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Hans Christian Andersen said, "Where words fail, music speaks." And there are always times when my words fail, and music speaks to me and unlocks a dam of words that want to be written. If you're not familiar with the songs referenced in Just What She Needed, you can find them on the book’s Spotify playlist.

	"Numb" by Linkin Park

	"She's A Rainbow" by The Rolling Stones

	"Tiny Dancer" by Elton John

	"Hair of the Dog" by Nazareth

	"Separate Ways (Worlds Apart)" by Journey

	"Lips of an Angel" by Hinder

	"FUNKNROLL" by Prince and 3rdEyeGirl

	"FutureSex/LoveSound" by Justin Timberlake

	"Talk Dirty to Me" by Poison

	"Still Running" by Chevelle

	"Enter Sandman" by Metallica

	"Lorelei" by Styx

	"Man in the Box" by Alice in Chains

	"Flirtin' With Disaster" by Molly Hatchet

	"Sister Golden Hair" by America

	"American Girl" by Tom Petty and The Heartbreakers

	"Mama Told Me Not to Come" by Three Dog Night
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Rock and roll has no beginning and no end because it is the very pulse of life itself.—Larry Williams

Flashing yellow lights warned of the school zone ahead, and Rhett eased up on the accelerator. Even if the lights hadn’t been activated, she would have slowed out of habit. Not only did she drive the same boring route to work every day, she'd endured twelve years of incarceration in the faded orange brick buildings on the Claiborne Public School campus and was well aware of the traffic snarl in that area each morning and afternoon. 

As she crested the small hill at the back of the school’s property, she kept an eye on the bus headed toward her. Just as she suspected, the driver disregarded her nondescript white Dynasty and made the left turn into the school like she wasn't even there. Rhett hit the brakes and prayed no one would come over the hill and rear-end her. Though she knew the bus driver couldn’t see her, she aimed a malevolent glare in that direction, angered by the way the children’s safety was put in danger. She made a note of the number on the bus but knew deep down she wouldn’t call the school district to report the driver. She never did things like that, much as she knew she should.

As always, progress down the narrow two-lane road was slow as cars halted to deposit glum children, or stopped at the crosswalk as teachers made their way from the faculty parking lot across the road. Impatient at the delays, Rhett checked her wristwatch – the clock on the Dynasty’s dash was broken – and sighed. Even held up by school traffic, she was going to be early for work. Par for the course, though. No one ever worried about Rhett Davis being late for anything. One of her pet peeves was people who made a habit of showing up at least ten minutes late, whether it be a family dinner or a job. As irritated as tardiness made her, she was pretty sure her arriving early for everything was just as annoying to others. Todd had always bemoaned the fact that they were the first guests at any gathering, insisting it was rude to the hostess. Rhett had always responded it wasn’t nearly as rude as being late, and he never argued with her. After twenty-four years of marriage, he knew which battles to pick. 

She finally cleared the school zone and joined the long line of vehicles waiting to turn left onto the busy highway. The rhythmic click-clunk of the turn signal serenaded her since the car's radio crapped out at the same time as the clock. Or maybe they were connected. Rhett had no idea. Todd had been the family mechanic and kept the aging Dynasty and his monster of a truck running well beyond the time they should have become scrap metal. Since his death ten months ago, the car had declined at an alarming rate. Rhett's neighbor, Sam Harris, told her just two days ago he thought there might be an electrical problem. His somber voice and sorrowful face indicated it was a dire situation. Rhett knew she should trade it in before it was completely worthless, but she didn’t need a car payment. Even if she threw in Todd’s truck, she figured she couldn’t get more than a couple of thousand in trade-in for both. A new car, even if it was a pre-owned model, would take a substantial bite out of her paycheck.

Todd’s life insurance money was still sitting in the bank, right where she parked it as soon as she got the check. A separate policy with the mortgage company paid off the house, and one of the benefits of Todd’s job with the city had been a burial policy that covered the funeral expenses. That life insurance money would be used to take care of taxes, homeowner’s insurance, and any repairs on the house. Okay, there was more than enough to buy another car, but a lifetime of living from paycheck to paycheck left her terrified to spend any money she didn’t have to. After forty-two years of being just one catastrophe away from residing in a cardboard box, she wasn’t going to blow anything in savings, no matter how much might be there. Her salary as a receptionist for Metal Specialties covered her day-to-day living expenses but wouldn’t stretch to pay for another vehicle. 

One hand rose and rubbed the skin between her eyebrows, an attempt to smooth the scowl that accompanied the thought of her job. Working there made her life a living hell, but she was damned if she'd let it give her frown lines, too. She longed for the years she spent as Traffic Manager for the local cable television company. The repetitive routine of scheduling commercials now seemed restful even though she once considered it the most stress-inducing job on the planet. Despite all the aggravation, it was a piece of cake compared to what she had now. 

It had been a dumb idea to quit the cable company after Todd died, but she wanted to make her life as stress free as possible, and being a receptionist sounded like the perfect solution. Before her first full day at Metal Specialties ended, she learned the definition of receptionist had done a one-eighty since she last worked as one back in high school. In addition to answering phones and directing calls, she found herself typing contracts, filing, and making travel plans for the sixteen executives in the office, as well as being responsible for accounts receivable. Damn it all, that’s not what a receptionist did. Those were the duties of trained secretaries and financial type people, not the woman who answered the phone and made coffee. By the end of her first week she’d been close to emotional collapse, worse than the days following Todd's death. Her daughter, Lilith, had been pragmatic.

“Mom, just quit if you hate it that much. There’s no reason for you to work anyway, right?”

Well, thank God Lilith’s degree wasn’t in financial planning with that attitude. Rhett was proud of her twenty-four-year-old daughter, and pleased she worked at what she loved, teaching eighth-grade science in one of Fort Worth’s private academies. But Lilith just didn’t seem to understand her mother’s situation. She seemed to think, as so many others did, that Rhett would live comfortably on Todd’s insurance, a lady of leisure with no worries in her head. No one had any idea of the reality of the financial uncertainty of being a relatively young widow. Not that they cared. Rhett’s tiny circle of friends faded away soon after Todd’s death. Screw ‘em. She didn’t need them anyway. Much.

