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        re·sil·ient

      

        

      
        ADJECTIVE

        (of a person or animal) able to withstand or recover quickly from difficult conditions.

      

      

      “I must be having a mental breakdown. Why else would I have swiped right?” I said into my cell phone with shaking hands as I headed down the hall away from the dining room.

      I had been married for a long time to my high school sweetheart. Our love life had been sweet and innocent at the beginning, and then more like a routine scheduled appointment at the end. I had no clue what I was doing, and had certainly never done anything quite so adventurous before. Now that the moment of truth had arrived, I wasn’t at all sure I could go through with tonight.

      “Zoe, you don’t have to go through with this,” one of my best friends, Tiffany, said from the other end of the phone line. “It’s not too late. You can just leave. Men do it all the time.”

      “No, no. I need this.” I took a deep breath. “We all know the mayor will never choose me as the party planner for the Labor Day bash over my rival Bitsy if I don’t loosen up. It’s time.” I’d worked my way into such a frenzy I’d barely tasted the succulent lobster dripping melted butter all over my plate at the quaint little seafood restaurant on the shores of Cape Cod.

      My hand rested on the doorknob to my room at Hilda’s Bed and Breakfast, and a slight frown tipped down the corners of my mouth. Max. The last time I’d visited the Cape was when Max had surprised me on our fifteenth wedding anniversary. I ordered lobster then, too, and vividly remembered the tender meat falling apart in my mouth, seasonings oozing over my tongue, and Max’s finger reaching out to swipe a drop of butter from my lip.

      My frown turned to an outright scowl. Now that I knew what a deadbeat husband and father Max had turned out to be, the lobster sat in my stomach like a lump of angry crustacean trying to claw its way out. I couldn’t blame it, really. It was a shame to eat lobster and not enjoy it.

      “Well, if you insist on going through with this, you know we’re here for you, doll. You’ll be fine. You always are.” Tiffany’s encouraging voice brought me out of my lunchtime lamentation and back to my nighttime nightmare.

      Twisting the doorknob, I pushed it open and felt my stomach cramp as the lobster pitched and rolled down Nervous Highway, heading north towards Esophagus Drive. I pressed my lips together, hoping I wouldn’t throw up, but when it decided to take a sharp detour south onto Large Intestine Avenue, my eyes sprang wide.

      “Fine, my foot. Hang on a sec.” I tossed my phone on the bed and bolted into the bathroom just in time.

      After twenty years of marriage, the thought of sharing my bed with another man terrified me, but I needed to move on. I needed to know I could move on. That I was still a desirable woman. Except, now I was petrified even a gallon of Pepto-Bismol wouldn’t be enough to get me through this evening.

      Groaning, I stepped out of the bathroom, when I realized I hadn’t locked the door to my room earlier. Good Lord, now I’d become a complete scatterbrain, which was quite unlike me. Then again, so was going on a date with a man I’d never met. I liked what I saw in his profile, and that I would never have to see him again.

      I was only looking for one night.

      A whiff of the sea floated by, and I took a breath. I loved the sea: the salty crispness, the untamed beauty, the wild unpredictable nature. One minute calm and tranquil, while the next, stormy and raging. I could relate, though today was not a day to lose control. If I could just breathe, maybe I would survive tonight.

      I dropped my purse on the lighthouse comforter draped over the king-sized bed and sighed as I picked up my cell phone. I’d almost forgotten Tiffany was still on the other end of the line. “Can’t say I’m better than ever, but I’m back, anyway.”

      “Are you okay?” Her voice rang with concern. I loved my best friends. It was nice to know they were always there for me, no matter what.

      “Oh, I’m fine. Just having trouble digesting the enormous lunch I stuffed myself with this afternoon.”

      “Now why would you go and eat a big lunch when you knew you were going out to dinner?”

      “For that very reason. There’s no way I’ll be able to eat in front of a man I don’t even know.”

      “You’re so funny, but hey, whatever works for you, doll.”

      “Room service would work wonders for me instead of a public restaurant with the way my stomach’s acting up. I hate the whole dating scene. It’s so awkward. I just want one night to relieve my stress. It’s been way too long. I want to win this party-planning job over Bitsy, whatever it takes.”

      “There are other ways to relieve your stress than a man, you know. It might even become your new best friend.”

      “Good lord, I wouldn’t have a clue where to begin. I got married so young, I never needed other ways, and I have you girls as best friends. I don’t need any more.” I laughed as I fanned my face, feeling warm all of a sudden. “Goodness, it’s hotter than heck in here.”

      “You need to relax.”

