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    epigraph


    For you have been my hope, O Sovereign Lord, my confidence since my youth.


    Psalm 71:5

  


  
    1


    Priscilla Slater


    



    



    Come One, Come All


    to


    Piney Point High School’s


    Fifteen-year Reunion


    June 14, 2008, at 7:00 PM


    Piney Point High’s Cafeteria.


    


    Attire: Business Casual


    RSVP: Laura Moss 601-555-1515 or


    Celeste Boudreaux 601-555-4854


    


    PS: The preparty will be at Pete and Laura’s house, starting at 5:00 PM.


    Setups will be provided. Bring a dish to share.


    



    


    I hold the invitation with one hand while unlocking the door to my townhouse with the other. The delicious sounds of silence fill my ears as I close the door behind me and make my way to my bedroom to get ready for my night out with the girls while trying to wrap my mind around the fifteen-year reunion. So they decided to go ahead with it. I warned Laura we might not have enough people who’d want to attend so soon after everything that happened during the last one. The memory is still pretty fresh—at least in my mind. But her response insinuated that I spend too much time here in Jackson and points beyond to know what’s happening with folks in Piney Point. Right. Like I don’t still have a salon there.


    We nearly didn’t have a reunion last time because Laura was so disorganized. Her husband, Pete, wound up in the hospital from alcohol poisoning. Trudy passed out from extreme dieting while her ex-husband played the jerk. And I nearly missed the whole thing from fussing with my mother.


    At least Laura has the sense to let someone else have a piece of the responsibility this time, but knowing her, I question how much control she’s willing to give up—especially to Celeste. According to some of the people in my Piney Point salon, the two of them are firmly established in a frenemy relationship.


    I was tempted not to attend five years ago, but not so this time. There’s nothing that will make me happier than to offhandedly mention the fact that I’ve expanded my business, and I now own at least one salon in every major southeastern city. I close my eyes and envision my classmates’ expressions as I explain that my next goal is to grow my business up the east coast and then to be accepted on the TV Network Shopping channel. This is my ultimate dream, and it looks like I’m getting very close to realizing it. They do a bazillion dollars’ worth of business every year, and I’d love to have a slice of that pie. In fact, I’ve been getting some interest from some of the bigwigs about a system I designed to help women have the coveted big hair without all the teasing that damages the hair shaft. Apparently the rest of the country has finally acknowledged what Southern women have always known—big hair is hot.


    Yeah, I’m totally going to this reunion.


    Rather than wait to hear from Mother or Dad about the reunion they’ve probably known about since Laura made the decision to have it, I grab the phone and punch in their number. “I wondered how long it would take you to call,” Mother says.


    “I just got the invitation in today’s mail.”


    She sighs. “You know you’re always welcome to stay here. I’ll have Teresa get your room ready.” After a brief pause, she asks, “How long do you think you’ll be here?” There’s a tightening in her voice that always worries me.


    “I haven’t really thought about it.”


    “You were here an awful long time for the tenth . . . not that I mind, but you know how busy I am . . . I mean your dad and I are, and . . . ” Her voice trails off, but I know that what comes after the dot-dot-dot is probably what I need to know.


    “Tell you what, Mother, if I decide to hang around more than a week, I’ll make other arrangements.”


    “No, Priscilla, that’s not what I’m saying. It’s just that, well . . . ” Her voice cracks, so she stops and clears her throat. “You know you don’t have to limit your stay here to a week. A couple weeks will be just fine.”


    At least I know what I’m working with. “Thanks, Mother. I’m sure that’ll be plenty of time to help Laura and Celeste and maybe even work in a few appointments.”


    “Oh, that’s another thing. We’re already getting calls from people who want you to make them over after what you did for Celeste last time.”


    She’s right. I did a wonderful job of taking Celeste from dowdy to desirable, and I hear she’s actually dating now. Jimmy Shackleford and Celeste—not the ideal match in my mind, but it is what it is.


    “You still there, Priscilla?”


    “Yes, I was just thinking. Please just tell people to call the salon and book with Sheila. I don’t want you to have to worry about my schedule.”


    “When should I tell Teresa to have your room ready?”


    I look at my calendar and give Mother a date before we finally hang up. As I get ready for a girls’ birthday night out with my office manager, Mandy, and salon manager, Rosemary, I find myself wondering how Dad managed to talk Mother into hiring someone to help out around the house. My parents have certainly always had the money to hire domestic help, but Mother resisted, using the argument that she’d have to clean before the cleaning lady came, so there was no point. Yeah, she’s a control freak.


    The rest of the evening, the phone call with Mother plays through my head. She seems vulnerable and . . . scared. I’ve heard that at some point in almost everyone’s life, the child-parent role reverses. I hope that’s not what’s happening, but I put it on my mental list to consider, along with something even worse. Divorce. They’ve had problems in the past, but I thought they had worked them out. Even if I didn’t want to go to the reunion, being there for a couple weeks will give me some time to figure out what’s really going on with Mother and Dad. I know divorce is more common than staying together these days, but it’s not like either of them has actually done anything that they can’t fix. Plus—and I know this may sound selfish—I’ve always seen them as my safety net, a place to fall if things go bad. No matter how well things have gone for me, I still wanted to have that. Problem is, between reunions, I can never think of an excuse to stick around Piney Point more than a day or two—not nearly enough time to evaluate my parents. I just wish I could figure out what went wrong after the last reunion, when things started looking up between Mother and me as well as in their relationship.
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    “Happy birthday, Mandy,” I say as I lean in for a hug and air kiss. Five years ago when I met this girl, I wasn’t so sure she would work out, but I was desperate for someone to answer the phones, and now she’s my office manager.