After negotiating the turn onto the highway without getting creamed by an eighteen-wheeler or a teenager late for class, Rhett saw the squat, flat cinderblock building that housed the offices of Metal Specialties coming up on her right. It crouched in the crushed limestone parking lot like a malevolent toad, the gray metal door at its center a hungry mouth just waiting to grab her and send her straight into the bowels of hell. A few ostentatious luxury cars were already in the parking lot, and she knew no matter how early she was, the owners of those cars would be annoyed since she hadn’t gotten there at the ass-crack of dawn to prepare their coffee. What an unpleasant bunch of arrogant assholes with their tailored suits, power ties, and carefully gelled hair. 

The car got closer and closer to the building, but instead of slowing, it speeded up. Rhett didn’t even stop to question her actions as she depressed the accelerator and shot by the office at ten miles an hour over the posted speed limit. All she knew was that she was tired of solitary lunches, unending work she wasn’t qualified for, the condescension of her co-workers, and the view of the parking lot from the window next to her desk, a view that was more and more frequently blurred by tears. She’d be damned if she ever set foot in there again.

She uttered a nervous little laugh and gripped the steering wheel so tight her fingertips tingled. Hell, this felt good! In fact, she hadn’t felt that good since before the horrible work accident that took Todd’s life and left his best friend Jack in a wheelchair. With a burst of exhilaration, Rhett realized the woman she had been before tragedy struck was still alive and kicking, and ready to start living again. 

Maybe Lilith was right. After all, the kid had a college education. And her husband worked as a financial analyst, so why should Rhett be so quick to reject her advice? Maybe it would be okay to live on that insurance money for a while. After all, it’s not like she’d never find any other job ever again. Shoot, she was still a beautiful woman, maybe not as beautiful as the knocked-up homecoming queen Todd married while they were in high school, but still a looker. If nothing else, she could move to Dallas and become a high-priced call girl.

Shocked at the idea, Rhett laughed aloud. Well, and why not? She was only forty-two years old and still had a huge chunk of her life ahead of her, wide open and waiting for her to grab it and shape it into what she wanted. Yes! She pumped her fist in the air and smiled. The rear-view mirror showed the hated office growing smaller with every revolution of the tires, and Rhett rolled down the window. The early March breeze caressed her cheeks and whipped through her hair. She didn’t know where she was going, but she would look tousled and sexy when she got there.
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As it turned out, where Rhett was going was home. She only had a quarter tank of gas left, and her hair wasn’t the right length to either tousle or look sexy. When she checked it in one of the side mirrors, the windblown, messy strands did not say alluring woman. Instead, they screamed homeless bag lady. Besides, it was too cold to be cruising around with the window down. The wind that caressed her face had also started to chap her skin. With the hair and the too-red cheeks, she now resembled a blonde Raggedy Ann doll, about as far from sexy as she could get.

She parked the car next to Todd’s big-ass truck and lowered the garage door. For some reason, she felt like she was breaking a law by being home on a weekday morning and didn’t want to advertise her presence there to any of the neighbors who might be around. 

The shrill ring of the phone met her ears as she entered the house through the kitchen door. A quick check of the caller I.D. confirmed her worst suspicions. It was Metal Specialties, and the sight of the name spelled out in bold LED letters made her heart flutter in panic. Oh, sweet baby Jesus, what had she done? All her earlier bravado vanished at the thought of actually telling her bosses they could take their job and shove it. The land line was still ringing when her cell phone’s ringtone played merrily from her purse. She dug it out and squinted to decipher the number on the outdated flip phone's inadequate screen. Metal Specialties. 

Well, hell. Wasn’t that a little bit of overkill on their part, two phones at once? She breathed a sigh of relief as the kitchen phone stopped ringing and the cell phone went to voice mail. Almost immediately, though, the land line rang again. The caller I.D. indicated it was Metal Specialties. Again. This time, Rhett wasn’t panicked. In fact, the whole phone ménage tag-team thing got her dander up. When the cell phone rang at the same time – yep, Metal Specialties – the woman who sped past the offices picked up the wall phone. 

“What?”

“Uh...Rhett? Is that you?” The somewhat nasal tones belonged to Lane Sterns, the son of the owner, and one of the most obnoxious little pricks to ever graduate from Claiborne High School. And that was saying a lot. 

“Yes, Lane, it’s me.” The fire of righteous indignation warmed her and made her feel ten feet tall. How dare they badger her by telephone? Wasn’t making her uncomfortable in the workplace sufficient? Rhett had had enough.

“You are supposed to be at work right now, in case you haven’t noticed.” Any confusion in Lane's voice vanished, and he went right back into his normal mode of Lord God King Asshole Supreme. “Where are you?”

No Are you sick? or Has anything happened? Just Where are you? That level of concern mirrored what she'd dealt with since the day she took that job, and it pissed her smooth off.

“Where am I? Where the hell do you think I am, Lane? You called my house, so I’m obviously at home. Furthermore.” She interrupted what would only be a condescending tirade on his part. “I have noticed what time it is, thank you. I have also noticed that I applied for a job as a receptionist and got stuck being an executive secretary and a billing manager, and that you’re getting all that while still paying me a receptionist’s salary. Another thing I’ve noticed is there’s no amount of money that would make me stay there and work for you unfriendly, ungrateful, unbearable people. I may be a lot of things, but I’m not stupid. Surprise!”

“Are you quitting?” Lane's voice rose half an octave which brought a smile to Rhett's face. After all those months, she'd finally broken that smooth, I'm-So-Much-Better-Than-You exterior of his.