      “I did. Thank you for the massage you scheduled for me. It was wonderful.” Maybe housekeeping had turned up the heat. I walked over to check the thermostat. Sixty-eight. I should be freezing. I felt my forehead. “I think I have a fever. Maybe I shouldn’t go to dinner. I don’t want to make the poor guy sick.”

      “You don’t have a fever. You’re just having a panic attack. Like I said, it’s not too late to back out,” she added with an understanding tone to her voice.

      My stomach pitched again. Not a good sign. I started to pace to take my mind off it. “No, I’ve come too far. It’s been two years. I need to break my celibacy streak, and I can’t do that with anyone I know. Our town is too small. The gossip mongers would have a field day. They already gossip over my divorce. I don’t need any more rumors started.”

      “You’ve got a point. Mount Saint Zoe is long overdue for an eruption after lying dormant for the past two years. Max doesn’t deserve to take anything more away from you. And who knows. Maybe you’ll like this guy.”

      “Don’t even go there. I just need to control⁠—”

      “See, now, that’s your problem,” she said gently. “Since Max left, you’ve become a control freak.”

      “I have not become a control freak,” I said, then thought, Have I?

      “Please don’t take this the wrong way. I’m just pointing out how the girls and I feel. You never do anything spontaneous anymore. If you don’t know the outcome, then you won’t take a chance of something going wrong.”

      “That’s not completely accurate. I don’t know how tonight is going to turn out, but I’m here, aren’t I?”

      “Very true. You shocked us all with your spontaneous night out of town with a man you’ve never met. That’s why we’re worried about you. What if this guy is a creep?”

      “That’s why I chose Hilda’s Hideaway. A public place where help will come running if I scream.”

      “You’re not going to back out of this, are you?”

      “No.”

      “Just, please be careful, okay?”

      “I will, I promise.” I rubbed my chest, which had begun to ache. “You know, I haven’t had a panic attack in over a year, and now I can’t breathe.” I wedged my phone in the crook of my neck and yanked open the window. Inhaling the frigid air, I listened to the sounds of the waves lapping against the shore, the peace and tranquility of the ocean soothing my nerves as I strove to stay calm.

      “Breathe slow and deep to the count of ten and go into the yoga pose I showed you last week. That should help.”

      “Already in it.” I lied.

      Tiffany’s body might be able to go into pretzel mode, but mine hadn’t gone there since the halftime show during our high school homecoming game. I chose the saner route: focusing on the soft snowflakes falling to the ground and sparkling through the moon’s reflection off the water.

      I thought of the shaken snow globe my children bought me for Christmas last year and smiled, feeling my breathing return to a resemblance of normal. Then I remembered this was my birthday, not Christmas, and I was about to receive a gift I wasn’t at all sure I was ready for. I shut the window with a resounding clunk.

      “Better?” Tiffany asked.

      “Always, with you girls by my side. I seriously don’t know how I could have gotten through my divorce without you all. And I definitely couldn’t make it through tonight without you talking me off the ledge.”

      “You know we’re here for you, doll. Same as you are for us.”

      Tiffany, Harmony, Morticia and I had met back in high school when we all made the cheerleading squad, and we’d been cheering each other on ever since. For years, all I’d had to worry about was taking care of my kids and my husband, making sure everyone was happy, even if it meant I had to put my needs last. It had been worth every second. Then, after Max up and decided he didn’t want to be married anymore, my whole world spun out of control. It had taken me two years to get my life back on track, but I still didn’t feel like I could breathe again.

      I might not be able to breathe easy yet, but I was on the upswing, darn it.

      I had opened my own business and finally felt like I had something to contribute. I had learned to cope with raising four kids alone, which quite frankly, warranted a medal. Heck, I had even started remodeling my ancient colonial house, though Max used to kid I wouldn’t be able to tell the difference between a pencil and a pair of pliers, even if they jumped up and pinched me on the fanny. Well, they did pinch me, and I could tell the difference. Okay, so they pinched me with the help of my younger son’s devilish hand, but I still knew the difference between the tools. Better yet, how to use them. I nodded to myself, feeling accomplished. Shows how much Max really knew about me: not a heck of a lot.

      But life was good again, now. Well, sort of, anyway.

      Tiffany rambled on through the phone, giving me more encouraging words, but I didn’t hear half of what she said because of my nerves. Kicking off my boots, I glanced around the room. Well, I had to give Hilda’s staff credit. They must have finished unpacking for me to the state of perfection while I was at lunch. I liked perfection. The neat, orderly room calmed me more than anything Tiffany could say. I sucked in a few more deep breaths for good measure and slid my trousers down over my hips.

      “Zoe, you’ll be fine. It sounds like this Chaz guy will be a perfect choice. And he’s a doctor. What more could you ask for?”