    She flicks her hand from the wrist and rolls her eyes. “Don’t remind me. Let’s just party and forget it’s my birthday.”


    I laugh. Mandy isn’t even thirty yet, but I play along. “You don’t look a day older than when I first hired you.”


    She starts to comment, but Rosemary breezes into the restaurant looking harried as usual. “Sorry, but my client needed extra TLC, and you know how I am.”


    “Boy howdy, do we ever,” Mandy says. “C’mon, let’s get a seat. I’m starvin’.”


    Rosemary billows her top. “It sure is hot out there, and it isn’t even summer yet.”


    “That reminds me,” Mandy says. “I better eat a salad, or I won’t be able to wear my bikini when I go to Biloxi with Mama in a couple of weeks.”


    “I don’t remember the last time I was able to wear a bikini,” Rosemary says. “In fact, I don’t even own a swimsuit.”


    Mandy tilts her head toward Rosemary. “So what do you wear to lay out?”


    “Lay out?” Rosemary and I exchange a glance and grin as we follow Mandy to the hostess stand. “Girl, you better quit doin’ that, or you’ll wind up with alligator hide, or worse.”


    When I first hired Mandy, she and Rosemary were avid turf defenders, but over time, they’ve developed an understanding and affection for each other that I never saw coming. I’m relieved I stopped getting phone calls from one or the other of them tattling like a three-year-old. Now when I go out of town, the only thing I have to worry about is Mandy keeping an assistant. From what I understand, she’s quite the taskmaster.


    “So how’s, um . . . what’s the new girl’s name?” I ask. Mandy struggles to keep assistants, but when I talk to her about it, she says it’s the nature of hiring people for their first job.


    “Clarissa,” Mandy says with a shrug. “She’s okay so far, but time will tell. I don’t know what’s up with some people. Doesn’t anyone have a work ethic anymore?”


    Out of the corner of my eye, I see Rosemary fighting a case of the giggles, but I nod my agreement with Mandy. “Let’s hope Clarissa works out.”


    She lifts her hand to get the waitress’s attention. “I haven’t eaten since breakfast, so let’s order.”


    After we place our order, Rosemary turns to me. “So I hear you’re having another class reunion.”


    I grunt. “Word sure does get around.”


    “According to Sheila, the appointment book is already filling up,” Mandy says. “Chester will have his hands full, since he’s the only aesthetician in the salon . . . unless, of course, you do what you did last time and go early.”


    After Chester realized how much business I got from facials, he didn’t hesitate to take classes so he could make his clients Hollywood glam. “I think I will go early.”


    “Then we need to move the closing date up for that salon in Raleigh,” Mandy reminds me. “I don’t think that’ll be a problem since the current owners are so eager to get out of it.”


    Rosemary chuckles. “I have to hand it to ya, Priscilla. You have a knack for sniffin’ out opportunities.”


    I smile but keep my mouth shut. My knack has more to do with Tim knowing the heartbeat of practically every privately owned hair salon between Florida and New York. The one in Raleigh came on the market when the couple who owned it decided they couldn’t continue co-owning a business after their divorce.


    “I’ve been thinking . . . ” Rosemary slowly looks at me then averts her gaze. “Never mind.”


    I frown. “You know you have to tell me now.”


    “It’s nothing.” She nervously glances over her shoulder and turns back to face me. “Promise you won’t be mad?”


    “You know I can’t make that kind of promise. What is it?”


    “I have a cousin in Apex, one of the little towns near Raleigh. Her husband’s been sick, and well . . . ” Her shoulders sag as she contorts her mouth.


    “What?”


    “How about if I transfer to the new salon in Raleigh?”


    Rosemary’s husband passed away a couple of years ago, and she’s been visiting her cousin every chance she gets, so I shouldn’t be surprised. But I am.


    “They already have a manager.” I lean back and study Rosemary’s face for a reaction. “You know I don’t like to go into a new salon and make too many changes too quickly.”


    “Yeah, I know, and that’s fine. I don’t have to be the manager.” She shrugs. “In fact, I’d sort of like a little less responsibility.”


    When I turn to see Mandy’s reaction, I realize she already knows. I feel left out of the loop, and to my surprise, it bugs me. But I can’t let on, so I fold my hands and force a smile.


    “Okay, let’s do whatever we need to do to make this happen as smoothly as possible. Who do you think would be a good candidate to promote in Jackson?”


    “Vanessa’s pretty good with the other hairdressers, and she could use the extra money.”


    Mandy nods. “I agree.”


    “Okay, then I’ll have a chat with her to see if she’s interested.”


    Mandy and Rosemary look at each other before Mandy speaks up. “She’s definitely interested.”


    My insides suddenly feel as though someone has pulled a plug and drained all my blood. At some point along the way, these two very fine women have learned to run my business without me, which should make me pleased as punch, but that’s not happening. Still, they’re just feelings, and this is business, so I can’t let on.


    “So when do y’all propose the changes take place?” I speak slowly and pray my shaky voice is only obvious to me.


    Rosemary places her hand on mine. “Everything will be okay, Sweetie. You’ve done a good job with the salon.”


    Mandy nods. “Rosemary has already started working with Vanessa, and the salon in Raleigh has an open station.”