“Very good, Lane. You got it right. Maybe nepotism wasn’t the only reason you got your job after all.” Rhett dropped the phone back onto its hook, cutting Lane off in mid-sputter. For good measure, she flipped it the bird. Her grin had to be up there in Creepy Clown territory, but she couldn't help it. Man, that felt good! Even better than blowing past the office. Good thing she’d taken no personal effects to work with her during her eight months of employment. She didn’t think Lane would be inclined to send any of it back. 

Satisfied with finally telling him off, she went into her bedroom which lay quiet and still in the morning sunlight. She shrugged out of her lavender faux-linen jacket and performed a Woman-Unzipping-A-Dress contortion so she could get out of her work clothes. The dress fell into a puddle at her feet, and for the first time it hit her just how butt-ugly it was. What in Sam Hill possessed her to buy it in the first place? She picked it up and examined it with a grimace of distaste. The thing had no shape to it at all, just a long, sleeveless column of black polyester with a garish pattern of large blue and lavender flowers around the hemline. It looked like something her own grandmother might have worn. Not that she'd known either of her grandmothers, but the principle was the same. She reached into the closet for a hanger but stopped with her hand outstretched. Every single item in the orderly row of clothes was ugly. It was a dowdy grandmother's delight of old lady clothes in muted colors and unflattering shapes. Why had she never noticed that before?

Stunned, she dropped her dress on the floor again, and as she bent over to pick it up she caught sight of her shoes. Like most work days, she wore the serviceable black sandals with the clunky one-inch heel, chosen for comfort, and because they’d go with anything. Shoes she bought at the discount store because they were cheap. Rhett extended a leg and observed the effect. It wasn’t pretty.  In fact, the shoes made her look like she had cankles, which she assuredly did not, thank you very much. Over the past year she had dropped almost fifty pounds of excess weight, and her cheap shoes made it appear all of it dropped into her damn ankles.

She kicked off the sandals with the same violent gesture she'd use to dislodge a snake from her leg and gathered them up with the offending dress. Holding them out in front of her as if they were covered in fresh manure, she stalked into the bathroom and dropped them into the trash receptacle. Ha. So much for Dowdy Grandma Office Wear. Of course, they were still good clothes, and someone would undoubtedly be grateful to have them. Rhett stopped in the act of reaching for the discarded garments. If she retrieved them, they’d go right back into the closet. And if they went into the closet, she’d end up wearing them again, ugly or not. She knew herself all too well. With a decisive motion, she ripped a length of toilet paper off the roll and blew her nose into it. Standing over the flowered plastic trash can, she dropped the used tissue on top of the clothes. There. That made them officially garbage. Now she wouldn’t be tempted to ever wear that particular outfit again. 

Back in front of the closet, she pondered her choices. There wasn’t much there other than the row of ugly work clothes. It disheartened her even more since it emphasized how boring her life was. Work, home, work, home. That was it. There were no fun clothes for weekend jaunts to interesting places, no fancy clothes, no casual dinner clothes, and nothing even remotely pretty to make her feel good. 

Her gaze lifted to the top shelf where she spied a fold of denim peeping from under the extra quilt she kept for cold nights. She extracted the jeans, still festooned with the tags they had come with. Lilith had given them to her for Christmas, but she’d never worn them. In fact, she’d never tried them on. When she saw the Neiman-Marcus tags, she cringed. The jeans probably cost the earth, only to be shoved into the top of the closet and then forgotten.

Rhett shook out the denim and pulled on the jeans. She approached the full-length mirror on the back of the bedroom door sideways, as if to take her image by surprise. The jeans hugged her body more than her other clothes did, and if that put all her flaws on display then a preemptive peek into the mirror would be best. 

Through narrowed eyes she checked out the side view. Her mouth dropped open in astonishment, and she faced her reflection head on. Well, hot damn. These things looked nice. No, they looked great. Her thighs actually came across as slender, and her legs appeared ten miles long. Smiling in delight, Rhett turned around and looked over her shoulder to take in the rear view. Double hot damn! There was her ass, and a nice ass it was, too. What kind of jeans were these, anyway? She pulled out the store tag attached to the waistband and peered down at the name. Rhett shrugged. She didn’t know who or what 7 For All Mankind was, but if they could make a pair of jeans that gave her shapely thighs and an honest-to-goodness ass, they were okay by her.

With a little extra swagger in her walk, she went to the dresser and opened the bottom drawer, the repository for all the clothes kept for sentimental reasons but never worn. After a bit of digging, she came up with the T-shirt she loved more than anything else she owned. It might have been twenty years old, but it still retained most of its deep cobalt blue color, and the name of the band jumped out in clear, shocking red. Illicit, Rhett's favorite band, the band whose music rocked her soul, the band with the lead singer who set her fantasies on fire and led her dreams into delicious, naughty directions for the past twenty-five years. Her current mood of Fuck-It was perfect for an Illicit T-shirt.

She pulled it on and returned to the mirror. The blue cotton was a tad snug over her breasts, and the bottom of the shirt barely reached the waistband of her jeans. All in all, though, not bad. A fashion photo shoot didn’t appear to be on today’s schedule, and besides, everyone thought she was at work.

Work. Reaction set in, and she sat on the edge of the bed before her shaking knees dumped her to the floor. What the hell had she done? Quitting a job without having another lined up went against the way she was raised. It was irresponsible, and no one had had reason to attach that description to Rhett in years. Her mother made sure both her girls knew and practiced responsibility and drilled into them from an early age the value of hard work. Everything Rhett did that morning flew in the face of those teachings.

The thought of her mother made her blanch. The minute Bettina Vandergriff found out what her daughter had done, she was sure to utter the phrase Rhett dreaded hearing.

“You’re just like your father.”

