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Chapter One
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“Taber, did you get my package?”

“What package?”

“The one I sent overnight delivery six weeks ago.”

“Package for what?”

“My wedding.”

“So you’re getting married. What’s the dude’s name?”

“Quit messing with me. You haven’t even opened it. Have you?”

“What’s in it?”

“The kilt you’re going to wear for my wedding.”

“Wedding? Slow down Blain. A minute ago you bragged about doing surgery on the championship quarterback.” 

“Yeah. The idiot. He decided to go faster and wrapped his Ferrari around a tree. Now everybody knows my name. I’m the doc who saved him. He was a jerk. He threw his NFL career away.” 

“Like you will if you get married.” 

“Got my hair glazed.”

“Are you kidding me?”

“It’s for the wedding.”

“What did you say his name was?”

“I’m marrying a sexy woman named Tina.”

“All right I’ll bite. Tina who? Is she after your money because you’re a doctor?”

“A neurosurgeon.”

“Yeah. Yeah. Whatever.”

“Screw you. She’s got her own money. Her daddy’s loaded.”

“What’s the rush? Is there a bun in the oven?”

“Hell no.”

“Hey. I’m not forgetting about that girl from high school.”

“That was then. This is now.”

“Right.”

“Although it would be a shame to let my fine equipment go to waste.”  

“Knucklehead. Any children you conceive will need therapy before kindergarten. And I seem to remember you frosted your hair in high school, right about the same time you had that fiasco with that girl too.”

“Tina’s not pregnant. I’m getting married. It doesn’t matter what you say about it. And I glazed my hair. Deal with it.”


“What strip club did you meet this one at?”
“Hilarious. She’s not a stripper. She has the skills to be one, but she’s not.”

“Then where did you meet this one? Church?”

“Quit being an ass. Tina was visiting a friend in the hospital when I was making rounds. She said she had some numbness on her right hip. Didn’t know if there was anything to be concerned about.”

“So you saw her in your office a few days later?”

“No. We went into the patient’s bathroom and she pulled up her skirt. When she did, I realized she had no panties on. All the sudden, I couldn’t remember if I was a neurosurgeon or a gynecologist. I knew I met the girl of my dreams.”

“Any time now, Pa’s going to reappear from the grave. Do you think he’d approve of how you met her?” 

“If he saw what I saw, I’m pretty sure he’d approve.”

“You didn’t know our Pa.”

“How could I? You always had your nose up his butt.”

“He invited you to go. You are the one who didn’t want to go. Just because I enjoyed spending outdoors with Pa, doesn’t mean I had my nose up his backside. Of course we were together more often hunting and fishing. So don’t blame me because you didn’t want to go, Blamey.” 

“Don’t call me that.”

Taber cleared his throat. “So, tell me. Whose idea was it to put glaze on your hair? Yours or hers? She had ya fitted for the nose ring at the same time?” He slammed his coffee mug onto the counter. “Hair glaze. What kind of idiot are you?” 

“You’re jealous.”

“I’m not the one getting my hair done with glaze.”

“You’re jealous that I am getting married. Before you.”

“Not hardly.”

“Like I said, you’re jealous. I’ll bet those eyes of yours are black as night right now.”

“This is bull shit. You cannot get married.”

“Why?”

“You’re not ready for that.”

“I’m getting married, whether you think I’m ready, or not.”

“Blain. As your older brother, I am warning you, don’t do this.”

“I love Tina. And she loves me.”

“You can’t.”

“What do you mean, I can’t.”

“I’m supposed to get married first.”

“Aha. I knew you were jealous. Welcome to the new millennia. This isn’t ancient Scotland. Although, I bet you’d be far happier if it was. Swords. Highlanders. You’d fit right in.” 

“If it were, you would’ve never made it to twenty.”

Blain took a deep breath. 

“I’m getting married. And there’s nothing you can say or do to stop it. Be in Ramona, California, tomorrow. Early. There’s a shitload of things left to do, thanks to you not responding for the past six weeks. By the way, Mother says, be on time and bring the kilt.” 

“Okay. I’m looking forward to meeting Jennifer.” 

As he hung up his brother protested. “Her name is Tina.”

Taber squeezed the cellphone in his fist. “Shit.” 