    Whoa. “So it’s already in the works?”


    “No, of course it isn’t,” Rosemary says. “We would never take action on something so important until talking to you. After all, you’re still the boss.”


    I take a sip of water to calm down and moisten my dry lips. Finally, I nod. “Sounds like y’all have everything under control, so go ahead with your plans. What’s next?”


    The server takes our order and brings our food, and as we eat, Mandy and Rosemary tag team the details of what is about to transpire. I straddle the fence of being proud and feeling left out, but I’m pretty sure I do a good job of showing a positive attitude—at least until we step outside. Rosemary places her arm around my shoulders and gives me a squeeze.


    Mandy takes my hand and looks me in the eyes that have begun to sting. “We are so proud of working for the Cut ’n Curl we could pop. There’s no stoppin’ you, Priscilla, and we want you to know you don’t have to worry about a thing. Keep that forward momentum going and know we’ve got your back.”


    I close my eyes, nod, and fill my lungs with air. As I exhale, I open my eyes and see the concern on Mandy and Rose- mary’s faces. Again, I force a smile, hoping they can’t see the insecurity that’s behind it but realizing they probably do. “I know that, and I’m proud of you too.”


    “Then stop worryin’ and enjoy the journey,” Mandy says, stealing the words from the self-help CD I gave her last Christmas. “I have no doubt your big-hair system will catch on big-time, and every woman east of the Mississippi will have one.”


    “Oh, I think every woman in America will have one by the time it’s all said and done,” Rosemary corrects. “I can’t imagine anyone not seeing the value of a poof without the messy teasing.”


    I laugh. These two are working hard at making me feel better, and I can’t let them down. “Let’s hope y’all are right.”


    “Oh, Honey, when it comes to you and your career, I know I’m right. From the moment I met you, I’ve known you’re a force to be reckoned with. Matter of fact . . . ” Rosemary takes a moment to sniffle. “I even told Ted you were gonna be a big name in hair some day, God rest his soul.” She glances at her watch. “I need to run home and call my cousin to let her know she needs to start looking for a place for me to stay. She offered to let me live with her, but you know what they say about fish and company: more than two or three days, and they begin to stink.”


    We hug good-bye and walk to our cars. All the way home I reflect on the conversation and think about how I have a choice of seeing it as an ambush or an opportunity. Change is good, right? I’ve always thought that, but at the moment it’s rather unsettling.


    I met Rosemary’s husband, Ted, shortly after she joined my salon in Jackson, and I have to admit I was surprised to see a man old enough to be her father. In fact, she later confided that he was two years older than her father, but he was young at heart. She’s always known that she was statistically likely to outlive Ted, but the reality when it actually happened hit her hard. I can’t blame her for wanting to leave Jackson for a new start. At least I’ll still have her working for me, and I’ll do whatever I can to make the transition as smooth as possible.


    My cell phone rings as I pull into the driveway of my townhouse. I look down and see Tim Puckett’s name and number. It took him a while to start calling again after the ten-year reunion, but now we have a more defined relationship that I wouldn’t trade for anything. Every once in a while I get the impression he’d pick up right where we left off, but then I occasionally hear about some girl he’s dating. I have to admit to an occasional twinge of jealousy, but I know that’s only my ego tugging at me. I’ve relinquished all rights to romance with this very sweet man, and he’s entitled to see whomever he wants.


    

  


  
    Chapter 2


    Tim Puckett


    I’m a little surprised when she answers on the third ring. Most of the time Priscilla’s so busy she lets the calls go and gets back with me later . . . much later—sometimes several days or a week. But I clear my throat and jump right in.


    “Hey, Priscilla, I was just wonderin’—”


    I hear her sigh. “Yes, Tim, I’m going to the class reunion, and if you still want to go with me, that’s fine.”


    “Don’t give yourself a heart attack from excitement.”


    “Sorry, Tim, but I just got some unsettling news, and I haven’t had time to process it all yet.”


    “About the reunion?” I think back to her last one and try to figure out which of the many crazy people might have upset my favorite girl on the planet. Of course we’re just friends now, but stranger things have happened, and . . . well, you know.


    “No, it’s Rosemary. She’s leaving.”


    “Well, it’s not like she’s leaving the Cut ’n Curl altogether,” I remind her. “She’s just going to Raleigh.”


    “You knew?” Priscilla’s high-pitched voice lets me know she’s not happy. “Why didn’t you say something?”


    “Because it’s not my place?” With anyone else, that would be a statement, but with Priscilla, I tend to have more questions than answers. That girl sure does keep me on my toes.


    “I understand. Anyway, if you don’t mind putting yourself through it again, I’d love for you to go to the reunion with me.”


    “My pleasure.” I lean back in the recliner as relief floods me from head to toe. After seeing Priscilla get all gooey-eyed over that Maurice fella and knowing she wished she was with him instead of me, I wasn’t so sure about where I stood with her. Even after it was all over, and she gave him the heave-ho for trying to take advantage of her, she pretty much let me know she wasn’t feeling for me what I felt for her, and I’ve finally come to terms with the fact that we’re not likely to ever become a couple. But I still enjoy her company when we have time to get together.


    “I don’t want you taking all your vacation time this year,” she says. “Why don’t you just plan to come the night before the reunion?”


    “Uncle Hugh gave me an extra week of vacation on account of he can’t give me a raise this year.”


    “So you don’t mind wasting . . . I mean spending that time in Piney Point in the midst of all that drama?” she asks.