      Just hearing the name Chaz made my stomach turn over. Was I really going to go through with this? I swallowed hard. My old friend Panic Attack had paid me a visit earlier, and judging by my pulse, didn’t intend to leave anytime soon. At least the Pepto had kicked in, and my stomach cramps had stopped, thank God. But with my luck, they’d return in full force later, roaring down the highway as they attempted to exit off Large Intestine Avenue and blast their way straight through Panty Parking Lot.

      Darn Metamucil.

      I filled my lungs one more time and answered her question. “What more could I ask for? To have met him, for one.” As I stepped out of the beige cotton material surrounding my ankles, I unbuttoned my mauve sweater. “God, this makes me look so desperate.”

      “You’re not desperate, doll, you’re forty and fabulous. You just need to be reminded of that. Max was an ass, but not all men are. If this is what you need, then the girls and I stand behind you. You’ve got this, Zoe. It’s time you got back in the game.” Her voice became peppy. “You can do it. It’ll be fun.”

      Good Lord, was this what we’d sounded like back in high school?

      “Fun for you, maybe, but I haven’t been on a date in over twenty years. I don’t even know how to act. What if he doesn’t like me?” I curled my toes into the plush carpet, trying like heck to hold onto… what? I didn’t know. Most likely my sanity.

      “Just be yourself, Zoe. What’s not to love?”

      The knit material of my shirt slipped off my shoulders. I switched the phone to my other ear and shimmied my arms out, then tossed the item on the bed. “I have a feeling this is going to be the longest dinner of my life. Maybe I’ll get lucky, and he’ll leave early.”

      “Him leaving early is your idea of getting lucky?” Tiffany laughed. “Do yourself a favor and don’t wear those god-awful granny panties and ultra-support bra you live in.” The tone of her voice softened. “I know they’re comfy, Zoe, but first impressions are everything, you know.”

      “Granny?” I huffed. “My panties are not granny, but I’m not you. I can’t exactly pull off crotchless undies and transparent bras.”

      “Sure, you can. All it takes is confidence.”

      Of which I had none at the moment. I ran a hand through my tangled curls, kneading the back of my neck. “I repeat, this really is a bad idea, isn’t it?”

      “Try to stay calm. You don’t have to do anything, remember? Just go to dinner.” A squeal rang through the line on the other end. “No, no, Katy. The TV control does not go in the toilet. Your younger daughter’s really… something.”

      “Hey, I tried to warn you kids aren’t easy, but you’re the one who insisted on volunteering to baby-sit. I am eternally grateful, by the way. Mrs. Bee is across the street if you need her. Just try to keep Katy in one piece, okay?”

      “Only if you try to have fun.” The line went dead.

      Fun? I hung up and glanced down. Oh. My. God. My panties really were granny. I wanted to cry. Darn Tiffany. She would never be caught dead in underwear like mine; then again, she hadn’t given birth to four children. She also wasn’t nearly as well-endowed as I was. Even if I wanted to look sexy, I wouldn’t subject anyone to my Double Darlings unleashed. I should have just stayed in the kitchen. Lighting a fire in my stove I could do. Lighting a fire in a man was a whole different beast.

      The knots in my stomach twisted tighter.

      Good Lord, I had never slept with any man other than my ex-husband. I didn’t imagine stretch marks, cellulite, and saggy breasts were a turn-on for most men. I trembled at the mere thought of exposing them. Maybe the girls were right. Maybe I should stop worrying so much. Change the narrative.

      It was my birthday, after all. I could do as much or as little as I wanted.

      A morning of sightseeing followed by an afternoon at the spa had been just what I’d needed, even if I had been too distracted to remember most of it. And the thought of dinner without any kids in tow was too tempting to pass up. So long as my date didn’t require me to cut his food or wipe his mouth, I didn’t care who he was.

      Orgasms were overrated.

      My inner self called bullshit as terror robbed me of the ability to think straight. I would never make it through dinner at this rate. Maybe she had a point about the underwear, though. My date would never see them, but maybe if I dressed the part, I would have the confidence to get through this evening.

      I opened the antique dresser drawer… and stopped… and stared. Okay, more like gaped, but who could blame me? I hadn’t seen any of those in quite a while. What on earth were they doing in my room? In my underwear drawer? My hands shook as I pulled out a pair of royal blue cotton boxers and a white undershirt.

      I glanced around the room, my gaze darting everywhere, my eyelids blinking like a seventies strobe light stuck on high. Then the doorknob rattled, and I sucked in a sharp breath, swallowing my gum. I had to run. I had to hide. But where?

      Too late.

      The door flew open, and I stood there like a nearly-naked imbecile with hideous taste in underwear. A tall man with sandy blond hair, who looked as though he had stepped straight out of the pages of GQ magazine, stood in the entrance of my room. Tan loafers, pressed khakis, sky-blue polo shirt, and perfectly groomed hair. A regular Ken doll come to life.

