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Tessa Philips wanted nothing more than to reach home, put on her sweats, and have dinner in front of the TV, giving thanks that the seemingly endless work week was finally over. It was spring, a time for rebirth and rejuvenation, and even though the temps were in the high 50s, she wasn’t feeling any kind of figurative spring in her step yet. She’d spent so much time on the phone handling customer complaints today her ear was sore, and she’d enjoyed enough human contact for a while. Maybe even watching TV with anything starring people would prove to be more than she could deal with.

Pulling into her townhouse complex, she saw the sign posted by the Pine Ridge entrance, HOA Meeting Tonight at 6:00, and groaned. They couldn’t have chosen a better night? Which would be any night other than this one. She didn’t even have enough time to call for a pizza delivery, which meant she’d be sitting in the meeting room with her stomach loudly announcing her imminent starvation. 

Maybe she could stand in the back, if she timed her arrival right and all the other seats were taken. She weighed the merits of wearing her sweats to the meeting to make it clear she had big plans to those who made a habit of asking questions that had already been answered because they either didn’t listen or enjoyed hearing their own voices. No. No sweats. Despite her tiredness, she wasn’t going to abandon her pride. 

Her eye on the cluster mailboxes, she saw a blue Maxima parked in one of the four spaces and she felt her lip curl. Just what she wanted, having to come face to face with Tucker McLain twice tonight, first when she retrieved her mail, and second when he was at the HOA. The man never missed an HOA meeting. Or failed to bring up an idea no one else had any interest in, except maybe the older women in unit 29, retired sisters who had moved in last summer, who Tessa had seen gazing in rapt adoration at the man on multiple occasions at meetings as if he were a pet who had performed a magic trick. 

Parking her Altima as far from the Maxima as the minuscule lot allowed, she eyed Tucker McLain’s back, which was all she could see of him because of where he was standing. Climbing out of her car, she kept her eyes on him, and only seconds passed before he turned, his eyes meeting hers. 

“Ms. Philips.”

She knew the man knew her name. They all knew each other’s names, every last one of them in the Pine Ridge complex, because there was an email listing with both names and addresses sent out practically every other month. Not to mention they lived right next door to each other. Ms. Philips... She’d just treat him the way he treated her, as she had ever since he’d moved in a month after she did, three years ago. “Mister McLain.” No smile, no nod, no friendly wave, just the way he always greeted her. Since he’d moved out of the way of the mailboxes and was walking toward his car, she refocused on the mailbox for number 34, hearing when his car door slammed and the car started up. Good. She wouldn’t have to see him again until the meeting.

Tucker glanced at his rearview mirror, seeing Miss Sunshine grabbing her mail, and he wondered if she’d be at the meeting later. The HOA could have chosen a better night for it. Maybe he should see if he could join the board of directors so he could inject some much-needed common sense. Everybody on the board seemed to be older than his parents and he suspected they were all retired, although he hadn’t confirmed that. Maybe there was no Bingo on Friday nights so they scheduled the meetings those nights so they’d have something to do to start their weekends with a bang.

Pulling the Maxima into his assigned space, he eyed his postage-stamp-sized front yard, then that of Tessa Philips, then the yard beside hers belonging to the Crester couple, who were probably in their 50s. All the yards looked the same. Every damn yard in the whole complex looked the same. Boring. Lacking character. It hadn’t bothered him when he’d moved in, since the achievement of being able to buy his own place had been uppermost in his mind, but now that he was a seasoned homeowner it was about time something was done about that yard. Maybe Tessa Philips would back him up on this. He huffed out a laugh as he keyed open his front door. 

Walking into the meeting room half an hour later, he saw the place was already full, all seats taken, which meant either someone hadn’t set up enough chairs or someone else had brought a plus one. Glancing around as he chose his spot against the back wall, he didn’t see his closest neighbor’s dark hair among the crowd and was surprised she’d shirk her civic duty. Aware of the ebb and flow of voices belonging to those seated in the neatly spaced rows but not interested enough to listen to any of them, he saw Frank stand up at the front of the room and pick up the mic at the same time as one more person entered the room through the back door to stand beside him. Ah. His neighbor had decided to honor them with her presence after all.