    “I don’t mind at all. In fact, I rather enjoyed the drama.”


    This might come across as silly, but the sound of her laughter is how I imagine harp music in heaven. I used to fantasize about her laughter with our young’uns. “Tim, you are definitely a glutton for punishment.”


    She might call it punishment, but as long as I can hang out with Priscilla Slater, I know I’m gonna have a good time. “You didn’t seem to mind having me there last time.”


    “You were mighty helpful.”


    “And I will be this time too. At least now I know what to expect. Maybe I can dodge Pete Moss’s fist a little better next time he tries to deck me.”


    “That was crazy,” she says. “According to Sheila, he’s still drinking, so maybe you better try to avoid him completely.”


    Sheila is the manager of Prissy’s Cut ’n Curl in Piney Point, and she knows more about what’s going on in town than the mayor. “I’ll just try to stay in his good graces.”


    After we get off the phone, I get up from my recliner and carry my empty chip bowl to the kitchen. Seems no matter how much I eat I can’t seem to put on weight. Mama used to tell me she thought I swallowed a tapeworm, but I think it’s because I’m in and out of the car all day, and it can get mighty hot in Mississippi, Alabama, Georgia, Tennessee, Kentucky, the Carolinas, and the Florida panhandle, my territory with Uncle Hugh’s beauty supply company. By noon, I’m always sweatin’ bullets, and by the end of the day, I look like a drowned rat that couldn’t find the cheese. That’s why I try to stop by Prissy’s Cut ’n Curl office first thing in the morning. I like to smell nice for Priscilla.


    I go to bed with happy thoughts, hoping to dream about Priscilla. Only problem is I can’t get her last class reunion out of my mind, and I wind up dreaming about Pete Moss and the flask he keeps in the back of his pickup.
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    Early the next morning, I give up trying to sleep. I get up before the alarm goes off, and I trudge toward the bathroom. A look in the mirror has me groaning. For the past year I’ve been trying to grow some facial hair, but it don’t come in nice like Justin Timberlake’s. Instead, I look like one of them guys who keeps trying to break into MacCaulay Culkin’s house in Home Alone.


    Since I’m grooming for someone else, I make the decision to get rid of the uneven stubble. After all, I wouldn’t want to embarrass my favorite girl—especially since I’m fully aware of how important it is for her to keep up her image, even though I reckon she’d say it isn’t so. But I’m not blind. I saw her in action with all her classmates, and I can tell she still has something to prove.


    And that reminds me. I haven’t been too good about learning a new word every day. I make a mental note to pick up the book she gave me when she first found out I wanted to learn to talk as good as her—the one called A Hundred Days to a Smarter Vocabulary. I was actually moving along at a decent clip, back before Priscilla’s last class reunion. But I got so perturbed I figured there wasn’t any use in filling my brain with words longer than my forearm if she still had a hankering for that bozo Maurice. In my book, he’s got two things wrong with him: he’s a pretty boy who looks in the mirror more than he’ll look at any girl, and his muscles bulge in all the wrong places, which tells me he’s a gym rat. Everyone knows those are fake muscles and not all that useful in the real world. I might look scrawny, but I can lift my share of grocery bags and rearrange my mama’s furniture when she gets in one of her moods. I reckon some girls don’t realize guys like Maurice don’t wanna get their hands dirty doing actual men’s work.


    After I shower, I down a cup of coffee before going out on my beauty supply route for the day. As I head toward Birmingham, I call Priscilla to find out the exact dates of the events so I can let Uncle Hugh know when I’m taking off.


    “If at any point you change your mind and decide to back out, I promise I won’t think any less of you,” she says. “I mean, I appreciate your loyalty and everything, but—”


    “Relax. I don’t have anything better to do. In fact, I been lookin’ forward to it . . . and hopin’ you’d want me to go with you.” I actually got a kick outta seeing some of those people misbehaving and carrying on like they didn’t know their mamas would find out. Plus Aunt Tammy told me she thinks I’m one of them people who like to feel needed. I don’t see nothin’ wrong with that.”


    “If you’re sure . . .”


    I laugh. “I like helpin’ out.”


    “Okay,” she says. “Just remember it’s never too late to back out.”


    “Priscilla.” I clear my throat, wondering if what I’m about to ask is just downright stupid, but I can’t help wondering. “You had a rough time at the last reunion. Why do you wanna go?”


    I hear her sigh. “Good question. Maybe I’m just a glutton for punishment.”


    “Naw, I don’t think that’s the case. I think you really do like your old friends, and deep down, you enjoy bein’ there.”


    “I think you’re right.”


    We hang up, and my day looks brighter already. My chin feels smooth, and I realize I never really liked the prickly feeling from my feeble attempt at facial hair, so I make a deal with myself. No more trying to be something I’m not . . . and I’m definitely not a pop star.


    The drive to Birmingham is long and boring. I listen to the contemporary Christian music station, but then I’m out of range, and I still have a way to go. I try talk radio, but the guy gets on my nerves. Sometimes I think those folks just love the sound of their voices because it don’t sound to me like he’s saying much—just the same thing over and over.


    I grip the steering wheel with both hands and stare at the road ahead, trying to project myself into the future. My daydream starts out all nice and rosy, with me and Priscilla walking into the reunion arm in arm, but then the image gets hazy. I blink and turn my thoughts over to something I can predict. I bet Mama would appreciate a call. I haven’t talked to her in a while.