      I looked beyond him for Barbie. A man like him had to be taken, but I didn’t see anyone. More important, what in the world was he doing in my room? I noticed the slightly different seascape on the wall, and black luggage on the rack, instead of navy blue.

      Oh God. This wasn’t my room at all.

      As my body finally got my brain’s message to duck and run for cover, I let out a squeal. Only, there wasn’t any cover big enough to hide my goods, and my clothes were on the bed way over by him. I ran around in a circle like a silly dog chasing its tail and did the only thing I could think of: wiggled my granny fanny into his boxers and yanked on his undershirt. Thank God he didn’t wear bun-hugging briefs, because at this moment, I don’t think I could survive anything of his hugging my buns.

      Maybe he hadn’t noticed, I thought as I bit my lip, feeling the blood flood my face. I crossed one bare foot over the other and pressed my thighs together. Judging by his sky-high brows and bugged-out stare, I’d say he got quite an eyeful. I mentioned I’m rather endowed but let me repeat.

      Double Darlings.

      “Housekeeping?” I squeaked, perspiring right through his undershirt, leaving lovely little rings-around-the-pits.

      The handsome male specimen cleared his throat and said in a whiskey-smooth voice I don’t think I’ll ever forget, “Sorry. Name’s Chaz.”

      Even under the ungodly circumstances, a surprising little zing shot straight to my libido. Until his words registered. If this was the same guy, his online picture did not look anything like him. He’d had a beard in that picture. Maybe it wasn’t him. I squinted, then my jaw fell open, and I gasped. “Ch-Chaz? As in, swipe right Chaz?” He nodded, and I closed my eyes, my heart bottoming out.

      So much for first impressions.

      Chaz cleared his throat, and I jumped, whipping my eyes back open. “I’m so sorry,” I said. “Your— your— your room looks just like mine. And— and— the door was unlocked, so I— I— I just⁠—”

      “It’s okay.” He spoke in a hypnotic tone and smiled with sympathy. “I stepped out for a minute and didn’t lock it. It’s my fault.”

      Heat oozed through my body, sending goosebumps prickling over my skin and my temperature soaring. At that moment, I would have done anything he asked with that voice. His warm hazel eyes held a glimmer of understanding, and crinkled up at the corners as he took in my attire.

      My attire!

      I snapped out of my trance and crossed my arms over my chest. His t-shirt would be stretched out and ruined beyond repair, unless he didn’t care if everyone thought he had manboobs. “Don’t worry; I’ll take off your clothes in a sec.”

      He arched a sleek brow, and the corner of his lip tipped up.

      “I mean, I’ll take off my clothes,” I stammered.

      The smile spread across the rest of his clean-shaven face.

      “Oh, God, that’s not what I meant at all,” I muttered.

      “Keep them if you want. I have more than one pair.”

      “Oh, no, that’s not necessary. The shirt’s a bit tight, and boxers aren’t my thing. Not that I want you to think the humongous granny panties I’m wearing beneath your boxers is my thing, either. It’s just I’m into comfy these days, and I have no idea why I’m explaining my preference in underwear to you. I’ll go change in my room and return them in a jiffy.”

      Shut. Up. Zoe.

      I bolted to the bed, snatched up my pants and blouse, then turned toward the door. The blocked door. A foot before him, I stopped in my tracks and looked way up. He had to be at least six feet tall, because he towered well over my five-foot-two-inch frame. “Um, excuse me?”

      He stared down at me for what seemed like a full minute, the intoxicating green and brown of his eyes swirling together, hypnotizing me, until he said, “You don’t recognize me, do you?”

      My present predicament snapped me back to reality. Here I was wearing his underwear over mine. Did he actually expect me to engage him in conversation? If he did, then I didn’t stand a chance in today’s dating world. “Am I supposed to recognize you? I mean, you don’t have a beard now. I like the no-beard look.”

      “My name’s Anderson. Chaz Anderson. Ring any bells?”

      I tilted my head to the side and studied him closer. Anything to get this conversation over with, so I could go back to my room to change. “Sorry.”

      “We went to the same high school.”

      I wrinkled my brow. “Um, no.”

      “I was a few years behind you.”

      I pursed my lips. “Still no.”

      “Everyone called me Chuckie.”

      I shook my head. “I really am sorry.”

      “You were a cheerleader, and I was⁠—”

      “Oh, my God, the Dorkmeister!” I clapped a hand over my mouth. My ears burned, and my whole body shook with the need to crawl under something and hide.

      He paused. “The what-meister?”