The Cathal’s most precious piece of family history was in the safe. He took out the Scottish Targe to look at it. “Since 1502, every male member of this clan wore this for their wedding.” 

And he tucked back it into the safe and spun the lock. “Over my dead body.”

Taber went into to his neighbor’s barn. “Campbell. How’s your day?”

Campbell looked up. “Good so far. Got a close eye on this mare. She’s readying to foal.” His friend’s scowl creased the forehead making his buddy’s normally serious but congenial face transmute into a foreboding and dark image. “How the hell are you?”

“Not good. I’ve got a problem.”

“What’s up?”

The mare in labor shifted on the hay and looked up wide eyed at the man who entered her birthing chamber. Campbell stroked her neck to soothe her. “This isn’t a good time to ask for favors.” Campbell nodded in the mare’s direction. “Foaling season has begun.” 

And Taber half-turned to leave.

Campbell jumped to his feet and took Taber by his arm, halting him. “You took my wife last week to the doctor while I got hay out of the field before it rained. I owe you one.”

Taber sat on a bale of hay, “Sorry if I disturbed your mare, but, this is bigger than a ride to town.” 

“Look Cathal, if there’s a way for me to repay you for repairing my toilet, and patching my leaky roof last year, speak it. It’s I who owe you.”

The mare lifted her head and groaned. 

Campbell pat the horse’s haunch. “There girl. Rest easy. The little one is coming soon.”

A small hoof and tail came into view. “Looks like he’s coming out backwards.”

Taber stood. “Where’s your come-along and rope?” 

Campbell pointed. “It’s in the next stall.” 

Before long, he and Campbell birthed the foal.

The little foal nuzzled to the mare. Campbell wiped his forehead with a kerchief. “It’s a miracle every time I see one born.” He met Taber in the eye. “When are you going to have one of your own?”

“Nellie is due a month from now. Dancer has three weeks to go.”

“That’s not what I meant. I mean one of your own. When are you going to get married and have a family?” 

“First, I’ve got to get my brother married.”

“Blain? Well, I’ll be a sock eyed mule. He’s getting married?”

“Seems so.”

“You don’t sound too happy about it.”

“I’m not.”

“Guess it’s not how you thought life would go, huh? I mean, your younger brother getting married before you. Well, life has many twists and turns for all of us. When’s he getting married?”

“Saturday.”

“That’s pretty sudden, isn’t it?”

“He says he’s in love.”

“You got a tux?” And when Taber raised his eyebrows, Campbell explained. “Seems a fella like your high-falutin kid brother might have candles and tuxes. That’s all.”

“He sent me a package six weeks ago.”

“A package? What? He don’t know how to use the telephone?”

Taber frowned. “Yeah. A package. I stuffed it under my couch cushion along with all the other junk mail.”

“Saturday huh?” Campbell watched the foal wobbling on spindly legs. “Franklin owes me a favor or two. And Samuels. Between us, we got ya covered. When do you leave?”

“Today.”

“Today?”

“Today. My mother called me.”

“Blain pulled a higher rank, huh?”

“I was threatened with a firing squad if I don’t get there by tomorrow.”

Campbell rubbed his jaw. “As I recall, your mother is an excellent markswoman. Hell. She nearly shot that man that drove his drunk ass into your father’s car.”

“She’d be in jail, except the fool passed out behind the wheel as the bullet buzzed by.”

“Always admired Morna.”

Taber grinned. “Me too.”

“How does your mother feel about your brother getting married?”

“It’s the happiest I heard her since Pa died.”

“That’s nice. She’s a good lady.”

“She chewed my ass out. Asked if I tried on the kilt yet.”

“Kilt?”

“Kilt. Traditional Scottish wedding.” 

“Shit. Blain doesn’t strike me as someone who cares about tradition.”

“Not a lick.”

“Why kilts then?”

“Supposedly, the bride thought it would look nice.”

“Hah. It’s no guess who is running that show.”

“True.”

“Had me a prize bull once. Tremendous bulk of a steer, easily led by the ring in his nose.” 

Taber smiled. “Yup. That about sums it up.” He poked around in his ear. “We’ve known each other for thirty-nine years. I was there the day you were born. What else is bothering you?”