    “Hey, Timothy. I was about to head on out to yoga class. Is everything all right?”


    “Yes, Mama. Just wanted to check up on you and let you know I’m goin’ to Priscilla’s fifteen-year high-school reunion.”


    Mama makes a clucking sound. “You’re not still holding onto the notion that you and Priscilla are—”


    “No, Mama, it’s just that she needs a date and we’re good friends and I’m available.”


    “That’s your own fault. Listen, Timothy, you’re a good-lookin’ boy who has a lot to offer some worthy woman. I like Priscilla, but I don’t think she’s the one the good Lord meant for you to spend the rest of your life with.”


    I disagree, but I don’t say it. Arguing with Mama is like getting in the ring with a bull and telling him not to charge.


    She goes on and on about my heart getting tromped on, but I focus on my driving. What was I thinking when I told her about the reunion?


    I zone back into the conversation when I hear her winding down. “So when was the last time you had a date with Priscilla?”


    It’s been almost a year since me and Priscilla hung out, but I wouldn’t exactly call it a date. I sigh. “This isn’t a date, Mama. I’m just goin’ with her to show my support.”


    “Don’t get your heart broken again, Timothy. No girl—not even Priscilla Slater—is worth losin’ sleep over. Besides, you need to stay away from those career-type gals and get yourself someone who dotes on you.” She pauses. “I gotta get outta here. My yoga instructor says part of people’s problems today is we wait ’til the last minute, and that stresses us out.”


    I’m relieved to be let off the hook. “Okay, Mama, love you.”


    There’s nothing worse than a mama trying to protect her grown son’s heart. Mama and Daddy split up when I was little, so I was all Mama had. We moved in with Granny, and Mama got herself a job. Them two women would’ve spoiled me rotten if I hadn’t been so caught up in trying to act like a man—even at the young age of three. When I started school, Mama and I moved into an apartment nearby.


    Daddy’s brother, Uncle Hugh, was just getting his beauty supply business going then, but he got all ticked off at Daddy for leaving and found time for me. He taught me the manly stuff like fishing and hunting and how to fix a toilet when it wouldn’t stop running, but he couldn’t grow his business and stay in Mississippi, so he moved to the Big Apple. I sure did miss him, but every now and then he’d send a plane ticket for me to come up and visit. Once when I got upset with Mama, I threatened to move north. That was when Uncle Hugh promised to hire me if I stayed put and went to college. My daddy never came around much throughout my childhood, but Uncle Hugh more than made up for it. I reckon Uncle Hugh wanted to be the father figure in my life, and I’m happy he did. Working as a beauty supply sales rep is perfect for me. It pays real good, and I have more freedom than I’d have at a desk job.


    Once I get to Birmingham, time goes by fast. The salons are scattered all over town and in the suburbs, but I have them all lined up in a route. Some of the folks I do business with have their orders ready for me when I walk in. Others want to spend a little time with me going over the new products and chatting my ear off about this and that. Before I even step foot in each salon, I know about how long I’ll be there, and I save my favorite for last. Angela Stanton, senior hairdresser and proprietor of Making Waves, greets me with an ear-to-ear grin and hearty, “Come on back to the break room and let’s catch up.”


    Uncle Hugh warned me early in my career that hairdressers like to get to know people real well. “Don’t tell them nothin’ you don’t want comin’ back at ya later,” he said. That’s easier said than done. What I’ve discovered is that hairdressers have a knack for getting folks to talk. I’m thinking they’d make excellent government interrogators.


    “So how’s your love life?” Angela asks. “Seen that girl at the Cut ’n Curl lately?”


    “Not much.” I rub my chin, trying to decide whether or not she needs to know about the class reunion. “She’s been busy.”


    “So I hear. Word out there is she’s about to acquire every available salon east of the Mississippi.”


    I laugh. “I’m not sure how accurate that is, but she’s ambitious.”


    “Ambition is a good thing as long as it doesn’t get in the way of a happy life. I don’t mean to tell you what to do or who to fall in love with, but be careful not to lose your heart to a woman who’s all wrapped up in her work.”


    I shift uncomfortably in my seat. “I’ll try to remember that.”


    Her eyes narrow as she tilts her head before taking a sip of coffee. “So are you seein’ anyone else? I’m sure you meet enough women in your line of work to have your pick.”


    “Speaking of work, I’ve been pretty busy myself. My uncle is about to expand, and he’s all but promised me a promotion.” The instant those words leave my mouth I wish I’d kept it shut. Uncle Hugh once told me if he promoted me it’d likely involve relocating to New York City. That’s a great place to visit, but even with a raise, my salary wouldn’t be high enough to cover an apartment near as nice as the one I have in Mississippi.


    “Is that so?” Angela lifts one of the hairstyle magazines and flips through it without looking at the pages. “What kind of expansion?”


    When she looks me in the eye, I see something I can’t quite put my finger on. “We’re addin’ more products and movin’ west of the Mississippi.”


    She clears her throat as she puts the magazine on the stand behind her, then she leans forward on her elbows. “Tim, I need to share something with you, but you have to promise not to breathe a word of it to anyone.” Her forehead crinkles. “Okay?”


    I nod. “Of course.”


    “Business isn’t so good lately, with all the folks cuttin’ back and all. Those cheap salons in the suburbs are thrivin’, making things tough for beauticians in the better salons. I been thinkin’ . . . you know, what with all the experience I have . . . well, I might want to see what Priscilla Slater is willing to give me for this place.”