      “I mean the water boy.” Good Lord. “Uh, you were the football team’s water boy because you were younger. Four years younger, if I remember right.” Simon and Garfunkel’s Mrs. Robinson ran through my head. Turning forty had never bothered me until this very moment. I needed to go back to my room and die of embarrassment. “Wow… little Chuckie Anderson. I never thought I’d see you again and certainly never like this.”

      “Apparently.” He rubbed his jaw. “The Dorkmeister?”

      A bead of sweat trickled between my breasts. “I’m so sorry. We were silly kids, and it was a stupid nickname, but we never told anyone. Besides, look at you now, all grown up.” I patted him on the arm. “Why, you’re not little or dorky at all. In fact, I— I’d call you hunky,” I said, my palm tingling from touching his firm bicep. Why couldn’t I just shut up?

      He chuckled. “Thanks, I think.”

      A draft of cool air passed over my bare legs, and a nervous giggle slipped out. I stepped around him. “I, um, I have an awful headache, Chuckie. I think I’ll go to my room and lie down.”

      “Call me Chaz. I haven’t been Chuckie in years.”

      Judging by the lean, athletic frame he now sported, he hadn’t been chubby in years, either. I had a hard time taking him in all at once, which immediately made me think of sex. Definitely the wrong way to think of him. “Well, good night, Chaz. I’m sorry to have wasted your time, but I’m sure there are plenty of women your age who would love to have dinner with you.”

      He looked serious. “But not you.”

      I backed my boxer-covered, granny fanny out the door and down the hall, clutching my clothes in front of my smothered darlings. “I’m not exactly your age, and under the circumstances, I’m horribly embarrassed. I don’t think I could stomach dinner.” I couldn’t stomach lunch, either, but who was keeping tabs?

      “You can’t be serious, Zoe. We’re in our thirties.”

      “No, you’re in your thirties. I’m officially forty.” And freaked out. And so not feeling fabulous at the moment.

      “Age shouldn’t be a factor. Just so you know, it wasn’t a random swipe for me.” He studied me with kind eyes. “I⁠—”

      “Oh, God, you heard about my divorce, didn’t you?” I felt the heat climb up my neck and burn my ears. “Great, a pity date.” My back bumped into the door to my own room, and relief washed through me. Until Hilda’s housekeeper pushed a cart down the hall and shot me a weird look.

      “Zoe,” Chaz said. “That’s not what I⁠—”

      “I really need to lie down,” I cut him off with a desperate need to disappear. “My head’s pounding.” I hadn’t lied. My head did ache something fierce from my humiliation, and my stomach still ached from… well, let’s just say nerves.

      He studied me for another full, intoxicating minute with those swirly eyes of his. “Well, it was great seeing you, Zoe. Maybe we’ll run into each other again sometime. In fact, I⁠—”

      “Maybe.” I cut him off as I fumbled for the knob behind me, then slipped into my room and shut the door. I sank to the floor in a heap, as a different answer pounded in time with my headache.

      God, I hope not.
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      Sunday night, safely ensconced in the warmth of my ancient colonial, I prepared for our weekly girls’ night. I had tucked my two little ones into bed, and my two older ones were hanging out in their rooms, leaving me to my thoughts, for once. I poured two of the girls a frozen, passion fruit, tropical drink and popped the top to a Diet Cola for the third, then placed their glasses around the antique harvest table in my dining room. I couldn’t wait until they showed up.

      They weren’t going to believe the tea I had to spill.

      After Max abandoned us, I was lost and alone for the first time in my life. My family had moved away from our small Massachusetts town, but I refused to put my kids through any more trauma by uprooting them. My mother still called weekly, trying to get me to change my mind. Mayflower was the only home any of us had ever known, but back then, I had been desperate to connect with someone.

      I went to my twentieth high school reunion and ran into my best friends. Since we were all in need of a little support, we reconnected and picked up right where we left off over twenty years ago. Only, instead of cheering on a football team, we started cheering for each other every Sunday. For the past two years, we had been celebrating the things that went right and mending the things that went wrong in each other’s lives.

      As hostess of this week’s girls’ night, I chose “The Tropics” for my theme. Tropical fruit, succulent roasted pig with my own unique blend of seasonings, and an assortment of pasta, potato and macaroni salads. One of the privileges as hostess was you got to start the conversation, and boy, oh boy did I have something to talk about.

      A knock sounded on the door— they knew better than to ring the bell. If they woke my youngest daughter, the evening would be over. They would have to take care of her for the rest of the evening, spending hours trying to cajole her back to bed while I took a bath.

      I walked over and opened the door.

      They all filed inside and hung up their coats on the wooden coat tree, then took their seats, staring at me in silence, waiting. I took my time serving them before I sat at the head of the table, relishing the anticipation of the tea.

