some other such thing, and I realize we’re not even lookin’ at the same book.


    Years ago, both Mama and Uncle Hugh thought Priscilla might come to her senses, so I should just hang in there. But lately, they’ve been tellin’ me to move on and look for a girl who appreciates what a fine husband I’d make. Mama wants grandbabies. Uncle Hugh just wants me to be happy. I’m not closed to meetin’ some girl and settlin’ down, but only ’cause I haven’t found one yet who makes me tingle all the way to my toenails like Priscilla Slater does.


    Shortly after I fax the order to Uncle Hugh’s office, my phone rings. “Good job on the order, Tim.”


    “I didn’t do nothin’. Just picked up the order, that’s all. It was already filled out when I got there.”


    His voice booms as he laughs. I can picture him leanin’ and tiltin’ his chair on the back two legs, with Aunt Tammy fussin’ and fumin’, sayin’ he’s gonna break the chair and then his hip. “Tim, you and I both know that it took years to establish a relationship with Priscilla, so you did do more than just pick up the order, only not today. And that leads me to the reason for my call. How’d you like to move up to the Big Apple?”


    “Huh?”


    He laughs again. “Tammy and I have been talkin’ about retiring and moving back to Mississippi to our fishing camp cabin in Vancleave.”


    “So what would I do in New York?”


    “I need someone to take over the business, and I can’t think of a better person for the job than you.”


    Now I’m all choked up. When I try to talk, nothin’ comes out but a squeak.


    “I realize I sprung that on you mighty fast. Think about it, Tim. Tammy and I aren’t getting any younger, and we’d like to do it in the next few months. You’d have to come up and learn the business beforehand.”


    “I’m honored, Uncle Hugh. When do you wanna know my answer?”


    “Take your time. Just tell me what you wanna do in the next week or so.”


    “The next week?”


    “Yeah. Like I said, take your time. You don’t have to give me your answer right now.”


    “Is . . . is this a secret?”


    “Not exactly a secret, but I’d appreciate if you didn’t tell everyone you run into.”


    “How about—?”


    “Your mama knows, and if you wanna talk to Priscilla, I reckon that’ll be okay ’cause she obviously trusts you as much as I do. And I don’t see her gettin’ all mouthy and blabbing to the world of beauty if you tell her it’s not public knowledge yet.”


    After I hang up, I’m still numb with shock. I totally didn’t see this one comin’. Uncle Hugh is still pretty young, but I get that he works hard, and he needs to kick back. The most shocking thing is that he trusts me to run the company he’s been buildin’ ever since he and Aunt Tammy first got married.


    I call Mama, and she squeals into the phone before I have a chance to open my mouth. “In spite of the fact he comes from bad blood, your uncle is a smart man.”


    Uncle Hugh is my daddy’s brother, and I think he hired me to make up for the fact that my own daddy up and took off not long after I was born. Me and Mama moved into Granny’s house, so I was raised by a couple of doting women. That prepared me for bein’ in the beauty business. I understand and appreciate some of the finer points of females.


    “So when will you be movin’ up to New York?”


    “I haven’t made my decision yet.”


    “What?” Her voice screeches. “Don’t you go and be an ingrate. Your uncle is offerin’ you the opportunity to make somethin’ of yourself.”


    “Mama, I think I’ve already done that. I’m very happy living in Jackson and doin’ what I do.”


    “It’s that Priscilla girl, ain’t it?”


    “Well . . . ”


    “That’s what I was afraid might happen. Now you listen to me, Timothy Jefferson Puckett. Priscilla has her heart and mind set on one thing, and that’s buildin’ her business empire. You’ve sat around long enough, waitin’ for her to fall in love with you and settle down. I’m already thinkin’ that I won’t never be a granny.”


    “Mama—”


    “Honey, I don’t wanna put pressure on you, but you sure don’t need to look a gift horse in the mouth. Your uncle is presentin’ you with the opportunity to start fresh in a high-power job that will bring you more money than you’ll ever make in Mississippi.”


    “It’s not about the money. You know I’m doin’ just fine where I am.”