    “Really?” I never saw this coming. I try to recover by clearing my throat and straightening up in my chair. “What will you do?”


    She grins. “If I get enough money, I’ll probably take a cruise, but I can’t be a lady of leisure forever, so I thought maybe I could do what you do.” She gives me a puppy-dog look. “Think you might be able to help me out? Put in a good word?”


    Wow. Double whammy. She wants me to help her find a job, and she wants me to use my influence on Priscilla. “I reckon I can try, but I can’t promise anything.”


    “I wouldn’t have mentioned any of this if you hadn’t said your uncle was wanting to expand.”


    “I reckon I can talk to him,” I tell her for lack of something better to say.


    She lifts her eyebrows into a pleading expression and nods. “Do you mind?”


    “I’ll ask if he’s planning to add more sales reps.”


    “Oh, and don’t forget to talk to Priscilla. Let her know I might consider selling this place if the offer is right. I don’t want her to think I’m desperate or nothin’ . . . ’cause I’m not, ya know?”


    “Sure, I’ll see what her plans are.” I stand. “I best be gettin’ outta here. I have a busy day tomorrow.”


    Angela walks me to the door, chattering about unimportant things. I’m out on the sidewalk when she winks and grins. “Thanks, Tim. You’re a sweetie pie.”
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    Mama, when am I gonna get my period? Bonnie Sue done started hers, and that ain’t fair.”


    I turn around to face my second-born child and firstborn daughter Renee. “Only God knows. And stop using ain’t. People will think you’re stupid.”


    “I’m the only girl in my homeroom who never had a period.”


    “Oh, Renee, I’m sure you’re not the only girl.”


    She rolls her eyes in a way I suspect all thirteen-year-old divas do when they think their mama is dumb as a sack of rocks. “The only girl except Myra, and she don’t count. She’s gross.”


    “She doesn’t count.” What’s up with my young’uns who know how to talk but insist on sounding like a bunch of hicks?


    “See? Even you know what I’m talkin’ about.”


    “Renee, Honey, just stop worryin’ about gettin’ your period. It’ll happen when it’s supposed to.” And once it starts, she’ll regret wishing for it, but I don’t say that. I’ve learned to say as little as possible to my preteen and teen children ’cause everything that comes out of my mouth comes back to bite me on the backside later.


    “Laura!”


    One thing I’ll never have to worry about is my husband sneakin’ up on me. When he comes home from work, everyone in the house knows about it.


    “I’m in the kitchen.” As usual.


    He walks through the door and casts a curious glance at Renee before turning to me, waving an envelope in the air. “What’s up with this?”


    “If you’re talkin’ about the class reunion invitation, I sent them out last week.”


    “You told me we wasn’t havin’ a preparty.”


    I turn around to face him, plant my fist on my hip, and stare him straight in the face. “And you told me we were.”


    He snickers as he crosses the room, opens the fridge, pulls out a can of beer and pops the top. Ever since we caught our oldest child, Bubba, sneaking a smoke in the backyard, I’ve worried that Pete might be a bad influence. He claims drinkin’ and smokin’ have nothing to do with each other, but I beg to differ.


    “So we’re havin’ the preparty here, huh?”


    I nod. “I figured that would be easiest.”


    “What’re we gonna do with the young’uns?”


    I glance over at Renee. “Why don’t you go on up and see what Bonnie Sue is doin’?”


    Her look of pure horror brings back memories of my own attempts to be cool. “She kicked me out of her room. Says I’m too nerdy to hang out with her and her stupid friends.”


    I jab my finger toward the door leading to the stairs. “You go right back up there and tell her that’s not okay with me.”


    She lifts her hands and backs out of the kitchen. “Okay, I get it. You don’t want me around either. I guess I’m not good enough for this family.”


    After she leaves, Pete takes another swig and tilts his head. “What’s that all about?”


    “Ever since Bonnie Sue made the cheerleading squad at the early tryouts for middle school for next year, she thinks she’s too cool for her britches.” My heart aches for Renee who has never been popular. It’s gotta be tough watching your younger sister grow more popular by the day, while you sit there counting flowers on the wall and then realize you’re one of ’em.


    Pete takes a long swig of his beer, makes a face as he swallows it, and slams the can down on the table. “If Bonnie Sue don’t get over herself, I got a good mind to yank her right out of cheerleading.”


    As annoyed as I’ve been with the snobbery that comes with Bonnie Sue’s newfound popularity, I know that’s not the answer. That would only anger her and drive the wedge even deeper between them.


    “You tell her she better straighten up and start treatin’ her sister right,” Pete says as he picks up his beer can and leaves the kitchen, half the words coming out on belches. I don’t know how he does that. Practice, I suppose.


    Once I’m alone, I shove my latest concoction into the oven, set the timer, and pick up one of the reunion invitations. I’m surprised Pete didn’t mention the fact that I included Celeste’s name as a co-coordinator. Back in high school, she had the biggest crush on him, and they even had a few dates. These days, she’s too busy flaunting her plucked and microdermabrased face around town, but Pete still thinks she’s making eyes and winking at him. I know better. It’s those contacts she hasn’t gotten used to yet, and they make her blink. I’ve been trying to talk her into getting some eye drops, but she’s afraid it’ll make her mascara run, and heaven forbid that should happen. Oh, another thing. I’m pretty sure she got a nose job, but it’s hard to tell with all that other stuff going on with her face. She never had a bad nose, but it does look a bit perkier than before.