      “The Dorkmeister,” I finally said, my gaze meeting each of their eyes.

      “Wait, I’m confused.” Harmony Jones shook her head, her short red spiky hair not moving an inch. Always outrageous and just this side of crossing the line, she owned a New Age shop and was into all kinds of strange things like voodoo. Harm kept life interesting for us. Her exotic pale-green cat eyes stared at me, perplexed.

      “I thought you were going to tell us about your date.” Morticia Smith adjusted the black knot of hair secured to the back of her head. On the one occasion we caught her with it down, we had been in awe over the waist-length waterfall of the most beautiful strands of black silk we had ever seen. But Morticia, uncomfortable being the center of attention, had never worn it down since. Working in her father’s funeral home— her father had a twisted sense of humor in naming his only child— Morti kept life real for us, when her face wasn’t buried in a book of fiction.

      “I am telling you about my date,” I said, taking note of the spices bursting over my tongue and blending perfectly with the fruity drink. I would have to remember to add this recipe to my catering menu, but right now I had more pressing matters to attend to.

      “Dorkmeister? Who’s that?” Tiffany asked, sipping her drink. “I thought the guy you swiped on was a doctor?” She tucked her golden-blond hair behind her ear and raised periwinkle-blue eyes to look innocently at me. Tiff kept life fun for us.

      “I have never been so embarrassed in my life,” I wailed, usually the boring one of the bunch.

      “Why? From the picture you showed us, this dude is gorgeous,” Harmony said. “I don’t see the problem.”

      “Yeah, even I’d do Dr. Mc-Screamy,” Morticia added.

      “Well, I don’t want to do any men, especially now.” I groaned.

      “What on earth happened?” Tiffany asked, puckering her brow and looking a little concerned.

      In fact, they all were.

      “Absolutely nothing happened, and I’m keeping it that way. Being celibate isn’t all that bad. If I wasn’t sure before, I’m positive now. Sex just leads to complications which I don’t need. You girls know what it would do for my business to plan the annual Labor Day Bash, but Mayor Edwards will never choose me if I start making mistakes. Trust me, mistakes are worse than being wound a little too tight. I can’t afford any distractions right now.” I buried my face in my hands to cool the heat flooding my cheeks. “God, if you were only there, you’d get it. It’s just so hard to talk about, even with you all.”

      “What? Did you have lipstick on your teeth or something?” Tiffany squeezed my shoulder. “Did he at least see you in the slinky black dress I picked out? You’re a knockout in that.”

      “Lipstick would have been the least of my worries, and he saw me, all right, but I wasn’t wearing that outfit.” I looked up at her. “In fact, I wasn’t wearing any clothes, just undergarments.”

      “Yeah, baby, now you’re talking.” Harmony wagged her brows, heading to the kitchen.

      “Oh, I’m not done. I wasn’t wearing cute underwear. I was wearing my old standbys.”

      “What’s wrong with standbys? The older, the better, as far as I’m concerned,” Morticia said.

      “I agree. Old comfortable underwear is a must for me.” I fanned my heated face. “Only, comfort is not sexy.”

      “I still say comfort would be my first priority.” Morticia shrugged.

      Harmony walked back into the dining room, handed Morticia a second Diet Cola, and refilled our glasses with another cocktail. “Maybe if you’d stop hiding behind those frumpy comfy clothes of yours, more guys would ask you out.” She arched her auburn brow teasingly at Morticia.

      “Look who’s talking, Ms. Hide-Behind-My-Tattoos-And-Piercings-So-Guys-Will-Be-Intimidated.” Morticia spiked her black eyebrow right back at Harmony, but the corners of her lips tipping up gave her away.

      “Ladies, you’re both beautiful, you just don’t know how to showcase yourselves,” Tiffany explained. “I’m telling you, if you’d let me help⁠—”

      Harmony grunted. “Uh, hello. Easy for you to say, Ms. I’m-Too-Beautiful-For-Words-And-All-The-Guys-Love-Me.”

      “I hear that.” Morticia high-fived Harmony. “I’d have more luck if I gave men a sex massage every day, too.”

      “It’s called sensual massage, and I teach it,” Tiffany replied with a smirk. “I don’t actually do it, because I don’t believe in mixing business with pleasure.”

      “Yeah, well, we’d both have more luck if we were born from her gene pool, that’s for sure.” Harmony winked at Morticia.

      Tiffany rolled her eyes. “I’d much rather have parents who gave a damn, than be blessed with their looks.”