    “That’s one of your problems, Tim, and as much as I hate to say it, I’m afraid you might get that from your daddy. He was always satisfied with things just the way they was. I used to tell him he needed to always reach for the stars and never be satisfied until he grabs one of ’em.”


    “You used to say that to Daddy?”


    “Yeah, and he always told me to stop naggin’ him about makin’ more money and gettin’ a bigger job.”


    I feel like someone done kicked me in the head. This is the first I ever heard this, and I don’t think I like the sound of it. I always thought he up and left for no reason.


    “Mama, I need to go now.”


    “At least think about Hugh’s offer. Jobs like this don’t come along every day.”


    “I know. And they don’t grow on trees neither.”


    “Are you gettin’ smart with me, Tim? ’Cause if you are, you’re never too old for me to wash your mouth out with soap.”


    After hangin’ up, I feel like someone done slugged me in the gut. Merely the suggestion of soap brings back the taste of the bath bar she used to shove into my mouth and scrape along the edge of my teeth when I said somethin’ she didn’t like.
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    Trudy Baynard


    In spite of what the regional manager says, bigger is not more beautiful on some women—although I have to admit she looks fabulous even though she wears women’s sizes. I’ve learned that not everyone should be skinny, and she’s one of them. I, on the other hand, don’t carry extra weight very well.


    Back in the day, when I had my figure under control, people stared at me in awe. Now I rarely get more than a quick glance, and the only comments people make are about my complexion, which I’ve managed to keep mostly wrinkle free. And that’s only ’cause I’ve gone for preventive Botox treatments. Yeah, I know, it’s superficial, but most of my life all I’ve had going for me is my looks, and that’s a hard thing to let go of.


    My invitation to the twenty-year class reunion arrived last week, and I’m trying to decide if it’s something I want to put myself through again. The ten-year reunion was a disaster because I went with a mission of getting my ex-husband, Michael, to love me again, and I passed out at the worst possible time, proving how pathetic I was and showing everyone I went to school with that I didn’t deserve to lick Michael’s shoes. Well, at least that’s what I thought at the time. Then at the fifteen-year reunion, he’s the one who came out being way more pitiful since everyone knew he’d gotten the senator’s daughter pregnant. I’ve never been so happy since we split up as I was when I looked at his face and saw regret. Even now I smile when I remember how he’s sufferin’ for all he put me through.


    But then my smile fades when I think about my thunder thighs that no amount of shape wear can hide. Mama got me started wearing Spanx five years ago, and now I’m addicted and won’t leave my apartment without them. Since I work in fashion for one of the biggest department store chains in the country, I have to wear the latest styles with sizes that don’t go higher than the next one up from where I am now. That worries me. I never saw myself getting this big, and I have absolutely no excuses besides the fact that I eat out for almost every meal since I’m on the road more than I’m home. Even my sisters who both have kids are smaller than me.


    If I hear one more person say, “You look good for your age, Trudy,” or, “It’s normal for a woman to put on a few extra pounds when she gets older,” I think I’ll scream.


    For the past five years, I’ve been the department store’s regional training director for high-end women’s apparel, and I’ve let my boss know I’m interested in moving up. My personal life might be sad, but professionally, I’m at the top of my game—somethin’ I never saw for myself when I was younger. Those were the days of beauty pageants, homecoming court, and prancing around as half of the Michael-and-Trudy royalty team. Why I ever thought that would last is beyond me. When I look at my high-school yearbooks, I wonder if anyone else has noticed that I don’t smile as big or as often, even though deep down I’m much happier now than I was then.


    Mama tells me I really shouldn’t worry about attending the reunion and maybe I should stay home, since people will talk about how I’ve changed. She’s right. I have changed, but as I keep remindin’ myself, mostly for the good. While Mama’s looking at my expanding thighs and businesslike actions, thinking I’m becoming an old maid, I feel like I can command more real honest-to-goodness respect from folks who don’t give a flyin’ flip about how people look. I still care about looks, but at least now, I understand girls like Laura. Last time I saw her she had hips that make mine look downright skinny. Granted that was about three years ago when I ran into her as she was coming out of Olson’s Department Store looking dejected because she couldn’t find anything cute. At least that’s what she told me. I suspect she couldn’t find anything that fit.