Myles Vandergriff had been the polar opposite of responsible. No one would attach that term to a man who ran off and abandoned his family when Rhett was seven and her sister Melanie was ten. Left to raise her daughters alone, Bettina turned into a hard, no-nonsense woman, vocal in her criticism of any deviation from her personal rules of acceptable behavior. Or maybe she'd always been that way. Rhett couldn’t remember her mother as anything other than a woman who worked her fingers to the bone as a waitress at the Claiborne Grill and ruled her house with an iron fist. All of it was done with a sense of martyrdom that even little Rhett was able to comprehend. And the worst thing Rhett or Mel could do was to behave in a way their mother deemed just like their father.

Nothing stung worse than having her behavior compared to that of a man who hadn’t bothered to contact his children since he disappeared from their lives. Rhett had spent her life trying to escape the taint of her father’s blood, but now she’d gone and done something truly Myles-worthy. The last time she’d done anything deemed just like her father was when she allowed the best-looking wide receiver to ever play football at Claiborne High School to impregnate her just before senior year. It took almost twenty years to live that one down. Now she’d given her mother and the rest of the town twenty more years worth of ammunition.

All of a sudden, moving to Dallas and becoming a high-priced call girl sounded like the best idea she’d ever had.
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Rock is so much fun. That's what it's all about—filling up the chest cavities and empty kneecaps and elbows.—Jimi Hendrix

A sea of writhing, twisting bodies covered the main floor, and moved rhythmically to the hard, driving beat provided by the band onstage. Rhett stood at the railing of one of the balconies at the hottest nightclub in Dallas and wondered again just what the hell she was doing there.

“Here, Mom.” Lilith had to yell to be heard over the band. “Have another Cosmo.” She pressed a cold cocktail glass into Rhett’s hand before she turned back to the stage, her hips moving in time to the music. 

If there was a more disgusting combination than oranges and cranberries, Rhett couldn’t imagine what it might be. She glanced around for a place to set the pale pink concoction, but apparently this club didn’t believe in tables. When they first came in, she spotted one or two on the main floor, but they had been occupied by people who looked far too young to be out at a nightclub. Then Lilith and Mel dragged her up to a balcony, and they’d been standing on their feet for close to two hours while the worst band in the history of the world performed for people too drunk and/or stoned to realize how much the music sucked.

She kept her mouth shut about it, though. This excursion was Lilith and Mel’s way of celebrating Rhett leaving her horrible job, and she didn’t want to burst their bubble. Why they thought this type of evening would be enjoyable to her was another matter. The last time she was in a nightclub was when Todd took her to Fort Worth for her twenty-first birthday. It was also the last time she’d been drunk, so she didn’t recall a lot about that particular club other than the fact that they served a strong So-Co and Coke. 

Her right eye was pierced by a sudden burst of light reflecting off Mel’s gold-sequined top. As she sent an irritated glance in that direction, she noticed Mel’s hands were empty as she gyrated to the overly synthesized music. Rhett grabbed one of the flailing appendages and put her unwanted drink into it.

“Here, Mel. Have another Cosmo.”

Without pausing in her dance moves, Mel poured half the contents down her throat. Rhett shook her head and sighed. Why couldn’t she loosen and up and have a good time like that? Maybe because of the way she was dressed.

Since entering the club, Rhett either felt she was wearing too much or not enough, depending on who she looked at. But the amount of clothing she had on wasn’t the problem. Compared to Lilith and Mel, and pretty much everyone else at the nightclub, Rhett was sure she came across like someone’s boring maiden aunt brought along to act as the Designated Driver. 

Rhett looked at her daughter, beautiful in a short black dress and red wedge sandals, and then at Mel who, besides her glittering top, wore a pair of black leggings and leopard-print suede flats. And here Rhett stood, attired in the jeans Lilith gave her for Christmas, and a blue and green paisley top with cap sleeves and an unflattering hemline. And white thong sandals. Yeah, boy, she was dressed to par-tay.

The sounds from the stage came to an abrupt halt, and amid the cheers from the throng on the floor, the band announced it was taking a break. Rhett’s relief at the relative silence was short-lived as the disc jockey cranked up another headache-inducing tune.

“Awesome.” Lilith turned to her, eyes shining. “Aren’t they great? I’ve been waiting forever to see them live.”

“Absolutely.” Rhett tried to muster up some enthusiasm. “They’re really ... energetic.”

“What?”

“Energetic!”

Lilith laughed and shook her head, her fashionable blonde bob swinging around her ears. “Mom, you’re too much.”

Mel finished her Cosmo and leaned back against the railing. “Having fun?”

“A blast.” Rhett stretched her mouth into what she hoped was a convincing smile but knew she failed when her sister snickered.

“You were always the worst liar, Rhett. Well, at least we got you out of the house, right?” Mel laughed and turned back to survey the dance floor. Her roving gaze moved quickly over the crowd and settled on the balcony opposite them. She cast a wicked grin Rhett’s way.

“I spy with my little eye something that might make you glad you gave up your solitary existence for at least one night.” A well-manicured hand swept toward the other balcony like a game show hostess presenting the grand prize. “As I live and breathe, it’s Rhys James in the flesh.”

“What? Where?” Fatigue and disinterest forgotten, Rhett leaned against the railing and looked where Mel pointed. Her muscles went loose and heavy and then tightened in excitement at the sight of the man who stood across the room from her. 

Rhys James, lead singer of Illicit, in all his gorgeous, sexy blond glory. Right there on that balcony. Hot damn. 

“Ooh,” Lilith drawled. “It’s Mom’s fantasy luh-ver.”

In a flash, Rhett went cold and shot an accusatory glare at her sister. Eyes wide, Mel responded with an almost imperceptible shake of her head. Her lips, brightly painted red with Chanel’s La Fascinate, mouthed the words, “I didn’t,” and Rhett relaxed. It was just a phrase, then. Lilith didn’t know.

