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Chapter One



[image: ]


“Hey, Sharon,” called Lynn Powers as she walked toward the public library on a breezy October morning. “Can you help me set up that meeting with the Methodist Moms’ Club?” Lynn grinned up at the cloudless blue sky. A month before Thanksgiving and she thought, again, that the Weather Channel was wrong about their prediction that next week it would turn cold and rainy. Halloween was this weekend and she knew it would be a great night for the kids.

“Sure,” said Sharon, “I’d love to do it. Call me.” The younger woman dashed toward a minivan loaded with kids. Lynn smiled – one task done only a million more to accomplish. Lynn Powers was the executive director of River Bend Philanthropies and had a respected reputation as a fundraiser. She understood the importance of nurturing small groups of community supporters. She turned as a man called from the sidewalk. 

“I’ll see you at nine tomorrow. Okay?” Jerry Clayton, chair of the Council on Aging Board, was clutching several books under his arm.

She waved an acknowledgement. Another task accomplished. She was on a roll. Then she saw another task walking across the parking lot.

“Hey, Susan,” called Lynn. It was a busy day at the library. She was running into everyone she knew. “Can we meet next week about that planned giving training?”

Susan Carmichael laughed. “I’m getting more work done here in the parking lot than I could have gotten if I had been on the phone all morning.” Susan had been one of Lynn’s friends since high school. These days she was a politician, an elected member of the James County board of commissioners.

“I know what you mean,” agreed Lynn. “I’ve already scheduled two meetings,” she stopped and thought, “if we set a date, that’s three meetings and my books aren’t overdue.”

“Sounds productive,” replied Susan. “Call my office with the date and time.” 

“Which one?” asked Lynn. The job of an elected official in James County paid a minimum stipend. Susan also had a regular job working at the Macauley Insurance office.

“County,” called Susan as she ran off.

Lynn continued into the library, paused at the fifty cent book shelves, picked out a few things, checked her purse for money, then picked out a few more interesting titles. After returning her books, paying for the sale books, and checking the sign requesting used books for the annual library book sale, she walked back out to the parking lot, waving to a few friends as she headed toward her car. She noticed that Susan Carmichael was still politicking out in the lot, listening intently to a gentleman who seemed to be very concerned about something, probably his taxes, thought Lynn.

“Her work’s never done,” said a familiar voice. Lynn smiled at Jasmine Fuller, a talented reporter for The River Bend Chronicle. For several months Lynn had been working with Jasmine and another young African American professional woman, Teniquia LaMont, to organize a series of Black History discussions for February. The Philanthropies had given a grant to underwrite the program. Each report from the planning committee had Lynn and her board very pleased with the organizers and eagerly anticipating the event.

Lynn glanced back at Susan talking with the intense man. “You’re right. It’s hard to get a minute on her schedule.”

Jasmine smiled. “Not as hard as getting on yours. I’ve got a meeting with the head librarian or I would bend your ear now.”

“How about lunch tomorrow?” Lynn tapped a reminder into her smart phone.

“At the diner?”

Lynn nodded and both women dashed off to the next item in their demanding schedules. Four quick encounters and four tasks completed. She just hoped she could understand the cryptic notes she had so blithely thumbed into her phone pad.

~ ~ ~
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“I THINK YOU SHOULD consider passing my plan as a gift for old times sake,” snarled Monte Arledge, standing much too close to Susan Carmichael in the library parking lot. In Susan’s opinion, he hadn’t aged well. He had been a passably handsome man fifteen years ago, but he had since put on some weight and with his thinning hair, did not have the charisma he seemed to possess in the past. “I think you owe me for keeping my mouth shut.” He stared at her with hard, threatening eyes. 

“My daughter is no secret in this town,” replied Susan, trying to maintain her composure. During her last encounter with Monte, she got pregnant and voted against his proposed land development project – sort of a twist on mixing business and pleasure.

“Yeah, but the guys who saved your ass last time are a lot older now. That crazy sheriff is in a wheel chair and that former DA is running after his new wife.” He moved closer but refrained from touching her. 