    At any rate, I’m just happy to share the burden . . . and the blame for the reunion. The last one took every bit of energy out of me and nearly killed my husband ’cause I couldn’t give him the attention he needs. Even though Celeste helped me more than I’ll ever let on, no one held her personally responsible for anything.


    Tacky as she is, Celeste can be a hard worker, and I reckon she’s sort of amusing. The only thing I have to worry about is that she might go back to crushing on Pete, and then I’ll have to smack her. Not literally, of course, but with some words that remind her that he’s mine. She might be dating Jimmy, but he’s not near as cute as Pete, and I have to admit, I’m still a little insecure about it. Celeste really looks fantastic.


    “Hey, Miss Pudge, what time’s supper gonna be ready?” Pete leans against the doorjamb looking all wore out. Too much beer’ll do that to a man.


    “Don’t call me that,” I say. “You know how much I hate it.”


    He laughs as he pulls away from the door and comes toward me, his arms extended. “You know that’s my way of sayin’ I love ya, Honey.”


    I relax just enough to snuggle deeper into his arms. “I still don’t like it.” There’s something about this man, beer belly and all, that I can’t get enough of. I’ve thought off and on about leaving, but he’s loyal and cares about his family. Besides, where would I go with four kids? Besides, I really truly love Pete Moss, and I don’t think that’ll ever change.


    He gently brushes a few loose strands from my face, drops a kiss on my forehead, and then pushes me away. “I told Bubba and little Jack I’d toss the baseball with ’em before supper.”


    I lift an eyebrow. “They want to toss a ball with their daddy?”


    He shrugs. “They didn’t say they didn’t, so I reckon they do.”


    They’re at an age when I never know what they want, and Pete is trying to be a good daddy, so I decide to cut him a little slack. I glance over at the timer that shows we have about twenty minutes. “You have time so long as you don’t let the boys get too dirty.”


    “You know how our boys are. They can look outside and wind up with dirt on ’em.”


    “Then come inside in fifteen minutes so they can wash up.”


    Pete lifts his head and sniffs the air. “Watcha cookin’? Smells like one of your fancy dishes.”


    It’s just chicken, noodles, and vegetables from a can that I tossed with cheese, but to Pete who grew up thinkin’ all hot meals come from the school cafeteria, it’s about as fancy as it gets. “It is,” I say. “And I made some grape Kool-Aid to go with it.”


    He wiggles his eyebrows up and down as he rubs his tummy. “That sounds mighty good, Honey. Where’s the baseball gloves?”


    I start to ask why he thinks I would know when I see his gaze settle on the mudroom shelf behind me.


    “Oh, there they are. We’ll be back in to wash up in just a few minutes.”


    The screen door slams behind them followed by the sound of Renee and Bonnie Sue arguing as they enter the kitchen. “Don’t you dare wear that hideous T-shirt to school tomorrow,” Bonnie Sue says. “It’s bad enough you hang out with all the dorkiest kids. You don’t have to dress like ’em.”


    “So what’s it to you?” Renee stops at the snack basket and inspects the contents.


    “Why are you rummaging around that junk food? Aren’t you fat enough?”


    Renee pulls her hand out of the basket and slowly turns around to face her younger sister, her nostrils flaring and her eyes all squinty and mad. “You are the meanest girl I know.” Her chin quivers as she looks over at me. “Mama, make Bonnie Sue quit bein’ a cheerleader. She’s startin’ to act just like the rest of ’em.”


    “Girls.” I point to the table. “Sit down. Now. We need to talk.”


    “But—” Bonnie Sue frowns but clamps her jaw shut when she looks at me.


    “We are family, and I will not have y’all actin’ like this. Renee, I think it’s just a matter of time before you get your period ’cause you’re already PMSing.” I pause to let it sink in before I light into my younger daughter. “And Bonnie Sue, stop acting too big for your britches. One of these days you’ll wish you were nicer to your family, like when one of those girls you been hangin’ out with says something that hurts your feelings.”


    She bobs her head like the diva teen actresses do on those TV reality shows. “My friends will never do anything to hurt my feelings.”


    “Maybe not, but if they ever say or do anything to your sister or brothers, they are not welcome in our home.” I lean over until she makes eye contact with me in order to drive my point home. I can tell when it works because she jumps up from her chair and runs from the kitchen.


    Renee starts to say something, but I shut her up with one of my trademark growls. “You are so mean!” Next thing I know she’s taking off just like her sister did.


    Anyone without a trained parent’s eye might think I’m making a bigger mess of things, but I know what I’m doing. I’ve always known the best way to bring people closer together is to give them a common enemy, and as someone who was snubbed and mistreated throughout my childhood and teenage years, I don’t mind being that person.


    Once the girls are out of the kitchen, I lean over and glance out at the backyard, where Pete is staggering around, trying to catch the ball one of the boys obviously just threw at him. Bubba and Jack look disgusted, but Pete is mighty proud of himself when he gets control of the ball after it wobbles a bit. He holds it up and says something I can’t quite hear, but both boys remove their gloves and throw them on the ground. Pete takes his off and throws it at Bubba, who turns on Jack. I stand there wishing things could be different for my family. Even when Pete tries to be a good daddy, he falls short, and I wind up having to come up with a way to make things better. One of these days, I won’t be able to, and I fear something really awful might happen. In fact, something did happen during the ten-year reunion, which is why I need this one to redeem myself and Pete.