“You know that crest on the entrance to Milk Thistle.”

“Yes.”

“My pa put that there as a reminder for us of where we came from.”

“Your father was a hardworking man. Took his family and ranch serious.”

“He did. I’d hate to see my brother ruin the meaning of it. You see, long ago, that crest was embedded onto our clan’s battle shields. And generations later, my great grandfather etched it onto barreled Scotch during prohibition.”

“Yup. Always knew your father was a good man. Now I know your grandfather was too.” Campbell urged Taber. “So, what’s eating at you?”

“The more I think about this marriage situation, the angrier I get. The questions surrounding this whirlwind wedding wets the imagination.” And he got uncomfortable. “My brother will make a mockery of tradition.”

“A mockery? How?”

“The grooms in the Cathal family are supposed to wear the Targe, a traditional brooch, on the day they get married.”

“Wouldn’t it be honoring your dad if your brother wears it?”

“I’m worried. He never understood the importance of it. He’s so self-absorbed with all his doctor shit. I’m not handing it over to him until I find out if he will honor the meaning of the Targe.”

Campbell understood. “Many of our ancestors gave their lives to save their families and those Scottish lands.”

And Campbell looked to his fields filled with livestock. “I always wondered if Blain gave a thought as to how many people fought and died in order for him to exist.”

Taber lowered his head. “I seriously doubt it.”

“But, why do you bring this up now?”

“Morna reminded me to bring the Targe for Blain to wear. She wants me to get it from the safe and take it to him.”

“I see. Will you?”

Taber nodded. “Taking it with me. But, he doesn’t have to know I have it. In fact, if he should ask me about it, and I doubt he will, I am going to tell him I don’t have it. Just to see his response.”

Taber scuffed some hay. “I hate leaving Milk Thistle. It’s a place of peace and quiet, most days, except when the state presses for more land. I get uncomfortable in new places. Morna calls me her brown bear. I preferred to stay in my own domain.” 

Taber looked at Campbell. “But, I cannot sit idly by and let this fiasco go any further. Before they say their I-do’s, I’ve got to set my little brother down and talk some sense into him. Blain’s totally out of touch with the family. He hasn’t been back since he left for college. And he’s unaware that half of our parents horse ranch is about to be land grabbed by the state of Arizona.”

Campbell got wide eyed. “Shit. Yours’s too? Thought I was the only sap they were after.”

“Anyway. I need to leave so I can be in Ramona, California by tomorrow. There’s a couple of things I need to do as best man.”

“Best man? That’s damn late notice for a best man, isn’t it?”

“Like I said, he sent me a package six weeks ago. Oh hell. I gotta go. Here’s the keys to my house and my tractor.” 

Campbell smiled and clapped Taber on his back. “Don’t kill anybody and don’t lose the rings.” 

Taber went to his truck bed for his luggage. “Too bad. I had high hopes that somewhere between Scottsdale and here the mighty Santa Ana winds would’ve sent this garment soaring like a kite. Sad. The devil winds failed. The damn kilt is still in here.” 

Taber jeans pocket scraped above the rear tire of his brand new truck. He freaked. “No, no, no. It’s less than a month old.” After carefully inspecting the sidewall, he thankfully discovered, “No scratches.” More importantly, the Scottish Targe was safe in his pocket. 

At first, Taber did not recognize that it was his brother approaching from the resort doorway. His funk worsened. “I was expecting a geeky, pale, freckle faced kid with a buzz cut, not Metro-Man. Is that a man bag you’re sporting over your shoulder?”

“Hello to you too, asshole.”

Taber smiled. “Turn around. Let me see. With that wavy, strawberry-blonde hair down your mid-back, you look like the sister we never had. OOO-EEE. With that bronzed skin you look good enough to be part of a Coppertone commercial.” 

“F-you.”

Blain strode closer.

A Tesla Roadster, bearing a license plate that read SHO-THYM, drove in. The car’s ahooga-horn honked repeatedly and parked near the curb. 

Immediately, Blain waved to the showboat behind the wheel. “Vegas!” He winked at Taber, predicting, “Someday I’ll own one of those.” 

He clapped a hug onto his brother and adjusted the man bag on his shoulder. “Good to see you.” 