Susan controlled her response as she realized Monte was up to date on local politics. Former Sheriff Bergman was in a rehab center, recovering from a stroke. And Jim Hoefler, former DA and judge, was enjoying life with his new wife after being a widower for over twenty-five years. “Nevertheless,” she said to the father of her daughter, “what you propose as a favor for old times sake, I see as a thinly veiled attempt at blackmail.”

“I’m surprised you can see that when you were too stupid to tell the difference between love and exploitation years ago.” He said it with such meanness that it made Susan’s stomach lurch. Fifteen years ago, he had been able to keep his mean streak hidden underneath his youth and charm.

“Let me tell you how much more sophisticated I’ve become, and how much more thick skinned,” she replied. “I would have evaluated your project as any other and weighed the recommendations of the planning board and citizen input, then I would have acted based on all those criteria. Now,” she glared at him, “I will have to oppose it on grounds that I don’t want to appear to be capitulating to blackmail.”

After fifteen years Susan was still slender and wore her age well. Though not tall she still stood straight, applied little makeup and had a stylish haircut that looked pert and businesslike at the same time. The grey hardly showed in the dark brown hair.

Monte moved closer challenging her with his extra height. He was just under six feet, looming several inches over Susan. “You don’t understand. This has to succeed. I need the money. I’ve been waiting for a long time to use that land. This is the best proposal I’ve had and you have to get it done.” He was sweating, even in the cool October breeze.

“Or what, you’ll admit to being her father?” 

“I don’t have to tell anyone but that kid.” 

“My daughter already knows the circumstances of her birth. You won’t surprise her. You’ll only make her glad you weren’t active in her life.” She glared at him.

Monte stared back at her with hatred. He finally turned and walked to his car leaving her standing alone in the parking lot.

Susan watched him drive away then clicked the key fob in her hand. Her car blinked and she heard the door lock release. Settling into the car she gripped the steering wheel and waited for her heart to slow.

~ ~ ~
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THE WIND SEEMED TO have picked up as Lynn blew into her office. “I’m back, Nelda,” she called to her assistant as she tried to reorganize her hair after the unwelcome gusts.

“Yes, dear,” came Nelda’s always comforting reply. It had been several months since Lynn had hired the woman and each day she was grateful. Nelda was a buffer against unwanted visitors, and a champion of organization. The office had moved from a devouring black hole to a hyper-calm day spa. Lynn thought about that metaphor. No, this place still bordered on hysteria at times, but Nelda was the one who remained calm. In any case, she was a welcome addition to the Philanthropies staff. As in now there were two. Lynn wasn’t alone any more; someone had her back.

Back! That’s right, getting back to the office, she reminded herself, meant putting all those meetings on her calendar. Sitting at her desk she pulled her day planner in front of her as she tried to retrieve notes from her phone regarding her appointments. Several people teased Lynn about not using the calendar on her phone or on her computer, but she liked writing it in her planner. There was something comforting about still using a paper and pencil as part of her life. She frowned as she tried to remember. Jasmine, tomorrow for lunch at the diner. Jerry Clayton, the new chair for the Council on Aging, said he’d see her at nine tomorrow. Sharon said call about the Methodist moms. She put down her pencil and phoned.

“Sharon,” gasped Lynn, “I thought I would get your machine. This is Lynn about getting with your moms’ group.”

“This is your lucky day,” laughed Sharon, “I should already be at school. I’m lunch mother today and I’m running late.”

“Just give me a date and I’ll let you go,” Lynn offered as a negotiated settlement.

“We meet the first and third Thursday mornings. But we don’t have any room on our schedule until January because of the holidays.”

Lynn flipped through her calendar, marveling that another year was coming to a close. “How about the third Thursday in January?”

“Sounds good,” replied Sharon, “we’ll finally be recovered from the holidays. Gotta go.”

“Thanks,” Lynn shouted into the phone and wondered if Sharon had heard her.

As she stared at her calendar Lynn felt a presence and then noticed a shadow. “Nathan,” she gasped, “I was so wrapped up in my work I didn’t hear you come in. Did we have an appointment I forgot?”