Tessa saw she’d timed her entrance perfectly. Frank hadn’t started the meeting, there were no available chairs, and – dammit, Tucker McLain had already claimed the back wall. No matter. There was enough wall there for both of them. She didn’t meet his eyes, only stepped into her chosen space and faced forward, identifying some of the people she was friendly with and others she was only wave-friendly with. She didn’t socialize much with the neighbors, since the complex wasn’t one of those that held ice cream socials or any kind of forced activities, which was one of the reasons she’d chosen to buy here. She hadn’t needed anyone to choose her friends for her since she’d been in pre-school and her mother had made play-dates for her. Feeling her stomach rolling since she hadn’t had a chance to feed it so much as a cracker before she had to hustle over here, she hoped the voices of the people, or at least Frank with his mic, would drown out any hungry growls.

Tucker shot a glance at the woman standing ten feet to his right who looked as if she was as enthused as he about the meeting. Only half listening to Frank cover the minutes of the last meeting, then move on to the usual reminders to residents to “pick up after your dog”, “use your own parking space”, yada yada, Tucker waited for a chance to bring up his question, which would be after everyone else had spoken and the masses thought it was time to go. The board members’ guards would be down then, thinking they were safe from verbal attack from their constituents. He smiled to himself, knowing what their answer was going to be, but he also knew he couldn’t deny himself the pleasure of ruffling a few feathers.

Tessa wondered if it were possible to fall asleep standing up. Horses did it. Cows did it. Maybe it was because they had four legs. Something to do with physics. When she sensed the meeting was finally wrapping up, she caught movement to her left and glanced at Tucker McLain, who had pushed away from the wall where he’d been leaning. Next would come the rush to see who could leave the room first. 

“Frank, I want to put some flowers in my front yard.” Tucker wondered if he’d imagined the gasps, but he knew he didn’t imagine the sea of faces, a variety of expressions ranging from shock to irritation, that turned to stare at him. The people had spoken, but he wanted to hear it from the man with the mic. “Variety is the spice of life. Isn’t it?” That earned him some lowered eyebrows and he bit back a smile. It was too easy sometimes.

Tessa hadn’t known when she bought her townhouse that she’d be one of the youngest, if not the youngest resident, not including school children, and she wasn’t surprised by the reaction to Tucker McLain’s announcement.  What she was surprised by was the fact he’d made it. He hadn’t struck her as the gardening or nurturing type. Unless it was to see how many relationships he could start. There seemed to be a frequent turnover in the women he had visiting him, and in the beginning, she had wondered if he were running some kind of business from his home. Business only women were interested in. Eventually she’d just decided he was a player and had since given him all the respect she thought he deserved. Variety is the spice of life, is it? Clearly he felt that way about dating. Watching Frank as he stared at her gardener-wanna-be neighbor, she waited to hear how many words Frank would use to say “no”.

“Mister McLain, I suggest you read the Covenants, Conditions, and Restrictions very carefully when you go home tonight. I think you’ll find the answer to your question, and any other questions you may have.”

Tucker kept his eyes on Frank but he was aware of all the eyes still trained on him, probably hoping for a reaction. Maybe some of them wanted to see a showdown. He suspected there was some suppressed resentment directed toward Frank, Ron, Betty, Gary, and Brenda, the holders of all the power, but he wasn’t in the mood for a verbal skirmish tonight. “Thanks for your consideration.” There were definite signs of disappointment on some faces before everyone turned forward again to listen to Frank end the meeting.

Tessa reached the door first and strode across the parking lot, hearing footsteps behind her. She knew it was Tucker McLain since he’d been closest to the door, but she wasn’t going to turn and ask him what he’d been thinking in hoping he could go rogue and plant a rosebush, or whatever he had in mind. Or maybe he had no intentions of planting anything. Maybe he’d only wanted to mess with the board, or Frank in particular. She could almost get on board with that. Frank, standing there with the mic at every meeting, seemingly filled with self-importance, got on her nerves because he really seemed to enjoy saying no to everyone about any little change they wanted to make. She wondered what position he held before he retired and decided to devote himself full-time to being the toughest of the tough HOA directors.

Tucker watched Tessa march her way back to her front door, tugging her jacket tighter as if she were cold, and he wondered why she was in such a hurry. Maybe she had a hot date for a change. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen a guy at her door, but to be fair, maybe the guys she’d dated in the past three years showed up when he was out. Or otherwise occupied at home. There had to be someone in her life, with that face and body. Damn shame about the personality, though.
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By the time Tessa reached her door, she saw her neighbor was in front of his door, and her curiosity, ably assisted by her hunger, got the better of her. “Flowers?” she asked, wondering if he would pretend not to hear her.