    People have finally quit asking me about Michael, now that he’s married to Jenna, who was already pregnant and showing when they tied the knot. Jenna flaunts their baby all over town, but rarely is Michael with them. I can’t help but pity the poor girl, who will never have the emotional or physical support of an overgrown boy who was never taught how to be a real man. Things came way too easy for him in his early years. But now he’s payin’ big time.


    I wonder if Michael will be at the reunion. His father-in-law is still Piney Point’s senator, and I’ve heard that Michael is constantly on his toes, trying to stay in the senator’s good graces. That actually gives me a chuckle. In the past, everyone else was always bowing to Michael, trying to get his favor. Turnabout sure is miserable, and nothing will make me happier—forgive me, Lord—than to see Michael suffer like I had to suffer after he kicked me to the curb for his flavor-of-the-month bimbo. Looks like the last laugh is on him, poor little spoiled, washed-up brat.


    Am I bitter? You bet! Any woman in my shoes would be. But beneath all that bitterness is the strength of a woman who will do anything to prove herself.


    Now that I’ve thought about it, yeah, I’ll go to the reunion. It’ll be fun to see everyone again. Well, everyone except Hank, who was all googly-eyed over me, but I couldn’t manage to fall for him, no matter how hard I tried. At least I’ve heard he’s involved with someone else, so I won’t have to worry about him hanging on me all night—even if he still has that crush on me that started back in high school.


    I call the phone number on the invitation to RSVP, and Pete answers. “Is Laura there?”


    “Just a minute.” Without even bothering to cover the mouthpiece, I hear him holler, “Laura, are you up there? Someone wants to talk to you.”


    “Who is it?” I hear her holler back.


    “How should I know?”


    “Didn’t you bother looking before you answered?” The sound of Laura’s voice as it gets closer to the phone is irritatin’ as ever, but at least I don’t have to live with her. Pete does. I hear her exasperated breath as she picks up the extension. “Hey, Trudy. Whatcha want?”


    “I’m calling to RSVP about the reunion. I’ll be there.”


    “Are you bringin’ anyone?”


    I think for a couple of seconds. “I’m not sure yet.”


    “You do realize that both Michael and Hank are likely to be there, right?”


    I don’t know why she thinks that matters, but I don’t say that to her. “I’m well aware of that.”


    “Let me know if you decide to bring someone. You can call up ’til a day before. We’re having it catered like last time, and I don’t wanna run out of food.”


    “Okay. What’s happening on Friday night? Will there be a bonfire?”


    “We’re plannin’ on it.”


    A blanket of silence falls over the line.


    “Anything else?”


    I clear my throat. “No, that’ll be it. Thanks, Laura. See you there.”


    “Oh, Trudy . . . ”


    “Yes?”


    Laura clears her throat. “I just want you to know that you made the right decision to leave Michael. He’s turned out to be one hot mess.”


    I don’t correct her about the decision to leave being Michael’s, not mine. And I want to hear what she thinks about Michael . . . not that I really care or that it matters, but out of curiosity.


    “A hot mess?”


    “Yeah, he’s put on about fifty pounds around his gut, and instead of shaving his head once his hair started fallin’ out, he’s doin’ a comb-over. And last time I saw him, he looked like he hadn’t had a bath in days.”


    I try not to smile, but I can’t help it. Now I know I’ve made the right decision to go to the reunion. I can’t wait to see Michael, now that he’s falling into disrepair as he so arrogantly puts it when he sees women letting themselves go.


    “If you need anything, call me,” I say. I’m sure she knows I don’t really mean it, but at least offering my assistance seems like the right thing to do.


    “Will do.” Click. No see ya later, no good-bye. Well she’s never had the advantage of social etiquette lessons from a mama who cares about makin’ impressions, so I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised.