Nathan Taft, her good friend and a generous Philanthropies donor, sat in a chair beside her desk. “I’m lost.” He waved a paper in front of her face. Nathan, a confirmed bachelor, owned one of River Bend’s thriving manufacturing facilities. Taft Manufacturing made household decor items and had recently become qualified as a supplier of do-it-yourself kits for an international home furnishing company.

She recognized the paper he was waving. “Are you having trouble again? You’ve got plenty of time. Your picks are supposed to be in by Friday.” Everyone in the family and a few other folks in town had been slowly sucked into Jason’s football pool. Jason, Lynn’s son, was off for his freshman year at college, but he had organized a football pool over the Internet for close friends. He concentrated on the NFL, because, as he said, there were too many college games every weekend. The number of participants seemed to grow each week. Dusty and Will were avid players, but seemed to have difficulty with their picks each week. On the other hand, any number of clueless gamblers were winning each week. Dusty’s mother, Flora; young Jeff who was Piper’s son; Marianna, Lynn’s stepmother. And every week Nathan tried to win. He came pretty close last week, but Father Nick, the pastor at St. Bridget’s won. Lynn wasn’t certain how he had gotten into the pool.

“Jason just posted the games,” said Nathan. “He said he had some big tests and got it out a little late because he had to study.”

Lynn was glad to hear that, because she sometimes wondered if he was studying at all. “So what can I help you with?” She was no expert and hadn’t won anything so far.

Nathan sighed. “I was beat by a priest last week.”

“And?” Lynn had been beaten by her stepmother and her mother-in-law.

“He was gambling! You’d think in fairness, he would be punished and lose.”

“Maybe he prayed to win,” suggested Lynn.

“Isn’t that cheating?” Nathan looked at her with a serious gaze.

Lynn laughed. “Maybe you should be asking Father Nick for advice. Maybe he’ll pray for you next week.”

“I don’t go to his church,” frowned Nathan. “Besides it’s only a game, right? That’s what I keep telling myself.” He blushed. “But I would like to win at least once.”

“I can’t help you,” admitted Lynn, “I’m not winning.”

Nathan folded the paper and put it into his jacket pocket. “I guess I’ll keep looking for help. But I really came here for another reason.”

“I hope it’s one that has something to do with my job.” Some days Lynn had too many distractions.

“No, it’s an invitation. We’re having a Saturday after Thanksgiving brunch and wanted you and your family to come by.”

“Only if you and your family come to our Saturday evening after Thanksgiving party to start the holidays.”

“It’s a deal.” Nathan gave her a quick hug and left her office.

She returned her attention to her calendar again. There was one more date she should be scheduling. It was an elusive thought. She tapped her pencil, ran her fingers through her hair. Who was it? Her eyes searched her office and noticed the Planned Giving binder. Susan Carmichael! Susan was a member of the Philanthropies planned giving subcommittee. Happy that she remembered, Lynn placed a call to Susan. When she answered her phone Lynn said, “I’m surprised you picked up. I thought you might still be in the parking lot listening to that fellow.”

“What fellow?” Susan asked.

“I thought I saw you talking with a man. He looked like he was complaining about his taxes or something.”

“Yes,” came Susan’s slow response. “He was asking for directions. He must have been a tourist.”

Lynn thought that was a lame explanation. Evidently the exchange she had witnessed was something that was not for public knowledge. She shrugged as she held her phone. She was a politician’s daughter – her father, Jim Hoefler, had run for DA and then for judge. There were things that were not noticed and meetings not recorded. She continued her conversation, “I’ve called to set a date.”

“Can you do it this afternoon?”

“Wow, that’s quick!” But Lynn flipped through her schedule for the day. “I can leave here early. Is four too late?”

“Come to my house,” offered Susan, “My daughter will be home and I don’t want to leave her alone.” Susan didn’t mention her concern that her daughter’s biological father was in town.

“I’ll be there.” Lynn hung up and rushed through the rest of the day, intent on accomplishing a lot of work and getting to the Carmichaels’ on time and well-organized.