And she speaks. He turned to face her across the boring bit of lawn. “What about them?”

“You knew they would say no. So why even ask?”

“Because I want flowers.”

“Why?”

“I don’t like the smell of manure.”

She watched him disappear into his townhouse, the door closing quietly behind him. If she stood there and looked into his windows she’d see him walking through his living room, but she wasn’t going to stand there and spy on him while she tried to make sense of his answer. Stepping into her own house, she tossed the word around in her head, but couldn’t make any kind of connection. Giving up, she headed upstairs to get into her sweats. 

––––––––
[image: ]


TUCKER TAPPED HIS PHONE, listening to the rings.

“Hi, Tucker. How are you?”

“Great. You?”

“Great now that you finally called.”

He shook his head. “You just talked to me last weekend.”

“Someday you’ll understand why I would enjoy talking to you every day if I could.”

Doubtful, but he wasn’t going to argue with his mother. “What flowers have a strong smell?”

“This could take some time. Why don’t you tell me why you’re asking, or give me more details. Are you buying flowers for a girl who’s allergic?”

Where did she get...? Mothers and their never-ending quest for their offsprings’ mates... “I want to plant some by my front windows to offset the smell from the farm on the other side of the woods here.”

“I’ve never noticed a smell when we visit you. But then I’m not the super sniffer in the family.”

The super sniffer theory again? “Maybe the wind was coming from the wrong direction when you were here, because it’s there. What flowers?”

“Can you plant flowers there? Don’t all the yards have to be the same?”

Did everyone he knew carry around a copy of the CC&R? “Let me worry about that.”

“You could plant roses. They’re very fragrant.”

Too noticeable and too immediate. He needed some time to pass. It wasn’t going to help him this year, he knew that, but it was something to look forward to for next spring and summer. “You plant bulbs. How about something like tulips?”

“They’re lovely but they don’t have any fragrance. Hyacinths are lovely and they smell wonderful.”

“Hyacinths it is. Can I plant them now?”

“Yes, but they won’t come up until next spring.”

“That works. Do you have something I can use to plant them?” Being prohibited from touching his own damn yard made buying fun tools like shovels irrelevant.

“I have the perfect thing. It digs a small hole and it’s so easy. Are you sure you can do this?”

“I’ll be over tomorrow to get this handy dandy tool. You need any bulbs while I’m at it?”

“Why don’t you get me some hyacinths, too. Blue and white, I think. They only last about four years. Keep that in mind.”

By then, he’d be long gone from Pine Ridge and in his own house with his own yard where he could dig holes and plant any damn thing he wanted.
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AFTER DINNER, TESSA got cozy on the couch with her laptop, telling herself to focus on the screen and not look out the windows. She’d been putting off deciding on her vacation destination and it was already May and what was she going to do if she couldn’t find an acceptable place to get away from it all? She’d started the search when motivation struck during the first of many snowstorms this past winter, which were par for the course in Massachusetts from December through March and even April some years. Eliminating international travel due to the cost, which would have required her to take a second mortgage on the house, she’d focused on domestic travel, with the exceptions of Alaska and Hawaii. But she was still left with 48 states and all kinds of opportunities. Every time she’d worked on her search, she’d stopped because she’d become overwhelmed with the vast amount of options. Somewhere along the way, Katy had said she might go with her if she liked the sound of Tessa’s final decision. Vacations with friends were much more fun than going alone. Everyone knew that. Picking up her phone, she tapped Katy’s number.

“Hi, Tessa. What are you doing tonight?”

“I’m still looking for somewhere for us to go this summer.”

“Have you found any possibilities?”

“Too many. I need to at least zero in on one state, and decide if it’s going to a beach or mountain or desert or city location. This country is gigantic when it’s time to pick one spot.”

“Have you thought any more about my idea to rent an RV so we can see a few states?”

“I still can’t see myself, or you, at the wheel of one of those things. And backing them up without crashing into something? I don’t think that will work. In fact, I know it isn’t going to work.” Gazing out the front window again, she saw Tucker McLain walk by and she put down her laptop and walked to the window for a better view. Where was he going? There was nothing out there in the direction he was headed in but trees. “You know what Tucker McLain did now?”