“Yeah. And thanks for thanking me for coming on short notice.”

Blain interrupted with raised a finger. “Hold that thought. I’ve got to say hello to him.” 

And before Taber could say anything else, Blain raced to the Roadster, and gave a serious man hug to the driver.  

As Blain chatted with the stranger, occasionally he pointed in Taber’s direction. The driver cranked his neck to look around at Taber. 


Eventually, the driver yelled out. “Howdy cowboy!” and he grinned at Blain. 

Finally, Blain returned to Taber. 

In the meantime, the newest arrival unloaded suitcase after suitcase.  


Blain explained. “We met in undergraduate school. He was going to be a cardiologist. Once he discovered he was better at breaking hearts than repairing them, he got his own cooking show on PBS. When that folded he moved to Las Vegas and lived there since.” 

Taber removed his Stetson and swatted his thigh. “To you, I figure, I look like a befuddled cowpoke. That’s alright. My thoughts about you are a heck of a lot less flattering.”

Blain wore a simpleton face. “So, where were we? Oh, right. If you want to move out of that shack in Nowhere, Arizona and buy my 3 bedroom, 2.5 bath, 1,758 square foot, totally amazing condo, I can make you a deal. It’s valued at 2.5 million dollars. I’ll sell it to you for a mere 1.9.” 

Taber spat. “I hate it when greedy jerks rub money into other people’s faces. Look, asshole,” and he continued with fingers making quotation marks, “you grew up in that ‘shack.’ And that ‘shack’, as you call it, is worth a hell of a lot more than that condo you are hoping to sell.” 

Taber’s blood boiled. “And for your information I have no intention of moving from Milk Thistle. Our,” and he repeated the word with emphasis “our father worked himself to the grave creating a horse empire which OUR mother is trying to maintain. With no help from you.”  

Blain pulled a small mirror out of his man bag and smiled affably at the reflected image. 

The pearly whites nearly blinded Taber in the midday sun. 

Blain raised his nose. “I’m buying a little place near Millennium Park for Tina and me.” 

“Tina who?” Taber jested. “Oh. I forgot. The only woman on Earth stupid enough to fall for your antics. Oh yes. The latest number one on the Blamey’s Friendly Ladies list.” 

Blain slugged his brother’s shoulder. 

“That’s my bad shoulder idiot!” Taber chortled. “When do I get to meet this mystery woman who thinks you’re suitable to marry?” 

Without waiting for another witty response, Taber picked up his luggage. He grabbed the kilt and headed toward the entrance. “Never mind. I don’t care to hear your answer.” 

Taber kicked the door. “Of course he left it half open for desert snakes and cockroaches.” He stomped inside. “And where the hell is Millennium Park?”

Blain was right behind him. “What a midden you turned out to be. Chicago.”  

“This lackluster conversation, as usual, is all about your exploits. Will you ever grow up?” Taber tried to maintain a semblance of interest. “What’s that going to put you back?” 

Money was of no import to Blain. “4.9 million.”

Taber scratched his head. “Do you even remember chasing scorpions with me? Or shimmying over the park fence to watch major league baseball games with me. The modern world has lured you to doom.” 

“And, by the way, thanks for asking. Yes. The ranch in the capable hands of old man Campbell. It’s eating at my gut. Campbell is a good friend, but he’s up in years. I would have asked Mac Donald but Mac Donald is in a land dispute. So here I am, dealing with this Tom foolery, and it’s foaling season. It just does not sit well with me. Campbell has enough to do without birthing my mare as well. You’re damn lucky I could get away.”

Blain instructed condescendingly. “Have somebody else cover you. Just trade off. I do it all the time with fellow surgeons.”

“You never stayed around long enough to know what it takes to keep a ranch afloat. On top of that, you have no clue what it took for me to be here today.” Taber spit disdain. “It isn’t that easy Little Brother.” 

Blain jut his chin out. “I gave you six weeks’ notice. That should have been plenty of time to make arrangements.” 

“I’m going to restrain from popping that chin. You should have called me.”

“Bro, you are a moron. You have no sense of etiquette. I sent you the package and inside of that was an invitation. All you had to do was call me. I would have given you details.” 