~ ~ ~
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AFTER TALKING WITH Lynn, Susan pulled up the county tax maps on her computer. She liked this technology. No one had to know what she was looking for. In the old days someone looking at county records and maps would just fuel courthouse gossip. These days, with so much online, no one knew who was interested in what. She clicked and scanned, enlarging and moving around the screen until she found the piece of property that Monte was talking about. From the aerial shots it looked great – 175 acres including a bluff overlooking the river. She traced the boundaries and found that he held fifty acres in his name and the rest of the proposed site was owned by some partnership and other local citizens. Making some notes, she did a search of the partnership name. There was an address out of town for tax information. She frowned, that was no help. Who were these people? Certainly not the same crowd who had teamed up with him fifteen years ago?

She called Jim Hoefler. It was good to keep him in the loop. She couldn’t be sure what Monte would try. “Jim,” she said as he answered the phone. “My old friend is back in town after fifteen years.” She heard Jim growl. “He has another project. Can you do some research for me?”

Jim swore then asked, “Has he approached you?”

“Oh, yeah,” said Susan, “and threatened me. But it might not be a bad project. That’s why I want some research and I don’t want my fingerprints on it.”

“I understand, just give me the particulars,” said Jim. “I’ll have one of our paralegals look into it.”

She read off the information she had collected from her records search. “You can also download his proposal from the agenda packet for last month’s planning board meeting.”

“You’re kidding,” replied Jim. “County information is that high tech now?”

“Jim,” Susan chided, “Our meetings are live cable broadcasts these days and so are the school board meetings. You’re behind the times. All our agendas are online with all the attachments available for anyone to see.”

“You can’t put anything over on us voters now,” he chortled.

Susan groaned into the phone. “The information is out there, but we can still fool you citizens because no one takes advantage of all that information.”

Jim laughed. “Same old story, no one is interested unless you raise taxes or put a landfill in their back yard.”

“You gotta love politics,” said Susan. “Just find out what you can.”

Concluding her conversation with Jim, Susan went looking for someone. She waylaid the county engineer and demanded, “Tell me, Babs, why did you keep this river bluff project from me? You usually give me a heads up when something challenging is coming through.” She showed the engineer the Arledge development proposal.

Babs stared at the floor, sighed. “I didn’t want to open up old wounds.” The woman, short and muscular with shaggy brown hair and dark eyes, moved uncomfortably. “He told me about you two.”

“Are you sleeping with him?”

Babs couldn’t raise her eyes to Susan’s. 

“That’s what I thought.” Susan reached out and patted her old friend’s arm. “Be careful. I wouldn’t listen to my father fifteen years ago. So I won’t say more.” She left the engineer standing in the hallway.

~ ~ ~
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“YEAH, YEAH,” GROWLED the man into his cellphone as he tried to fade into the shadows of the quiet neighborhood where he was sitting in his car watching the Carmichael place. “I’ll be at that commission meeting. I’ll get this project moving. I already got the county engineer primed.”

“What did that cost us?”

“A couple of dinners.” Monte Arledge chortled a disgusting sound. “I’ll donate the cost of the condoms.” 

“Just remember those antics didn’t work so well the last time you tried a project in River Bend.”

He gasped. “How –?”

“– did I know?” came the reply. “We checked everything out before we made this arrangement. You got her in trouble then. Is she going to stiff our project now?”

“She won’t screw us this time. We can move without her vote.” Arledge closed his phone and thought about his options. Susan Carmichael had ruined his plans fifteen years ago. It had taken him a few years to recover. But he was back, and this time, she and her pals wouldn’t have a chance to stop him. All his bases were covered, all the palms greased.

Just in case, though, he thought he should have a contingency plan. That’s why he was in her neighborhood – for some recon.

It was amazing to Arledge that Susan still lived in the same house as she had fifteen years ago. Maybe it made sense, he thought. Her parents were dead, she inherited the house and she had a kid. A stable home life. Isn’t that what all those psychobabble books say? As he continued watching the neighborhood, he saw Polly Carmichael get off the school bus. He recognized her from some newspaper coverage of the girls’ soccer team. She was one of the star players on her team. Scored more goals so far in her freshman year than any other starter.