Katy laughed. “It’s so hard to guess...”

“We had an HOA meeting and at the very end when all I wanted to do was get out of there, just like everybody else, he said he wanted to put flowers in his front yard.”

“That’s a no-no, isn’t it?”

“Which he should know. I don’t know why he even bothered to ask.” She sighed. “I wish we could. I’d have two beautiful blue hydrangea bushes out there in a heartbeat. Anyway, when Frank heard the question, he swelled up like an outraged cat and told Tucker McLain to read the rules.”

“It’s kind of a shame you can’t put anything in the front yard. I’m surprised they let you have a bird bath.”

“Only because they made me move it onto the deck. Apparently, it wasn’t ‘aesthetically pleasing’. And the only ones who would have noticed it were the trees behind my place.” Frank had taken delight in telling her she couldn’t have a bird bath, and she’d had to read the rules scrupulously to confirm there were no restrictions on putting the thing on her deck. But it wasn’t the same. “See how easily I get distracted? I need to focus on vacation.”

“Focus on... New England. How about that? We have it all here.”

Tessa returned to the couch when she was unable to track Tucker McLain any longer. “I can do that. Would that be exciting enough for you?”

“It’s vacation. We don’t need excitement. We just need to get away from Asher Engineering and all those cranky customer calls.”

“You’re right. I’m going to find something this weekend, if not tonight. Talk to you later.”

“Have fun.”

Disconnecting, she put down the phone and stared out the window again. Where had that man been going?

––––––––
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TUCKER STEPPED INTO the woods, the scent of pine surrounding him. But that wasn’t the only scent surrounding him, and he wondered how his mother had never noticed the smell from the dairy farm on the other side of the trees. And not only his mother or father, but why hadn’t Tessa Philips smelled it? Unless she had and she’d never mentioned it. But then they’d never had an actual conversation, since they seemed to limit themselves to sarcasm and criticism. Which was probably best, since too much familiarity with the neighbors was never a smart idea.
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On Saturday night, since her search for a beachy vacation hadn’t rung any bells for her, Tessa took another look outside at the rain lashing the windows before she decided to shift direction, and when she found a hydrangea festival in Fairview, Connecticut, she almost bounced on the couch in her excitement. If the festival was as big a draw as she imagined it would be, because who didn’t love hydrangeas, she hoped she’d be able to find a room for Katy and her.

It was almost ten o’clock before she finally found lodging, a two-bedroom cottage, which was more than she’d planned on, but she booked it before someone else could. If Katy thought it was too expensive, Tessa would pay more than half. But it looked like a nice place and she had reached the desperation stage. It was going to have to do.

Hearing a sound outside, she stepped to her front window to see what or who was out there. Raccoons weren’t common sights, but there had been a few sightings in the past. The complex was a little skimpy on the exterior lighting, but each unit had a coach light, and she couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary around her front door. Then she heard the sound again, and opened her door slowly to stick her head out. The sound was clearly coming from the area of Tucker McLain’s front yard. She wasn’t going out in the rain and the darkness without some kind of protection, and she grabbed her red and black striped golf umbrella, bought specially to coordinate with her bridesmaid gown for her friend, Shelley’s, wedding two years ago, then she snapped it open before stepping outside. 

There was a man on his knees by Tucker’s window and she knew she needed to do something, so she inhaled and raised her voice. “Hey. What are you doing there? I’m calling the police.” She realized two things after speaking; she shouldn’t even be outside with a possibly dangerous possible burglar, and she’d left her phone inside where it wasn’t going to do her any good. When the man stood, she took a quick step back but stayed ready to bonk him with the umbrella, which had a sturdy wooden shaft and handle and could really inflict some serious hurt if she hit him in just the right place.

“For once, just for one single time, could you mind your own business?”

“Is that you, Mister McLain? Why are you out in the rain and what are you doing?” His coach light didn’t seem to be working which seriously reduced her visibility, but, no. She couldn’t see the light fixture because it looked as if it was covered up. Why would it be covered? Was it broken? Was he repairing it now? “You shouldn’t be doing electrical work in a rain storm.”