In fact, Mel was the only one privy to the information that Rhett lost her virginity at age fifteen while Rhys James sang on the radio. And in Rhett’s mind, she lost her virginity to Rhys himself. Unable to relax under the fumbling ministrations of high school senior Les Joslin, she closed her eyes and pretended it was Rhys who touched her body, sliding his strong, capable hands over her skin the way he caressed the microphone when he sang. It wasn’t Les who kissed her, but Rhys, and Rhett’s body came to life at the thought of that beautiful mouth, the upper lip sensuous and chiseled, the bottom full and pouty. Then, when it was time for the main act, she welcomed it as she pictured his beautiful, hot body on her, in her. 

Yes, even though he was only present as a voice on the car radio, Rhys James made Rhett a woman.

Mel knew all this, but what she didn’t know was that Rhett fantasized about Rhys a lot more over the years. Hey, it worked the first time, so why mess with perfection? There were the nights when caring for a teething baby, and later an angsty teenager, left her too exhausted to respond to Todd’s lovemaking. But if she closed her eyes, the thought of being with Rhys brought her to orgasm. When Todd initiated make-up sex after an argument and Rhett was still too angry to accept his touch, the fantasy of Rhys helped her climax. And during the last three sexless years of her marriage, her own hand turned into his, giving her the release she needed and craved. Fantasy luh-ver, indeed.

Unaware of her mother’s consternation, Lilith continued. “Can’t say that I’d blame you, though. He still looks awfully hot for a guy his age. Think he’s had work?”

“No,” Mel said. “I don’t think so. Look at his face. There's none of that stitched-too-tight, alien feline stuff going on. He’s just that damn pretty. But if you want to see work, check out that little piece of fluff with him. No way she was born with those boobs.”

At Mel’s comment, Rhett tore her gaze away from that beautiful sun-streaked blond hair that tumbled over Rhys’s shoulders and down his back and checked out the piece of fluff glued to his side. The tight, mustard yellow bandage dress showed off some impressive silicone to its best advantage, and Rhett bit back a sarcastic comment. Really, why the hell would anyone with such a small frame choose a Dolly Parton rack? The girl looked in imminent danger of tipping over at any minute.

“Forget her boobs,” Lilith said. “I want to know where she gets her spray tan. It looks fabulous.”

“Not bad.” Mel nodded in agreement. “Why don’t you go ask her?”

“I think I will.” 

Before Rhett could form a response, Lilith was making her careful way down the stairs. Rhett turned to Mel, aghast.

“Is she out of her mind?”

“Hey, you never know until you try, right?” Mel shrugged and propped her elbows on the railing. “Why do they do that?”

A confused frown tugged at Rhett's eyebrows. “Why does who do what?”

“Men that age.” Mel gestured to Rhys. “Why do they run around with girls like that? Do they think it makes them look younger or something? Or are they so insecure about their virility that they have to prove they can satisfy someone who’s barely a woman? I mean, that blonde can’t be any older than Lilith. And he’s what, fifty or so?”

“About that." Rhys was actually forty-eight, but Rhett wasn’t going to admit she knew his age. And no way would she let anyone discover she knew his birthday was February 27th, or that he was born in Brighton, England where his parents still lived. The fact that she knew all that had to make her the most pathetic woman in the whole state of Texas, right? Good grief, she was a mother. She was a widow.

An indelicate snort indicated Mel’s opinion on his choice of companion. “I’d like to drag him into a room and show him what a real woman can do for him. Stud there wouldn’t be able to walk after a night with someone who really knows what she’s doing.”

As she stared at the nubile young thing pressed up against all six feet four of Rhys—yes, she also knew how tall he was –depression fell over Rhett like an icy shower of sleet. In the months since Todd’s death, she hadn’t begun to entertain the notion of dating again, but it hit her like a punch to the midsection that if she wanted to date, it wouldn’t be easy. Single men her age were all apt to be divorced, and if she thought about it, the divorced men she knew were all seeing women thirty years old or younger. She’d seen them in restaurants or at the movies, all wearing goofy my-cock-has-died-and-gone-to-heaven grins as their younger dates preened beside them.

Forget someone like Rhys James. Even a balding used car salesman with a beer belly wouldn’t give a forty-two-year-old widow a second glance, especially not one who had, in the words of catty women everywhere, “let herself go.”

Rhett cast a surreptitious glance at her sister. Even though Mel was three years older, she still looked more like she had in high school than Rhett did. Her hair remained the same buttery blonde they’d inherited from their mother, her eyes the same arresting hazel, her body tight, fit, and able to catch the eyes of men. She might be forty-five, but she still retained all the Miss Texas-like beauty she and Rhett had been born with.

Part of it, Rhett knew, was her unencumbered lifestyle. At age sixteen, Melanie Vandergriff declared she would never marry or have children and whispered into her sister’s scandalized ears that she intended to fuck her way across Texas with any man who took her fancy.

Well, Texas was a big state, and while Mel didn’t exactly cut a swath through it, she made the rounds. She began at Claiborne High School where she worked her way through the football and basketball teams before graduating with academic honors. A heartbreaker at UT San Antonio where she’d gotten a double bachelor’s degree in Finance and Business, then at Texas Tech where she mastered in Finance, Mel engaged in passionate, short-term relationships with a number of men. After the move to Dallas to accept a senior-level position at Freedom Bank of Texas, she continued to live life on her own terms, refusing to be tied down to any one man, and enjoying the hell out of herself. The fact that she was able to do it with class and elegance, without edging over into slutdom, gave her almost star status among the people who knew her.

The Vandergriff sisters had resembled each other in looks when they were younger, so much so that people often confused one for the other. Looking at her beautiful older sibling, Rhett knew that would never happen now, and she felt a pang of remorse.

No, it was more than a pang. It was a sharp, swift kick in the ass. Yes, she had been a wife and mother while Mel lived fancy free, but after Lilith hit middle school there was no reason for Rhett to cling to her soccer mom jeans, her no-fuss hairstyle, and hurried, almost non-existent makeup routine. She and Todd never had much extra money, but she could have found enough for home hair color to keep her blonde bright, and for drugstore makeup. Why hadn't she bought those things? For a girl who almost worshipped Bonne Bell throughout high school, the sad, dispirited frump she’d become was almost unthinkable.  