“A jock,” Arledge mused. He had never had any athletic talent. She must have gotten it from Susan. He watched as some other woman helped the young girl carry her book bag and cleats into the house.

Arledge decided to leave the neighborhood. He had seen the layout. If he needed a Plan B, he was ready. 
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Chapter Two
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Arriving at the Carmichael house, Lynn waved as she caught sight of Susan at the window. Her daughter was just getting off the school bus. Lynn walked out to the curb and helped the youngster carry her school supplies and sports equipment into the house.

“Thanks, Ms. Powers,” said Polly, a dark haired, petite teenager. “I have a lot of homework tonight and we have soccer practice at five-thirty.” Polly dashed through the house, greeting her mother on her way to the refrigerator.

“Thanks for coming here,” said Polly’s mother. “I don’t usually like to have people come to the house. I like to keep this little space non-political, but I don’t like Polly to be alone every afternoon.” Susan took a long look out into the surrounding neighborhood, then ushered Lynn into the kitchen.

“This is fine,” said Lynn. “I appreciate your time whenever I can get it. Besides, you know the drill. I want you and another Philanthropies board member to go out and talk up planned giving opportunities with the usual suspects.” Lynn placed some papers on the table. “We’re going to have a short training session to give you all some talking points and answers to some questions that have come up recently because of some changes in the laws.”

“What do you need from me today?” Susan seemed distracted. 

“I want you to study these notes, prepare any questions that you have about our program, think of the three or four people you’d like to talk with and decide who you want as a teammate. The presentations to the financial people should only take about thirty minutes. Frankly, we’ve seen several of them at least once over the years. We’re just reminding them we’re here and that the Philanthropies is a good option for planned giving as they help their clients with wills, estate planning and setting long term financial goals.”

Susan rolled her eyes. “I’ve done this before. I’ll give you three calls – that means ninety minutes of my time over the next three weeks. I want to work with Chuck – he’s a dear. And,” she scanned Lynn’s list of calls and pointed to some names. “We’ll go visit him, them and her.” She checked three names on the list. “Do you have time for tea? We have a little break before soccer practice.”

“I’d love some,” Lynn replied. As Susan put water on the stove, Lynn packed up her notes and settled down to chat now that the “meeting” was over. “One thing I’ve enjoyed about moving back here,” she began, “is the opportunity to reconnect with some of my old friends. I’d never have guessed you would be in politics. When Piper told me I was flabbergasted. I’m glad you have time to be on the Philanthropies’ board.” Susan had been serving as a county commissioner for over ten years.

The politician looked at Lynn. “I’m glad that you’re back here, too.” She sighed deeply. “Sometimes I think I just work and parent. I need old friends to add some spice to my life.”

“You have to be the one leading the spicy life,” laughed Lynn. She stopped when she saw the pained and panicked look on Susan’s face. “Did I say something wrong?” 

After a long look at her friend, Susan said, “You don’t know, do you?” Lynn stared at her, not understanding the direction of the conversation. The woman continued, “Years ago, my life was a little too spicy. I thought everyone knew.” She looked down at her hands as the teakettle whistled.

“I’ll get that,” said Lynn. She bustled around the kitchen dropping tea bags into the mugs that had been set out. She poured the water and carried the mugs to the table. All this time Susan sat staring at her hands. “I’ve upset you,” said Lynn as she touched the woman’s shoulder.

“You don’t know the stories, do you?” asked Susan. Lynn shook her head. “I began my political career indirectly. I was appointed to the planning board as a young junior executive because I, well, I don’t know why. I had just started working at the Macauley Insurance office, you know the one Thel Bergman’s family owns?” Lynn nodded. Susan laughed, “That’s right, Janet is your cousin or something now.”

“Yes, she married Tim Powers, my late husband’s brother. It’s very complicated,” explained Lynn. “Dusty says we should just call them in-laws and quit explaining things.” Lynn thought about what she said. “I think he’s right. So, I’ll just say she’s an in-law.” They laughed. Lynn talked on. “I was so surprised when my brother-in-law decided that Janet was the one for him. He is such a shy guy and, well, you know Janet – Ms. Techno Geek. And now they’ll have a baby in May.” They both laughed again. Lynn pulled the tea bag out of her cup and took it to the trash. Susan did the same thing.