      I watched them all, loving the fact that we were so open and could talk about anything with each other with no judgement, but still… “Ladies.” I slapped my palm on the table until they looked at me. “Remember me?” They sat down and gave me their undivided attention. “I know we all have stuff to get caught up on, but I’m not done yet. It is my night, after all, and the hostess gets the mostess time, barring emergencies, of course. That’s the rule.”

      “You’re so right, doll, but you can’t blame us for this. I specifically told you not to wear your Granny panties,” Tiffany pointed out, her blue eyes twinkling.

      “I was in the process of changing said panties, but my clothes weren’t anywhere to be found.”

      “I can’t wait to hear this.” Wearing a Mona Lisa smile, Morticia leaned forward and focused eyes on me so dark I couldn’t tell where the iris ended and the pupil began.

      Unable to think of a less embarrassing way of explaining the situation, I blurted, “I’d stripped down to my god-awful ugly underwear. You know, the ones your mother tells you never to wear out in public in case you get into an accident. Only, I wasn’t in an accident. I was in the wrong room. His room.”

      “Hey, I’m all for skipping a meal and heading straight to dessert.” Harmony snickered. “Good for you.”

      I blinked. “Not good for me. Dessert was the last thing on my mind. I was so humiliated; I wiggled my fanny into his underwear and t-shirt. Can you imagine what I looked like wearing his underwear over mine?”

      “Awe, I bet you looked cute. And I highly doubt he minded one bit. I have such a visual, though. I wish I could have seen that one go down.” Harmony laughed louder.

      I cringed. “It wasn’t cute, that’s all I can say.”

      “What did you do?” Even Morticia let loose a faint giggle.

      “I cancelled the date and hightailed it back to my room to bury my head under the covers.” I shoveled a hand through my curls. “That wasn’t even the worst part.”

      “Wait, there’s more?” Morticia gaped at me.

      “Yes. I repeat, the Dorkmeister.”

      “I’m still not following you.” Harmony sipped her drink.

      “Why does that name sound familiar?” Tiffany puckered her brow.

      “Do you remember the water boy on the football team who was four years younger than us back in high school?”

      Harmony snapped her fingers. “Yeah, he was a little dorky but kinda cute.”

      “I remember him now,” Tiffany said. “He was sweet and endearing. We secretly nicknamed him our little Dorkmeister.”

      “Chuckie Anderson,” Morticia added. “I remember him getting all flustered around Zoe. That and being obsessed with video games and wanting to make them when he grew up.”

      “Well, turnabout sure is fair play because I was the one who was more than flustered this time,” I said. “Because my Dr. Chaz is little Chuckie Anderson the Dorkmeister all grown up.”

      A pair of green eyes blinked, a pair of blue eyes widened, and a pair of black eyes gaped.

      “I know. I was shocked, too. His dating app picture didn’t look anything like him. He had a beard. I mean, what are the odds I would swipe right on little Chuckie.” I laughed a bit hysterically. “Time to refill my anxiety meds, cuz good ole Panic is here to stay. All I can say is thank God he lives in Boston. I’ll never have to see Dr. Chaz ever again.”
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        * * *

      

      My mailman, old man Truman Winters, was nearly blind and a bit forgetful these days. Even with his coke-bottle glasses, he still managed to mix up my mail with my perverted neighbor, Lester Bates’s, mail on a daily basis. Lester was as weird as they came, but he left us alone, which was all I cared about.

      Still, I didn’t want anything of his in my box.

      Like the time Lester’s girlie magazine had wound up in my mailbox, and my home and garden magazine had landed in his. I was sure when he sat down to stretch his mind and actually read something, an article on Martha Stewart wasn’t exactly what he’d had in mind. Picture books were more his speed… actual words, not so much.

      Truman was the nicest man in town and had been a mailman forever, so no one had the heart to tell him it was long past time he retired. I stepped outside to meet him at the mailbox the next morning, just to make sure there were no more little “mix ups.” All I needed was for my boys to get a hold of anything else of Lester’s.

      Talk about an education.

      “Mornin’, Mrs. Robinson.” Truman tipped his hat as he ambled down Pleasant Street in his gray postal uniform, his canvas satchel slung across his knobby shoulders, looking as though it weighed more than he did.

      I’d kept my ex-husband’s name so mine would be the same as my children, but I went by Ms. not Mrs. Only no one in town ever picked up on that no matter how many times I corrected them. I’d stopped wasting my breath.

      “It’s gonna snow,” he said. “I can feel it in my bones.”

      A gust of wind swirled around us, the bare branches above our heads crackling eerily as they punctuated Truman’s words. He just grinned. Handing me my mail, he winked on a nod. I discreetly thumbed through the bills that were getting harder to pay, while keeping a watchful eye on what he put in Lester’s box.

      “So, did you have a nice birthday weekend away?” he asked.