It was true and Taber could not deny it. “Six weeks ago I got a package delivered to my door containing a kilt. There was no note, no invitation.”

Blain ripped the kilt package from Taber’s hand. He shredded it open. “What’s this?” 

The wedding invitation sank to the floor.

Taber got red faced. “How was I supposed to know it was for a wedding? It must have jammed into the package when I stuffed it under the couch cushion.”

“For six weeks.”

“Running a ranch is time consuming.” 

Blain protruded his chin. “It’s a damn good thing Mother called you.”

Taber ran his tongue over tight lips and chewed the bottom one. “I’ve got a mind to pop you on that chin after all.”

“Oh yeah,” Blain chuckled. “Morna told me. You didn’t even try the kilt on.” He pointed a crooked finger at Taber. “She scolded you, didn’t she?”

“That’s cold.” Taber glared. “How many times have I been there for you?”

Blain held his hands up. “Keep your voice down. There’s no need for the entire world to know what a perfect person you are.”

Taber fisted. “I am tired of your games. It was me who set things right between that eleventh grader’s parents, the law, and you. Remember that little dalliance your senior year? It was only with God’s good grace that no child was conceived.”

Blain looked left and right. “Shut up fool. People might hear. No harm came out of it. So she learned the facts of life early. So what.” And he got a cocky attitude. “She did not object at the time.”

“The way you treat women is disgusting. Someday that cockiness is going to cost you, brother.”

“You were Father’s little minion. Always following on his heels, like a dog.”

Taber stepped into Blain’s space. “You are going to regret that.”

Blain took warriors stance. “Do you want a piece of this?”

Taber laughed. “If I did, there would be a funeral. Not a wedding.”

Blain snidely remarked. “You know it all. Don’t you?” And he circled Taber. “You have all the answers. And only you.” And he whacked the back of Taber’s hat sailing it across the foyer floor.

Taber went for his hat. “Your numerous parking tickets in high school got paid off with the money that should have been my paychecks. Pa was scraping every cent he could to get you through college. Do you want to know how your freshman year of college got paid for?”

“No.”

“With my first year’s earnings at the ranch. Then, there was the speeding ticket the week before you graduated college. That came out of my pocket, too. Not once did you say thank you.” 

And then Taber mentioned the touchiest situation of all. “Do you remember who spoke to your distraught employee that you shafted out of a retirement package? Mister big city, big office doctor. What was her name? Deena?” 

Blain paled and hushed. “Deena?” He glanced around to be sure no one heard. “Shut up man. Keep quiet. Bygones are bygones.” 

And he strode over to Taber. “You are going to ruin everything. Keep that to yourself.”

Taber shook his head. “Looking at the metro man now before me, I wonder where I went wrong.”

He carried his luggage to the stairs and dropped it from a great height. “Back to the point. I can’t tell my neighbor, I have a wedding to go to, and you need to cover me this week.”

Taber straddled the bottom stair with his hands on his hips. “Listen asshole.” His voice gained speed and volume. “For your information, there are animals to be fed, watered, and exercised. There’s grain and hay to be given. Stalls need mucking. And I can’t just tell some farmer to cover me. Farmers don’t get days off.”

Vegas came in and whistled. “Whew! Somebody call a referee!”

Morna came to the foyer. “Where’s an umpire when you need one? Boys! Keep it down.” She paced to Taber. “Stop this right now. You know better.” 

Morna’s mother-look lasted a parsec. “You two sound like the pair of toddlers I raised.” A broad smile came to her lips. She was barely able to get her arms around the fully grown men. “I’m so happy to see you, together.”

Taber stooped his six foot frame in order to kiss his five-foot-two mother. “Hi Ma.”

She rubbed the stubble on his face. “I love you both. Now shake hands and make up.”

The groom managed his mother. He softly touched the wisps of Morna’s newly fashioned hairdo. “You look great Ma. I like what you’ve done with your hair. It makes you look so young.” 

Morna felt of the new hairstyle. “After your father passed, I didn’t color it or do anything other than a ponytail. I hope the new cut and color is an improvement.”

“You’re beautiful.” And Blain teased. “We’re going to have to keep our eye on the male guests. We can’t have any of them making passes at our mother.”