As they settled at the table Susan said, “Back to my story.” She seemed eager to speak and Lynn sat back with her mug of tea to listen. “Polly, get your homework done.” The harried mother interrupted her own story and listened as the youngster walked upstairs. Susan refocused on Lynn. “I was put on the planning board years ago and knew very little about the process and about what went on. Looking back, I think I was put there to follow someone’s lead, the chair, I assume.” She shrugged. “In any case, after two years on the board, I was starting to see how things worked in our community.” She sipped her tea and stared into the mug for a moment. “One day a developer asked me out for lunch to talk about something he was going to present to the board. It was a big, unpopular project. I went to lunch. I went to dinner and then, I went too far.” Lynn gasped.

Susan glanced at the ceiling. “He left me with a present. Because the proposal took several months of discussion as it went before the planning board and county commission, I learned that I was pregnant about the time we were finally ready to vote on his project. I told him and he said that must mean I’d have to vote for his plan or he’d expose me.” Now she was crying. “I don’t know why I’m telling you this. I haven’t talked about it since I brought Polly home from the hospital. Your father was a judge at the time, I went to him, he called in Bergy. They made certain that the project was never approved. The man exposed me to the county commissioners and the newspaper without admitting his responsibility. He just questioned my ability to make planning decisions.”

“What? When did this all happen? I never heard a word.” Lynn was perched at the edge of her chair.

“It shows you what I owe Bergy and your father. They never squashed anything. They let the man bad mouth me all over River Bend and then they threw him out of town and he lost all the money he and his partners had invested in the project.” She sat quietly for a moment. 

“How did you ever get elected to public office with . . .” Lynn flapped her hand toward the ceiling.

“With that kind of past?” asked Susan. Lynn nodded. “Bergy let the story float for a year or two and then he started telling people that I should be a commissioner. They asked about my past and he told everyone that he had lived here long enough to know that no one was pure as the driven snow. Then he would look at whomever asked the question and ask, ‘Am I right?’ and they would close their mouths.”

“That sounds sort of biblical,” mused Lynn.

“Or blackmail.”

“You were elected, right?” asked Lynn.

“Then and every election after that. I learned never to meet with people except at my office. No one comes to my home. I’m breaking my rule with you. I learned to buy my own lunches and to lead a very detached life.”

“You mean that you’ve never had another date?” Lynn frowned. “I’m sorry for being nosey, but you’re telling me that you’ve been a monk for fifteen years?”

“That’s about it. I was so deeply hurt and humiliated that I never wanted another man in my life.” Susan rubbed her hands together. “I think Jude Warden from the radio station is interested, but I’ve shut him out.” She smiled. “He goes in and out of relationships. When he’s available he let’s me know.” She shrugged. “Just what I need, getting in bed with the media.”

“Why are you telling me this now?” asked Lynn. “There was no need for me to hear this old news.”

“Because, you saw me talking to Polly’s father today.”

Lynn gasped again. This conversation was full of surprises. “At the library?”

“He’s threatening to tell Polly who he is unless I approve his new subdivision plan. You see, his previous project happened about fifteen years ago. He and his partners built the business park you’re in. It was a mess. They violated all the zoning rules and made a mess of the storm water requirements.” Lynn looked blank. “State storm water regulations govern large developments. He and his partners broke every rule and then the development was axed and they went into bankruptcy.” Here Susan paused to explain, “They assumed that if they started without the permits approved, they would get approval because they had so much money invested on the ground.”

“But the office park exists.” This was puzzling to Lynn.

“Yes. Let me finish,” said Susan. “They came before the planning board and got approval without my vote. The recommendation went to the commissioners, but Bergy and your dad had done their homework. The development was denied. The developers were outraged. But further investigation showed that they had no more money and had planned on getting full approval then selling the offices as condos to get more operating capital.”

“I still don’t understand.”