“Yeah, thanks. You’ve performed your community service for the night. Now go home. Everything is under control.”

“Tell me what you’re doing and I’ll leave.”

If he told her the truth she’d probably run to Frank and the rest of the HOA board, possibly even tonight. But if he didn’t tell her something, she wouldn’t leave. “Looking for something. Go inside.”

“You had to look for it in the rain? Did you drop your keys?” Not that she could help with that, since they were hardly on let’s-share-house-keys kinds of terms.

Ah, hell. It was no good. He was drenched, he was only half finished with his work, and he wanted her to leave so he could get back inside. “I’m breaking the law. Unless you want to be charged as an accessory after the fact, or even as an accomplice, you need to go back inside.”

He’d given his explanation so slowly and seriously that she half-believed it was the truth. Either that or he thought she was sadly lacking in intelligence and was spouting nonsense in the hopes she’d buy it. But it was late, the tone of his voice made it sound as if he were really angry, he was clearly soaked to the skin, and her jeans and sneakers were now soaked. This was a stupid idea, coming outside in a rain storm, and she’d had enough. Let the man play in the rain if he wanted to. Turning in a half-circle, she returned to her door, pushing it open and closing it behind her. She would get to the bottom of this. No matter how long it took her. But it was going to be a dry day when it happened.

Tucker shoved the bulb planter into the ground for another go, then dropped the bulbs into the hole before replacing the dirt. Was his need to rebel against the no-planting rule really outweighing what he was going through now? Every part of him was either splattered with mud or sunk in it and the rain wasn’t just dripping, it was running down his face, neck, back, chest, and both arms. Added to his discomfort was the fact his nosy neighbor had somehow found him out and it was a toss-up whether she or he had a lower opinion of his intelligence right now. He should have covered her coach light, too. And been quieter.

In another ten or fifteen minutes, he’d finished planting the bulbs, and he stood, picking up the empty bags and the metal planter. Pulling off the opaque trash bag from around his coach light, he gave his legs and torso a glance, knowing he couldn’t step into his front door like this. If it were summer he could head around to the back and strip down to his skivvies on the deck before stepping inside onto the tiled floor of the kitchen. Since the calendar insisted it was spring but it felt like it was only in the 40s, his stripping down would be limited tonight, but he still needed to go around the back. Once again he thanked his younger self for having the foresight to buy an end unit, minimizing his neighbors’ ability to keep an eye on everything he did from the moment he stepped out his door to the moment he closed said door behind him. Sloshing through the wet grass, his feet squelching in his boots with every step he took, he hoped the reward, for which he’d have to wait twelve long months, far outweighed the trouble he’d gone to tonight.

Tessa went up to her second floor, deciding to postpone changing into her nightie and robe because she had some spying to do first. She didn’t turn on the staircase fixture or the guest bedroom light in order to maintain her invisibility, but when she peered out the window and down into the darkness, she was disappointed the angle was all wrong for her to be able to see Tucker McLain, let alone figure out what the man was doing. Maybe he had dropped his keys and didn’t want to admit it. Maybe he’d lost his keys and had a spare hidden under a fake rock. Whatever he was doing, she’d wasted enough time on him. She was wet and tired and it was time for a little snack before bed. 
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Tessa inhaled the fresh air and settled more comfortably on her deck chair. Sunday’s weather more than made up for the rain storm of the night before, and she closed her eyes briefly, enjoying the feel of the warm sun on her face and her feet, the only exposed skin she was currently sporting. It wasn’t exactly summery weather, but it was in the 50s, warm enough to sit outside with a jacket and be reminded that warmer weather was on its way. She’d finished her chores for the weekend and was ready to lounge about for a few hours of reading, or thinking about her vacation with Katy. Maybe even both. As she opened her book to the first page, she startled at the loud burst of music coming from nearby, then closed her eyes as she gritted her teeth. Tucker McLain and his terrible taste in music had struck again. 

She’d forgotten what else the advent of good weather meant. All summer, instead of utilizing his air conditioning like everyone else in the complex, the man liked to open his windows. Tessa wasn’t against open windows. She liked to open her windows sometimes, too, when the temps were high enough for her to be comfortable. The problem now was the volume and the quality of the music Tucker McLain insisted on sharing with anyone unfortunate enough to be nearby. Country music had its place, she knew that. Specifically at line dances or square
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