Taber smacked Blain’s arm. “Stop groveling.” And he grimaced at Morna. “He’s a wee sook.” 

Astonishment and hurt settled onto Morna’s expression. “I resent that.” She fluffed her hair. “I like my new hairdo.” Then she scowled at Taber. “And don’t call your brother a suck up.”

Taber retracted his words. “I wasn’t intending to dis you Ma. You look stunning.”

Morna accepted his apology. “Thank you son.” The mother-face returned. “Why were you causing such a commotion?”

Taber started. “Blamey-”

“Don’t call me that. Call me by my given name. Call me Blain.” 

Taber said sternly. “All right. Blain. Later today, you and I need to talk.”

Blain took offense. “Don’t tell me what to do.”

“Boys! Stop this, right now. If the two of you cannot get along on this special occasion...” Morna warned. “Now get your suitcase unloaded and-” 

A shrill voice interrupted from outside the building. “Halloo?”

“What was that?” Taber asked. “Big Foot?”

Morna snapped her fingers in Taber’s face. “Tuck it.” And she grasp Blain’s hand with a wide smile on her. “That is Blain’s soon-to-be mother-in-law.”

Blain gulped.

This was an opportunity Taber could not resist. “You know what they say about brides?”

Blain shook his head no.

“Take a good look at Tina’s mother. That is what your bride will look like someday.” And he smirked.

Blain hit Taber on the head. “You haven’t met Tina. You have no idea what she looks like. You’re a jerk.”

Morna stepped between them and pushed them apart as the mother-of-the-bride made her way to them.

Victoria’s perfume preceded her. “Morna. Oh, Morna. I need your help.” And she squinted to adjust from the bright sun to the filtered lighting of the foyer. “It’s hot enough to melt.” She closed the door and turned to them. 

Her commands began. “That list I gave you is already behind. Have these two to help.” And then she stopped in her tracks and eyeballed the cowboy like a tasty morsel for dessert. “Well-well. Who do we have here?” Not waiting for introduction, she stepped closer to Taber and toyed with the gold chains on her bosom. “I am Victoria.”

Instinctively Morna stepped between Taber and the cougar. “This is my eldest son. Taber.”

Taber tipped his hat to the woman. “Mam.”

Victoria purred. “What lovely sons you have, Morna.”  

Morna objected to the seduction of her son and cleared her throat. “Just what was it that you needed?”  

“Please see to it they complete that list as fast as possible. They’re holding up the caterers.” Victoria smiled alluringly at Taber. “Cowboy. Get you bags. You will be staying at the annex house. But, in the night if you cannot sleep, these stairs lead to wonderful treasures.” And she sashayed away up the staircase.

Morna aghast with Victoria’s brazenness, clapped a hand over her mouth. “Did she just offer to bed you?” 

Taber felt like gagging. Instead, he laughed into his brother’s face. “You know what they say about brides.”
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Chapter Two

The Bride’s Maid
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Charlotte flopped into the bed, bought for a lark at the town garage sale, and freshly showered slid between the sheets. She puttered with the fern on the nightstand. It was a good listener. 

“This won’t last forever. I miss Dad, and Mimi. But, it’s about time Dad found someone. Mom’s been gone fifteen years. He deserves happiness. And love.”

She put a flat finger against the frosted window. “Love. It’s out there. Somewhere.” 

Charlotte rolled onto her back and stared at the ceiling. “Work last night was like something out of the twilight zone. Four cardiac arrests. The senior staff blamed it the on the full moon.”

Charlotte gazed out her window. For a few lingering minutes the full moon hung like a ghost in the sky. 

“Somewhere in my past, there must have been a time when I looked longingly at the nocturnal orb. Now, it just reminds me of going into work.” She winced. “Romance is a dream. It’s impossible to date with all these on-call hours.” 

And she rolled onto her side. “This apartment needs more greenery. Maybe I can get a nice ficus for that corner over there.” 

Charlotte looked into her kitchenette at the Hawaiian Beaches calendar hung there. With dreamy eyes she rolled onto her belly. “Someday, I’m going to visit places I’ve never seen.” 

A few snowflakes flitted across the window. 

“And it will be someplace sunnier and warmer than Idaho in early spring.” 