Susan frowned, “It’s complicated. Unethical developers operate like unethical financial planners and get new money to pay old investors. For example, a developer has to put in roads and sewers and things. If he doesn’t have enough up front money, he sells lots in the development and uses that money to pay for things, or to pay people who have done work and to whom he owes money. In the long run, no one gets paid for their work unless the lots sell, and really crooked developers hide the money someplace, vanish when things go wrong and never pay anyone they owe. The office park was a big scandal here. The developers didn’t go to jail because they disappeared. No one on the county commission pursued them – who in politics wants to look stupid or be accused of taking a bribe?”

“Had they been bribed?”

Susan shrugged. “Maybe. We’ll never know. Bergy and your dad and some others stepped in and fixed it all.”

“How?”

Susan shrugged again. “I lost track. I was pregnant and discredited. I crawled into my office at the insurance company and just worked and had my baby. You’ll have to get a history lesson from your father.”

“So why is that man here again?”

“He owns some land that he bought back then.” Susan was thoughtful for a moment. “The land is south of town, on the river. He has added his parcel to others and wants to develop it into a subdivision. He’s threatening me. He says his partners have deep pockets and powerful friends and I better do as I’m told.”

“Will it be a bad development?”

“I don’t know. I’m investigating it.”

“Can I help?” Lynn asked the question with no idea about what she could do.

“I’m talking with your father,” replied Susan. “He’ll help me strategize. Be prepared. We may call on you for something.”

“What about Polly?”

“She knows it all. You don’t keep secrets in a small town,” Susan nodded wisely. “I told her about her parentage years ago and have added more information as she’s grown old enough to understand. At this point I’ve told her it’s a great lesson on why she shouldn’t experiment with sex and shouldn’t fall for some guy’s line.”

“What does she say about all this?” asked Lynn.

“She says that her father missed out on having a great kid in his life and she doesn’t miss the bum in her life.” Susan smiled as she reported the conversation.

“But what about her take on boys and sex?” Lynn always liked all the facts.

“She tells me that I don’t have to worry. She doesn’t understand. I’m a mother – I always worry.”

“And what about you?” Lynn studied the other woman.

“About me what?” Susan studied her hands.

“Sex.” Lynn thought fifteen years sounded like a long, dry spell.

“Shhh,” Susan almost jumped out of her seat. “Don’t say that so loud.”

“Ahh,” said Lynn thoughtfully.

“What ahh?” Susan demanded.

“You’re thinking about sex.” Lynn was triumphant. “With whom?”

Susan turned her head listening for Polly’s footsteps. Hearing none she said, “I’ve wondered if I should trust men again. I was burned badly. Would getting into another relationship only turn out the same way? Are they worth it?”

“I don’t know what to say,” Lynn said to Susan. “I like men. They do have their faults. Dusty can mess a room quicker than any three year old. And Piper says Will never gets his dirty clothes into the hamper.” Piper, Lynn’s best friend, was married to Lynn’s brother, Will.

Susan frowned at her friend. “I’m talking about something more emotional.” 

“I know you are,” admitted Lynn. “But I have no advice. You’re right, men aren’t storybook characters. They’re pretty flawed. So if you’re looking for blinding orgasms, they’re tempered with dirty underwear. And maybe there’s more dirty underwear than orgasms in the long run.”

“That doesn’t sound encouraging.” Susan frowned at this reality.

“It’s Jude you’re thinking about, isn’t it?”

Susan gasped and blushed. “How did you know?”

Lynn rolled her eyes and continued, “Deciding to take the big step with Jude will be a challenge. Without even considering the political implication, and your daughter, you have to determine if this is the right time and the right man for you.” She paused to think about her comments.

“But you and Piper did it. What was your secret and hers?”

“We had dumb luck. It was the right time for all of us. Piper’s first marriage was so painful, it took her ten years to recover. It was filled with disappointment and humiliation. She needed time to find her old self, take care of her three sons and build a life of personal success before she was ready to try another relationship.”

“It’s never storybook, is it?” Susan twisted her mug in her hands. “Maybe staying in politics is a better option?”