    Next, I call Mama and let her know I’ll be in town for the reunion. “I thought I told you not to worry about attendin’.” She lowers her voice as though she’s worried someone will hear. “Michael and that wretched little wife of his will probably be there. I don’t want my daughter involved in a . . . scene.”


    “Don’t worry, Mama, there won’t be a scene . . . at least not one that I start.”


    “Did you know that her own daddy don’t even like talkin’ about her? Why last time he went campaignin’, he didn’t—”


    “Tell me all about it when I get there. I really have to run now.”


    The longer I’m away from Piney Point the more Mama’s gossip annoys me. I never realized how much she stuck her nose into other people’s business until after I left. Even though I can’t say I’m unhappy about Michael’s woes since he brought ’em all on himself, talkin’ about it seems like a huge waste of time.
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    Before I head out the next morning, I call my boss, Sandy, and tell her I want to take some time off for the reunion. “I’ll make sure everything is in order before I take off, and I can be reached if someone needs me.”


    “Sounds good, Trudy, but I have something I’d like to discuss with you.”


    “Now?”


    “Um . . . can you work a meeting into your schedule on short notice?” The tone of Sandy’s voice is different and makes me very uncomfortable.


    “Sure. Just say when.”


    “Tomorrow would be great.”


    I have an appointment with the manager of the formal department in one of the Atlanta stores, but based on the sound of Sandy’s voice, I figure it’s best to reschedule and see what she wants. “No problem.”


    “Good. See you around one-ish?”


    After I get off the phone with Sandy, I call and reschedule my appointment. Then I look up the flight schedule on my cell phone and make the decision I’m better off driving than paying the high prices on last-minute flights, which means I’ll need to pack and leave now if I want to appear fresh and ready for a meeting when I get there. I’m used to a grueling schedule, and at the moment, it’s a blessing that’ll keep me from pondering and worrying about the reunion.


    I flip on the TV in my bedroom to watch while I toss a few things into a suitcase. The news is so depressing, I press the channel button on the remote until a familiar face pops up on the screen. There’s Priscilla Slater hawking her hair products. She’s one of the few people who actually looks better now than she did back in high school. I stand there in amazement as I see how comfortable and smooth she looks on camera. Maybe I should give her a call and find out if she’s going to the reunion. It’ll be nice to have someone to talk to—someone who understands that there is life outside of Piney Point, Mississippi.
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    Celeste Boudreaux Shackleford


    Most folks’ last words are things like “Don’t forget to count your blessings” or “Remember to go to church every Sunday,” but not Mama’s. The doctor had just left her hospital room when she looked me in the eye, bent her pointer finger, and whispered, “Get closer, Celeste. I need to tell you somethin’.”


    I leaned over her hospital bed and tried real hard not to breathe in on account of her bein’ so sickly and all. “Whatcha want, Mama?” I ask.


    “I thought I better tell you I’m leavin’ you a rich woman. After I’m gone, you need to go talk to my lawyer and make sure you protect yourself.”


    Naturally, I assumed Mama’s fever was messin’ with her thinkin’, so I just shook my head, took her by the hand, and smiled down at her. “I’ll be just fine, Mama. I don’t have to protect myself.”


    “I—” She stopped, took a deep breath, and shuddered before closing her eyes and exhaling for the last time.


    Mama had told her doctor she didn’t want no one resuscitatin’ her ’cause she was ready to meet the Lord, so we honored her wishes. Her passin’ wasn’t no surprise either on account of her bein’ sick for so long. Jimmy was at work, but I knew he’d be right there with me when I needed him.


    The next few days was crazy busy with funeral preparations and all the stuff that needed doin’. Then Mama’s attorney called.


    “I know you’re grieving, Celeste, but we’ve got this will to take care of, so whenever you’re ready, come on down to my office and see me.”


    Once I got there, I still didn’t believe it. “I’m what?” I didn’t even bother tryin’ to hide my shock.


    “You’re a millionaire.”


    So Mama did know what she was sayin’. Well I’ll be. After all that scrimpin’ and savin’, she’s gone, and here I am a rich woman. Mama had stock in some of the finest companies, and now it was all mine.