      My gaze snapped up to his. Was nothing private in this town? I couldn’t help wondering just how much everyone had heard. “I had a nice time, thank you.” I fidgeted with the mail.

      “Caused quite an uproar in the knitting circle with someone your age on a dating app, and all.”

      “I’m forty, not dead. Besides, it wasn’t like that, really. It was just a date. They don’t have to worry. He lives in Boston, and I don’t plan on bringing a bunch of men home. I have children, after all.” Reputation was everything in this town, and I couldn’t afford to lose mine.

      “I say it’s none of them womenfolk’s business. It’s high time you found yourself someone special. Like my Lizzy, God rest her soul. She’s watching, you know. They always are.” He looked to the heavens and smiled such a loving smile, my heart melted all over again. He sure knew how to keep this entire town adoring him, the old charmer.

      “I like to think so,” I said, and I meant it. “But I don’t hold out much hope in finding that bond for myself. I’m just fine on my own, thank you very much.”

      “Well, I’m sure those gals will find themselves something else to talk about soon enough. Mayflower hasn’t seen this much action in quite some time.” He chuckled. “Well, I best be going. Gotta finish my route before that snow sets in.” He glanced at the darkening clouds and shivered. “It’s gonna be a doozy.” Then he continued on down the street.

      Truman had two speeds: slow and stop. I’d put money on him getting wet before sundown.

      “A piece of cherry pie sure would go good with my evening coffee to warm me up. Maybe I’ll stop by the market if I have the energy,” he called over his shoulder.

      “Don’t trouble yourself. It just so happens I made one too many for the church bake sale this week. I’ll drop it off later in our usual spot on your porch,” I fibbed back in our weekly let-me-know-what-flavor-pie-you-want-and-I’ll-bake-you-one ritual. He mentioned a different flavor each week, and I fabricated a different excuse for having made an extra one of that exact kind. What could I say, it worked for us.

      “If you insist,” he said with a smile in his voice.

      “No sense letting it go to waste.” I watched him wave as he rounded the corner, then I opened Lester’s mailbox and swapped one of his bills for mine with a slight smile and a shake of my head. I hugged my mail to my chest as I jogged back up my sidewalk to go make dinner, only I couldn’t stop thinking about what Truman had said.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, I hollered, “Lexi, come set the table, please.” I’d made beef stew for my kids and my neighbor, Mrs. Bee, who sometimes babysat for me.

      Mrs. Bee liked to eat. She said it showed in all the wrong places. Smooth where she should have lumps and lumps where she should be smooth. I said she was beautiful inside and out. She was just as sweet and a godsend I couldn’t live without.

      Whatcha got cookin’? was the unspoken question behind her smile. It took a bit of bribery to get anyone to watch my gang these days, but I didn’t mind. After all, cooking was my specialty.

      Most people were headed to parent teacher conference at the high school tonight, but no, not me. I had a “special” conference scheduled with the principal because of my eldest child’s behavior as of late.

      “Just a sec, I’m on the phone,” said the eldest child in question. Lexi ran a hand through her caramel curls and continued to talk.

      “No, not just a sec. Call Mia back and set the table like I asked. Dinner’s almost ready. Remember, you’re grounded. No cell phone or computer. Are we clear?”

      She rolled her amber eyes, made a sarcastic remark to Mia, then hung up and proceeded to set the table in a huff. My shoulders drooped. She looked exactly like me, but we were polar opposites. Her father had been the one she was close to, but since he quit his job, cashed in his pension, and went backpacking across the U.S. to “find himself”, things had turned even worse.

      He didn’t even say good-bye, just left us a note. All he’d found was he didn’t want us anymore, and I’d received the divorce papers from Mexico in the mail. None of my kids took that well, but I wasn’t about to let them become out of control. Lexi had just obtained her driver’s permit and was bugging me to let her take her road test. Until her attitude changed, that wasn’t going to happen.

      “You okay, Mom? You look tired.” Concern creased Troy’s forehead as he came strolling in.

      I cupped his cheek and smiled. “I’m fine, sweetheart. Go wash up and call Bobby and Katy, please. Don’t forget Molly is coming over to study for science tonight.”

      Troy was all straight blond hair and blue eyes, just like his father. But he constantly tried to keep the peace and take care of everyone, just like me. I wished he would stop trying to be the man of the house and be the thirteen-year-old he was.

      “I won’t.” He looked nervous, and my heart went out to him.

      Poor kid was having such a hard time in school. His five-week report hadn’t been good. Molly lived down the street. She was a year older than he was and had agreed to be his tutor, but nothing seemed to help. I was at my wits’ end about what more I could do for him.

      At times like these, anger consumed me. I wanted to scream until I was hoarse, bury my head under the
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