Fatigued, she closed her eyes to pray. “Please Lord. I don’t want to work all day during my dreams, too.” She nestled into the bedding, ready to drift off to sleep.

The phone rang. “But I’m on vacation.” Charlotte wearily picked up the phone expecting it was a call to come back into work. “Hello?” 

A voice from out of Charlotte’s past evaporated her exhaustion. And she sat up. “Tina! How are you?”

“Good Charlotte.” And Tina commanded the air waves with chatter of her accomplishments since college graduation, six years ago.

Finally, Tina took a breath.

Charlotte shared. “I dated a guy for a while, but I broke it off with that jerk. Commitment problems.”

Tina sighed. “Men.”

The pain of her next revelation made Charlotte’s voice waiver. “My Mimi passed.”

The impregnated pause developed into a valley. “After that I moved into an apartment. Most of my furnishings come from the Penny Pincher Market downtown, but it is starting to feel like home. I’ve been thinking about getting a cat.” Charlotte stopped and scratched her head. “Tina. It’s been ages since we talked. Why are you calling?” 

“I’m getting married.”

“You’re getting married? To who? Is it the guy whose father owned the catamaran in Bermuda?”

“No.”

“Is it the foreign exchange student from Scotland? The one who looked like Gregory Peck and spoke like Sean Connery? You know. The guy whose father owned the Scotch distillery.”

“No.”

“Oh. I know. It’s the guy who invented the internet access site for the Japanese shipping company. Right?”

“No. It’s none of them Charlotte. He’s a doctor. A neurosurgeon.”

“A surgeon! That makes perfect sense. Tina. The woman most likely to succeed in our college year book. That’s wonderful. Where did you meet him?”

“I was at the hospital visiting a friend of mine who was in a car accident. The neurology team came in to be sure my friend was doing okay. And there he was. Wham. It was pure magic.”

“I’m happy for you my friend.” A twinge of jealousy blanketed Charlotte. Her shoulders slumped. Fatigue took a foothold. “What does he look like?”

“He’s tall. Tanned. Blonde.” Tina giggled. “I never thought I’d like a guy with a man bun, but he’s gorgeous.” And she cleared her throat. “I can’t wait until you meet him.”

“That not likely to happen any time soon. After you and I parted ways I went to work.”

“That’s right. You went into public service or something.”

“I’m a nurse. It’s a steady job.”

Tina prattled on. “He took me on a safari. And to Egypt. We visited the pyramids in Giza.”

A niggling feeling crept up on Charlotte. The college relationship with Tina ended a while back. “College seems so long ago. Everyone was busy with studies. But, I suppose things change.”

Tina babbled. “He asked me to move in with him. We’ve been living together for a year.”

“Look Tina. I know I was naïve in college. My rose colored glasses came off the first year working in the Intensive Care Unit. So if you decided that living with him was okay, that’s your concern.”

“He took me on a cruise to Australia. And we went to Greenland. I slept in an ice house. They have beautiful hot springs.”

Another thing that Charlotte learned early in her career was to trust her gut when caring for patients. Right now, her gut was doing a slow twist into knots. “It’s been a lot of years since I’ve heard a word from you.” 

“Did I tell you he taught me to mountain climb?”

“Tina?” Charlotte suspiciously squinted her eyes. “Why are you calling me?”

“I just wondered how my good friend has been. That’s all.”

“You moved into that off campus apartment after freshman year. I never heard from you until you needed to store that luggage. Remember? You said you had to get things out of your apartment before the lease ran out.”

Charlotte knit her eyebrows. “Hey. Did you ever reimburse me for shipping them to you? By the way, some campus police startled me that night with drug sniffing dogs. As students left for summer, they checked door to door. When they came to my door I about died. Somehow your suitcase got mixed up with someone smuggling drugs.” 

Charlotte filled the dead air space. “It was years ago. I’m just glad I did not get any charges. I would’ve lost my nursing scholarship.”

“Wow. You’ve got a good memory. That was long, long ago.” And she categorically emphasized. “And best forgotten.” 

Tina’s voice lifted. “Admitting I forgot to pay you back, back then, wasn’t my style. Offering you a weekend get-away at a luxury lakeside resort, now, is.”

The offer went right past Charlotte.