What happened to that girl who loved hot rollers and curling irons? The girl who experimented with makeup after she finished her homework? The girl who was able to take even the cheapest dollar store clothes and change them into something stunning? She loved doing things like that, and it had made her happy. What made her think she had to stop?

With a flash of clarity, Rhett saw the way she must look beside Mel, her nondescript hair pushed behind her ears, the swipe of blush she’d applied almost faded to nothingness, the ill-fitting blouse adding fifteen pounds. She might not be seventeen anymore, but she wasn’t ready to start eating Early Bird dinner specials and put a blue rinse in her hair, either. 

And while she’d never attract a Rhys James, there had to be men out there who would appreciate a real woman who liked the way she looked, a woman whose outer appearance matched the vibrancy, and, yes, the sexiness within. Mel certainly never lacked for companionship, and if asked would probably be more than happy to point her little sister in the direction of some appreciative males.

There on the balcony Rhett Vandergriff rose from the ashes of Rhett Davis, swept by a surge of confidence that had been absent since she missed her high school graduation because she was in labor. All those things that she had fun with, all the things that made her happy at one time, she was taking them back. The downtrodden widow could take a hike, because the girl inside wasn’t dead yet.
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It’s actually come as quite a shock to learn just how many people don’t like me.—Phil Collins

Instead of an all-over color, the stylist at Mel’s salon suggested highlights. That way Rhett would get her blonde back, but her roots wouldn’t show as much as her hair grew. That sounded great, as did the layers the stylist urged her to have cut in her shoulder-length hair. The end result delighted her. Bangs swept across her forehead and made her eyes appear larger and brighter. The face-framing layers accentuated her high cheekbones and called attention to her defined jaw. And the color? She hadn't been that blonde since Lilith was born. Yes, it cost the earth, but, oh, it was worth every penny. 

Thrilled with her new look, Rhett decided to show it off to her friend Elaine before she even made it home. Elaine and her husband Jack had been close to Todd and Rhett all the way back to high school, but Rhett hadn’t seen much of them since Todd died. The accident that took his life left Jack a paraplegic, and Elaine gave up socializing to stay home and take care of him. But Rhett still considered Elaine her closest friend, her only friend, and couldn’t wait to see her reaction to the new look.

“Well.” Elaine looked sideways at Rhett. “If you like it, that’s what counts.”

Stung, Rhett put a hand to her hair. “You don’t like it?”

“Oh, it’s pretty. It’s just a little ...” Elaine flapped her hands as she sought for the right word. “Young."

Rhett stared at her friend’s back as she poured coffee into two cups. Elaine’s pronouncement hurt, and she couldn’t stop the surge of defensiveness that rose to the surface.

“Sorry. I wasn’t aware there were age restrictions on hairstyles.”

The look of mingled exasperation and pity on Elaine’s face as she put the coffee mugs on the glass-topped kitchen table did nothing to soothe wounded feelings.

“Now, Rhett. You know what I mean.” Elaine sat down and cradled a mug between her hands. “I just don’t want you going middle-age crazy or anything.”

“Good grief. It’s not like I bought a sports car. I got my hair highlighted.”

“Now, hun, don’t get mad.” Elaine reached across the table. “It’s just a little bright for someone your age.”

Rhett ignored the proffered hand and crossed her arms over her chest. “So, what then? Because I’m in my forties I’m supposed to fade into the background?”

The pity faded, leaving only exasperation behind. “Look, I’ve kind of been expecting this since Todd died. I’ve seen too many widows go off the deep end, and I don’t want you making a fool of yourself like they do.”

“And coloring my hair is making a fool of myself?” Rhett realized her voice was louder than it needed to be, but she didn’t care. 

Elaine’s voice also rose a few decibels. “Face facts, Rhett. You’re a middle-aged widow, and that hair color is too close to what you had in high school. If you keep on like this, next thing I know you’ll be dressed in head-to-toe leopard print and wearing a sign that says, ‘Desperate Cougar Seeking Prey.’ I know you don’t want to hear it, but you need to accept that your glory days are over.”

Through the hurt and anger, the beginning of doubt crept into Rhett’s mind. Maybe she was a fool to even think of embracing the excitement and joy of her past. While she was tired of looking downtrodden, she sure didn’t want to come off as desperate. She thought she wanted to be more like Mel, but maybe she was too close to Mel to see what she really looked like. What Rhett saw as a strong woman, confident and proud, others might see as the cougar Elaine referenced. 

“Don’t listen to her, Rhett.”

At the unexpected voice, both women started and jerked their heads towards the doorway to the living room. Jack had approached, the wheels of his chair silenced by the carpet, and took them both by surprise. Though his words were directed to Rhett, it was his wife he stared at, his face set into tight lines of anger and his eyes filled with disgust.

“Don’t listen to her,” he repeated, glaring at Elaine. 

“Jack.” Elaine recovered from her surprise and put a hand on her chest as if to still her heart. “I thought you were napping.”

When Jack transferred his gaze to Rhett, the disgust was absent, even though his face remained tight. “You don’t look like a fool, and you don’t look like someone whose glory days are over. You’ve always been a looker, Rhett, and you still are. I like your hairdo. It suits you. So don’t pay any attention to the bitching of a woman who’s jealous of you and always has been.”

Two hectic patches appeared on Elaine’s cheeks. “What’s wrong with you? Have you overdosed on your pain meds or something?”

“Give me a break, Elaine,” Jack snapped. “You’ve had a stick up your ass about Rhett since high school. I’ve sat by and listened to you run her down behind her back for years. Every good thing she ever got, you tried to make it bad. And it’s time she knew the truth. You’ve been sniping about her since she beat you out for homecoming queen.”

“You give me a break,” Elaine snapped back. “Everyone knew the only reason she got that was because she was dating Todd.”