    I’m about to open the back door and holler that supper’s ready, but before I put down my oven mitt, the boys come tromping in, grumbling about their daddy being too drunk to play ball and Pete raking his fingers through his hair like he doesn’t know what they’re talking about. I feel sorry for all three of ’em, but I have the sense to keep my mouth shut and let them work through things without my interference. I’ve learned to only stick my nose into matters when I can actually make a difference, and it’s obvious there’s not a single solitary thing I can do for them now. After Pete’s court-ordered therapy, I assumed he was cured, but apparently, it’s pretty common for folks to fall off the wagon over time. I’ve tried dragging him back to counseling, but he says he can stop drinking whenever he wants, and no amount of nagging I do will make him go when he’s not ready. I hate for the kids to keep on seeing him like this, but the only solution now would be for me to leave and take ’em with me. And I’m not about to go off on my own. First of all, in spite of his misbehaving ways, Pete loves his family, and we love him. Second, I don’t know what I’d do to support us, and without me around, I’m not so sure Pete would survive. I’ve got plenty of folks praying for us, though, and maybe one of these days, Pete will see the light and snap out of his addiction.


    “Where’s the girls?” Pete asks.


    “Upstairs.”


    “Why haven’t you called them down for supper?”


    I glare at him. “Because I haven’t. Why don’t you do it for me?”


    Pete licks the front of his teeth, which is a sign he’s already getting the dry mouth from too much beer. “Okay.” Next thing I know, he’s hollering at the top of his lungs, ordering the girls to come down right this minute, or they’ll miss supper.


    “I coulda done that.”


    He shrugs and pulls out a chair. “I didn’t mind. Don’t say I never do nothin’ for ya.”


    Renee shows up at the kitchen door. Alone. And with a scowl.


    “Where’s Bonnie Sue?” Pete asks.


    She lifts her top lip in a snarl and shakes her head. “How would I know? I’m not her keeper.”


    Pete frowns as he meets my gaze. “Did something happen I need to know about?”


    “Not really,” I say. “Just the normal PMS stuff.”


    “That is so mean!” Renee hollers as she takes off running back to her room.


    “What?” Pete’s clueless-man expression is so sweet I want to give him a hug, but I force myself to stay in front of the stove, dishing up some heaping servings.


    “It’s a girl thing,” I reply.


    “Girls are stupid,” Jack says.


    Bubba dances around behind his chair as he mocks Jack. “You don’t think Mackenzie’s stupid. I saw you—”


    “Boys!” Pete’s sly grin lets me know he’s in on something.


    “Is there something I need to know about?” I ask as I put a plate down in front of my husband.


    “Mama, I’m starvin’.” Bubba gives up his brotherly taunting and plops down in his chair.


    “We need to say the blessin’ first,” I say. I finish scooping food onto the plates and carry them to the table. “Bow your head. Bubba, it’s your turn.” I figure Renee and Bonnie Sue can eat later, after they’ve had some time to cool off. No point in giving everyone else a tummy ache from their bellyaching.


    Bubba mumbles a few words, followed by “Amen.” I say my “amen,” and by the time I move back toward the stove, I hear forks clinking against plates.


    No matter how dysfunctional we are as a family, I reckon the Lord will grant us some grace and mercy as long as we give him a nod every now and then. Suppertime blessings are the least we can do. I used to insist on bedtime prayers, but try forcing an adolescent girl to kneel beside her bed. It’s not gonna happen unless she wants it to.


    “Looky who the cat drug in,” Bubba says, imitating his daddy.


    I glance over my shoulder and see that Renee has shown up again. “Want me to fix your plate, or do you wanna do it yourself?”


    She grunts as she stomps past me. “I’m not an invalid, like some people I know.”


    Pete has been perplexed by our daughters from the moment they grew past his belly button. He pulls out the chair next to him. “Have a seat, Princess.”


    She plops down with her plate that’s heaping with vegetables, chicken, and gooey cheese. “You got the wrong daughter. The princess is still up in her room, talking on the phone to one of her stupid friends.”


    Pete pushes back from the table but stops and looks at me. “Want me to go up and get her?”


    I think for a second before shaking my head. I’d like to eat my supper in peace. “She can have leftovers when she’s ready to come down and be nice.”


    He scoots back into position and picks up his fork. “Just say the word, and I’ll take care of things.”


    Little Jack has scraped as much supper as he can get with his fork, and now he lifts his plate and sticks out his tongue. I slam my palm on the table. He jumps. “What did you do that for, Mama?”


    “You will not lick your plate like a dog.”


    “But Mama . . . ” He turns to get help from Pete, who shakes his head, grinning.


    “You heard your mama. It’s bad manners to lick your plate clean.”


    “But you do it.”


    Pete laughs. “Just when it’s us guys. Ya gotta learn things is different when you got women around, watchin’ your every move.”


    Bubba rolls his eyes. “Ain’t that the truth. Not a one of ’em laughed at my monkey imitation in the cafeteria.”


    “No wonder the girls think you’re such a dweeb,” Renee says as she scoots her chair closer to the table.


    “They do not.” Bubba scrunches up his face, reminding me he’s still my little boy.


    “Who does monkey imitations?” Renee asks, her mouth full. “This is good, Mama.”


    I jerk my head around to see if she’s being a smart aleck and see that she’s serious. She’s already shoveling another bite of food into her mouth. Her mood swings have me spinning in circles. One minute she’s spewing venom, and the next, she’s sweet as sugar pie.
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