    Three months later, me and Jimmy was tryin’ to decide whether to stay in Piney Point or move to a bigger city to get away from folks who was sayin’ he only married me for my money. Me and Jimmy pondered and discussed the advantages and disadvantages of movin’ ’til we was blue in the face. We finally decided we’d go somewhere different, and if we didn’t like it, we’d come back. I always had a hankerin’ for livin’ close to the beach, so we found us a nice place in Biloxi. We been gone three years now, and I don’t ever see us movin’ back to Piney Point.


    Now I’m tryin’ to decide whether or not we should go to the twenty-year reunion. When the invitation arrives, I don’t even have to open the envelope to know what it is since I been lookin’ at the calendar, wonderin’ when I’d hear from Laura about helpin’ her. Looks like she don’t want my help, which don’t surprise me. Laura always has liked bein’ in control, and she might be afraid I’ll try to take over, which is hilarious ’cause I have no desire to have all the pressure of bein’ in charge of our entire graduatin’ class havin’ fun.


    I put away the groceries and start supper. Ever since Jimmy started his very own security service, he’s been comin’ home starved half to death. I smile as I think about how his pride has made him way more successful than anyone ever would have imagined.


    After we moved away from Piney Point, he couldn’t find a decent job as a security officer like he had back home. Every day he came home depressed and feelin’ like a failure. After I had enough of his moanin’ and groanin’, I challenged him to take some of Mama’s money and start his own company. He balked at first, but finally he agreed to borry the money as long as I agreed he could pay it back on account of he don’t want no one to think he’s a freeloader. We’re married, so in my eyes, what’s mine is his and what’s his is mine, but I think there’s some sort of masculinity thing goin’ on with him.


    Once he started his business, I seen a side to Jimmy I never knew existed. He was real careful about who he hired and where he spent the money. And I was really floored when he come home and said he joined the Chamber of Commerce. A year after he opened the doors of Shackleford Security, he done paid back Mama’s brokerage account, and we been livin’ offa the salary he pays his self.


    I stopped lookin’ for a job once I seen how successful my husband was. At first, he said he wanted me to find somethin’ to do, but now I think he’s just fine havin’ me home cookin’ and cleanin’ and washin’ his laundry. I even meet him for lunch sometimes when he has time to go out.


    Shortly after I put the potatoes in the oven, I hear the car door slam in the carport. Less than a minute later, Jimmy flings open the door, a cake-eatin’ grin spreadin’ his face all wide and makin’ his eyes crinkle. That look always makes me go all goose-bumpy.


    “Hey, Celeste, you’ll never guess what happened today.”


    “Did you land the Dozier account?”


    “Even better.” He sweeps me into his arms and gives me a great big bear hug. “The Doziers signed the contract and introduced me to the Millers, who say they’re not happy with their security company, and they’re lookin’ for a new one.”


    The Doziers own a new home construction company in Biloxi, and the Millers own most of the land the Doziers build on. “That’s great, honey. I’m proud of you.” I wipe my hands on the kitchen towel and pick up the invitation. “The class reunion invitation came today. We need to book our room at the hotel if we’re goin’.”


    Jimmy stops dead in his track on the way to the table, turns, and gives me a look that brings back a lot of bad memories. “I don’t know about that. Haven’t we done enough with them people already?”


    “We don’t have to do anything . . . just show up.” Now I realize I really wanna go, if for no other reason but to show off my husband’s success.


    He ambles over to the table, sits down, and hangs his head. “You know what everyone will say, don’t you?”


    I go over to my husband and place my hands on his shoulders. “They’ll say I have the smartest husband in the whole entire world.”


    “You know better than that, Celeste.”


    Unfortunately, I’m afraid I do. No one will ever see Jimmy as more than the flunky security guard he used to be . . . or me as the ugly ducklin’ turned pretty.



OEBPS/Images/imagedeco_fmt1.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/2622.jpg
#3 )Abingdon fictior

anovel approach to faith





OEBPS/Images/Cover_fmt.jpeg
4
) G
4
5
(=]
1






OEBPS/Images/imagedeco_fmt.jpeg