“Romance is risky and maddening and scary. And you’ve told me a story that demonstrates the evil possibilities of romance as a synonym for exploitation and of a man using you for his own gain.” Lynn reached across the table and squeezed Susan’s hand.

“Why should I try again? Like Piper, it’s taken me over ten years to get beyond the pain and embarrassment. To say nothing of coping with the results.” They heard Polly moving overhead.

“What would you lose if you made a stab at this relationship?” asked Lynn.

“Jude could be just like Polly’s father and have an agenda that can only succeed if he uses me,” replied Susan.

“Does he seem that way to you? I don’t know him well, but he’s a success in this town. He owns the only radio station, has some other successful business ventures that make him comfortable. Is he planning some enterprise that local government will have to vote on?”

Susan shrugged. “In the local business community, he appears to be just as you say. He doesn’t need my help to make more money. People respect his judgment. He gives advice to new businesses. He’s the silent backer for a few new local entrepreneurs.”

“Listen to this discussion we’re having. It’s horrible that you can’t just follow your heart,” said Lynn, “and be spontaneous.”

“That’s what got me into trouble the first time. I didn’t use my head.”

“Now that we’ve done the brain thing, what does your heart say?” Lynn got down to basics.

“It says that Jude may not be the one, but I need someone in my life to trust, and to love. He’s a start.”

“With all the dating he does around town, maybe he’s just what you need, someone who,

I don’t know, someone who doesn’t need you, for political or emotional gain. Does that make sense?” Lynn sort of shrugged, confused at her own statement.

“You mean he can be my plaything and I don’t need to worry about the emotional baggage.” They laughed.

“I think you missed my point. He shouldn’t be used any more than you should.”

“I thought there would be a catch.” Susan carried the empty mugs to the sink.

“Mom,” Polly shouted from the stairs, “Are you ready to go to practice?”

“Anytime,” Susan replied.

They listened to Polly run overhead then clatter down the stairs. Before she arrived in the kitchen Lynn asked, “What’s your decision?”

“I think I want to retire from politics.”

Lynn frowned at the answer. “That wasn’t even the discussion.” 

“But it’s made me think about a lot of things. Polly will be gone soon, off to college and her own life.”

“That’s exactly what got Piper thinking about moving on in her life. Motherhood is a great shield. It allows us to hide from life. But what does getting out of politics have to do with a relationship?” Lynn stood and pushed the chair back against the kitchen table.

“Whether or not Jude is the man in my life, I think I want out of the public eye.” Susan gave Lynn a rueful grin. “I know being a local politician isn’t exactly national news, but it does keep me out there. I want some down time. Since my parents’ deaths I’ve just been a full time political mother. I need, I know this sounds drama queen, but I need time to find me again. Thinking about Jude has really gotten me thinking about my future.” She gathered her purse and car keys. “You’ve been a great help just listening.”

Polly barreled into the kitchen wearing a T-shirt and shorts with shin guards and soccer shoes hanging from her shoulder. She looked just as eager and healthy as Jason had during his high school soccer career. 

“Join us for the game tomorrow evening.” Susan issued the invitation as they walked outside.

Lynn grinned. “I’d be delighted!” This would be different than watching Jason – quite a difference! Girl athletes!

~ ~ ~
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LYNN WALKED INTO HER kitchen. Because her final meeting was out of the office, she got home a little early. Nelda would lock up and she could rest a bit before meeting the family for dinner. It was Jim and Marianna’s six-month anniversary. Jim was buying dinner. 

Rushing up to her bedroom she stumbled on the stairs trying to avoid a box of books she had wanted to carry to the kitchen but had been distracted. Had she forgotten the box because of an early morning phone call or had Dusty needed help hunting for his shoes? She couldn’t remember the interruption, but the box hadn’t moved since this morning.

She lugged the heavy box of used books into the kitchen and heaved it onto the table. She ran through the house and collected the other boxes of used books. She dropped the last box of books down onto a kitchen chair. Then she raced back to her bedroom to freshen up for the evening.

Stopping at the library today reminded her that she had to get her donations ready for the annual book sale. She was certain someone would be by soon to help her get the eight boxes into her car. She had
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