Rhett’s eyebrows shot up under her new, fashionable bangs. So much for facing facts about glory days being over. That kind of catty high school drama didn’t exactly go well with the circumspect middle-age behavior Elaine had just espoused. Rhett pushed her coffee cup aside and waited for an opening to excuse herself. It made her uncomfortable enough to be present while her friends argued, but the fact that they were arguing about her sent things right into mortification territory. 

“Just killed you when Rhett landed Todd, didn’t it?” Jack’s upper lip lifted in a sneer. “I’ll bet she doesn’t know how hard you tried to break them up before you found out she was pregnant with Lilith. And I’ll also bet she doesn’t know you were sleeping with him for two years before he died.”

At first, Rhett thought she’d not heard him right. Then she thought he must be making up some cruel joke. But when all the color drained from Elaine’s face, it was a clear indicator that Jack spoke the truth. Rhett's mind went blank as it struggled to process this new information, and all she could do was sit there like a lump and watch Elaine’s bloodless lips try to form words that had no sound.

Jack answered the questions his wife couldn’t seem to voice. “Oh, yeah, I knew. I’ve known since that day you went with Kelly and the grandkids to Six Flags and left your cell phone at home. The damn thing kept beeping, so I went to turn it off. That’s when I saw it was Todd texting you. And that didn’t make any sense. I thought he must have tried to text me but hit the wrong number on accident. So I read ‘em. All of them. You should’ve deleted all those old ones. Should’ve deleted your emails, too.”

“You read my emails?” Elaine gasped, like that was worse than her sleeping with her best friend’s husband.

“Damn tootin’ I did. Printed them, too, along with the screen shots I took of those text messages.” Jack sighed and sagged a little. “I was going to throw them in Todd’s face before I kicked his ass, but he died before I could bring it up.”

When he looked back at her, Rhett steeled herself. She didn’t want to hear any more revelations just then, not when she hadn’t had time to wrap her mind around his first shocking statement.

“Rhett, I’m sorry I didn’t say anything. But Todd was dead, and it just didn’t seem to matter anymore. I wouldn’t have said anything now, except I heard her running you down again and I’d just had enough of it.”

Rhett swallowed and rose in slow motion from her chair. “You could’ve stopped her without bringing that up. You’re right, Todd is dead, and it didn’t matter. I could’ve gone the rest of my life without knowing that, but you just had to blurt it out. It can’t hurt Todd anymore, but it does hurt me.” 

On stiff legs, she walked across the kitchen where she and Todd had spent so much time, playing cards with their friends, sharing meals, or just talking over coffee. Now that once cheery and welcoming room was a house of horrors, gray and cold and frightening. With trembling hands she gathered up her purse and keys from the tile counter. Though she felt the coolness of the keys against her fingers and the strap of the purse across her arm, those sensations were distant and removed, as though she were experiencing them in a dream. No, a nightmare, and she couldn’t wake up.

She turned again to face the two people she thought were her friends and straightened to her full five-foot-eleven inches. “Congratulations to the both of you. You’ve gotten your revenge on your cheating wife, Jack, and managed to destroy my memories of Todd at the same time. I hope it feels just great. And Elaine? I hope you got off screwing my husband behind my back, but just in case you didn’t, here’s one for the road: Fuck you, bitch.”
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She had no memory of driving home. She had no memory of walking through the house. And she didn’t remember going into the bathroom that adjoined her bedroom. Awareness of where she was only came when she found herself staring into her own shell-shocked eyes in the mirror. 

If she thought she looked bad before, now she was a freak show. Somehow large dark circles had appeared under her eyes in the short time it took her to drive from Jack and Elaine’s to her own house. It turned her into a caricature of one of those cheap paintings sold at carnivals of waifs with huge, sad eyes. Instead of sad, though, her expression was more like haunted.

It all made sense now. Todd hadn’t made love to her for three years before he died, and she had feared he was dealing with some medical condition. And God forbid a good ol’ Texas boy admit to needing a blue pill to get it up. If she had even suggested he see a doctor, he would have gone through the roof. But it appeared he was not only getting it up but also getting it on with Elaine. Had there been someone else in the year before he took up with that back-stabbing hussy? Probably. If there was, though, Rhett didn’t want to know.

For the first time she was glad there had been no physical intimacy between them for those three years. A shudder passed through her at the thought of Todd throwing it to another woman and then coming home to do the same to her. 

Todd. With another woman. 

The fire of betrayal kindled in her belly and spread its heat until she burned with rage. How dare he take his action somewhere else? How dare he?

Like every other marriage, theirs had its ups and downs, especially in the early years when they were two disillusioned teenagers raising a baby. They worked through the difficulties, the differences in personality, the disapproval of both their families, and the financial hardships. Their life hadn’t been easy, but it had been good. 

But apparently it hadn’t been good enough for Todd. Rhett had to admit that the physical side of things had only been okay. Fireworks and euphemistic waves crashing on shore weren’t part of their repertoire. There were times when she was tempted to try things she heard or read about. But in the end, she was too shy to initiate anything, and she was afraid Todd would be insulted if he knew that his wife was often left wanting in the sex department. And if Todd had ideas about how to spice things up in the bedroom, well...

He’d taken them to other bedrooms.

A low growl escaped Rhett’s lips, and the urge to destroy roared through her. She would have swept the Formica counter clean with her arm, but the jars and bottles of lotions and makeup that usually resided there were still packed and in the trunk of her car. 

She marched out of the bathroom and vented her rage on the sagging bed she'd shared with Todd. Instead of making her feel better, her anger rose higher with each piece of bedding she tore loose and flung on the floor. Even stomping on what used to be Todd’s pillow didn’t extinguish her fury, or her hurt. When the bed was stripped, she stood among the mangled sheets and blankets, panting. 

No way in hell could she ever sleep in that bed again. Just the thought of touching something on which Todd’s sculpted body had rested made her stomach roil. She kicked her way free of the sheets, and made a circuit of the whole house, rejecting almost every object she saw. Since they never had the money to buy new things, all the contents of their home had been there forever and were indelibly stamped with Todd’s presence. Even the needed-to-be-replaced carpet she stood on had borne the brunt of his filthy work shoes.