Charlotte drummed her fingertips on her forehead. “Remember when you took those three guys from the train station to your father’s condo for a pool party.” 

Tina cleared her throat and redirected the conversation. “Uh. That’s cute you remember that too Charlotte. But, I am calling to ask if you can help me with my wedding in California. I need you by tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow? That’s rather short notice.” 

Feeble whimpers were coming through the phone. 

“Fortunately, I did my three twelve-hour shifts plus one of overtime.” Charlotte rubbed her aching feet. “To be honest, it was a grueling four night banger.” 

Tina let out a huge disparate sound. 

“I apologize for hemming and hawing over this. It’s very kind of you to think of me. And, I would be a terrible person for turning down such a nice invitation.” 

Tina echoed. “So?”

“I’ve never been one to let a friend down. And I’m not scheduled to work again until two weekends away.”

Tina blew her nose. “So you can make it?”

“What can I say? Of course.” Charlotte looked at the honorary member certificate hanging on the wall. “Say. I let my annual Alpha Ki Sorority Alumni fee lapse. With you being the secretary and all, I hope that’s not a problem.”

“Charlotte. I don’t care about that.”

“It was hard when Mimi died. My dad’s been a widower so many years. He found someone. And I’m glad for him. It’s just, well, been lonely without him and Mimi around. So this time I am going to grab the brass ring.

“You mean it? You can come?”

“Sure. Thanks.”

“I’ve got to put you on hold.” 

Tina returned, explaining that the caterer had been on the other line. “Plan on staying at the Sunset Country Club in Ramona, California. Food and drinks are provided. Be sure to arrive early. There is a lot to do before the wedding.” 

“I’ll be there tomorrow. Early. You can count on me.”  

And they hung up.


Charlotte scurried to the kitchen table and her lap top to google the Sunset Country Club.

“It looks welcoming. Ramona, California, 75 degrees.” 

She glanced out the window. 

“It’s still snowing. To catch that early flight, I’m calling the airline direct.”


Charlotte hauled her luggage out of the closet. 

“I forgot to ask Tina what color scheme she picked. Say, she didn’t mention what time of day the wedding is. How formal is this going to be?” 

“Hopefully the bridesmaid dress will be a style that suits me.” 

She rest her hands on her hips in front of a mirror.

“Tina hasn’t seen me in a few years. My bean pole days are gone. These hips definitely have the Edick curve to them, better for childbearing. Although with my single life, there’s little hope motherhood will happen any time soon.”

Charlotte snapped her fingers. “Motherhood. That’s it. That’s why Tina had called me instead of the other college friends. Most of them probably already have families which logistically makes it tougher for them to get away for the wedding.” 

And she smiled stowing her belongings into the floral print suitcase Mimi gave her. “Finally. Being single is an advantage. And, I’m getting a real vacation.”
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Chapter Three

Does the Sun Set in Ramona?
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The takeoff from an Idaho runway in February can be dicey. To calm her nerves Charlotte ordered two Martinis. 

Two hours later she was teetering through LAX with her luggage in tow. When she saw cabs lined up and waiting, she bellowed, “Taxi!” 

Fellow ex-passengers scowled at her. 

“What’s their problem?” 

It took a moment, but Charlotte grasped the situation. She was still within the confines of the building. Sheepishly, Charlotte made her way outside, and to the curb.

A cabbie loaded her bag into the trunk. His eyes rolled as she fumbled with the door handle.  

Charlotte handed him the address. “Here’s where I need to go.” And she plopped into the back seat with a queen’s wave. “Home James.”  

Disdain crossed his face. 

“Obviously you can’t take a joke.”  

There was over a two hour drive from the airport ahead.

Charlotte read the photo identification hanging off the sun visor. “Jesus Suarez.” And she smiled. “With a name like Jesus, I feel safe.” She managed to doze until late in the journey when the cabby turned off the air conditioner. Her thick blood overheated and she began to peal the Idahoan antifreeze. 


Suarez came to life. He managed a smile. 


Charlotte frowned. “Don’t get the wrong idea buddy. I’m coming from an arctic zone. Pay attention to the road.”

Shortly, the cab pulled through an ornately carved stone wall and a scrolling wrought iron gate. It pulled up to the most beautiful
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