One of the proudest days of Rhett’s life was the day they bought the house. It wasn’t much, just a three-bedroom, two bath ranch that bore a striking resemblance to all the houses in the neighborhood, and there had been months they struggled to meet the mortgage payment. But it had been theirs. Now it had to go.

No matter how long she lived, Rhett would never be able to forget what Todd did. Every memory of her husband would now be tinged with the information Jack just had to impart, no matter how much it hurt her. Since Todd wasn’t around to vent her anger on, the only way she’d be able to move past it was to put it behind her as best she could. That could never happen where his presence still lingered with such strength.

That fresh start she’d been looking for just moved up to the top of her list.
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I can't tell you what I had for breakfast, but I can sing every word of rock 'n roll.—Patty Duke

Cardboard boxes of every age and condition crowded the living room. Few of them were labeled, and the ones that were bore cryptic words like “Keep” or “Things, Lilith.” It was anyone’s guess as to what the boxes might actually contain. At least the attic was now empty. Faced with the monumental job of clearing out the house, Rhett decided to start at the top and work her way down.

“Okay.” She heaved a sigh as Lilith and her husband Brendan plunked the last two boxes on the floor. “I guess we should each pick a box and dig in.”

“Please don’t let there be any spiders in here.” Lilith used the tips of her thumb and forefinger to lift a flap on the box closest to her. A frown of confusion creased her forehead before she snorted out a laugh at what she found. “Oh, good lord, Mother. Rubber pants?”

“Hey, you’re the one who was allergic to disposable diapers.” 

“You were allergic to disposable diapers?” Brendan ran a hand through his spiky black hair and grinned. “I never knew that.”

Lilith shrugged. “It’s not something that comes up in everyday conversation.” She pulled out a stack of yellowed rubber. “Seriously, Mom. What the hell?”

“When I put those away, we thought there might be more babies one day. And if there were, they might have been allergic, too.” Rhett looked at the items in her daughter’s hand with a wistful smile. When she packed Lilith’s baby things, there was no reason to doubt that one day there would be a houseful of Davis children. But an ectopic pregnancy and emergency hysterectomy left Lilith an only child at age three. Broken-hearted at the loss of the baby, and desolate because there would never be another one, Rhett refused to deal with the boxes full of baby things. A few months later Todd hauled them up to the attic where they'd remained ever since.

“Well, unless you’re planning to adopt allergic children now, these need to be thrown out.” Lilith tossed the handful into a large empty box on which Brendan had written “Trash” in his neat, organized hand. “Two points. And the crowd goes wild.”

Rhett smiled at her daughter's antics and dragged a box closer to where she sat. It had been a relief when Lilith hadn’t been upset at her plans to sell the house and move to Dallas. In fact, Lilith wanted to know why she waited so long and wondered aloud how her mother could bear to stay in a place with so many memories.

Rhett had bitten her tongue at that. The memories that caused her to get rid of the house weren’t the kind Lilith referred to, but Rhett would set herself on fire before she ever let her daughter know what she found out about Todd. Unable to stand the sight of his rings on her finger, she gave the set to Lilith who was touched to receive them. Good thing, too, because Rhett had seriously considered doing a Julia Roberts from Sleeping With the Enemy and flushing them down the toilet.

“I swear, Mom.” Lilith spoke up from behind the worn plaid couch where she'd migrated after she finished the baby clothes box. “You’re almost qualified to be on an episode of Hoarders. I’ve opened five boxes in a row that contain records.”

Rhett peered into the box nearest her. “Make it six."

“If you want to make some money, put these things on e-Bay. I’ll bet you could clean up.” Lilith stood with several albums in her hands. “What’ve we got here? Journey, Def Leppard, AC/DC, and ...Oh! Illicit.” She flipped the album around so that the front faced out. “Brendan, did I tell you we saw this guy in Dallas?”

Brendan pushed his gold-framed glasses up his nose and squinted at the cover. “Which one? There are five guys there.”

“Rhys James. The hot one,” Lilith clarified. “He was at the nightclub that night, just hanging out. I thought Mom was gonna die.”

“I was not,” Rhett protested. “And put those albums back. I’ll never sell any of them, even if I can’t listen to them anymore.”

Lilith replaced the records in the box, giggling. “You were gonna die, too. You should’ve seen yourself. Your eyes turned into little hearts and everything.”

“Oh, for Pete’s sake,” Rhett muttered, and turned to another box.

“Rhett, you can buy a stereo system online, you know,” Brendan said. “You can even get one with a receiver that has an mp3 player. That way you can listen to your records on the turntable, and CDs and downloads, too.”

“I don’t have any CDs or mp-whatevers.” Rhett held up an ancient, olive-green hand mixer. “Why did I save this? I distinctly remember the motor going out one night right in the middle of mixing a batch of chocolate chip cookies.”

“Wait a minute.” Lilith picked her way around the boxes, her arms full of Rhett's maternity clothes. “You don’t have any of Illicit’s music after they ditched the vinyl?”

“No.” Rhett chunked the mixer into the Trash box. “I’ve heard them on the radio, but that’s it.”

“Blasphemy.” Brendan grinned at her. “If you have a favorite band, you’re required by law to own all their music. Here.” He dug his cell phone from his pocket and began scrolling through it. “I got their last album from iTunes, and ...”

“How is it an album if it’s just a bunch of digital whatsits?” Rhett interrupted. 

“Because technically an album is a collection of things. In this case, songs. It doesn’t have to be a big-ass vinyl record. Here it is.” Brendan took the decorative glass bowl from the


































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/image001.png
I C i v 00 o
JULI PAGE MORGAN





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image005.jpg





d2d_images/image006.jpg
E ey On Riblishing. .





d2d_images/image003.jpg





