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Cheese Balls

1 stick butter, softened

1 cup flour

pinch salt

1 cup grated medium-sharp cheese

Mix with hands and roll into small balls. Bake 10 to 15 minutes on ungreased cookie sheet at 400 degrees.

—Beatrice Witherspoon





Chapter One

Charlotte speaking.” Charlotte Stewart was answering the phone at the women’s shelter where she worked as the executive director because Maria, the office volunteer, had gone into town to buy some stamps.

“So, how did it go?”

Charlotte smiled at the voice on the other end of the telephone. “Beatrice Newgarden Witherspoon, please tell me that you have not invested any of your money in starting a matchmaking service because you are really, really unqualified to handle these things.” Charlotte waited for the response. She always loved talking to her former parishioner and old friend.

“It was the hairpiece that threw you off, wasn’t it? I tried to tell him that in today’s time, bald is in.”

Beatrice had discovered that her husband’s boss, the owner of the funeral home in Hope Springs, North Carolina, had a nephew who was going to a conference in Albuquerque, New Mexico. She had met Rollin Fair a couple of times, and she knew he had gotten divorced and had been single for a few months. She just thought it was part of her Christian duty to help love along. Since Charlotte, her former pastor, was heading toward forty and was still single, and was conveniently located in Gallup, New Mexico, just a couple of hours away from the winter gathering of the National Funeral Directors Conference, it seemed inspired.

Rollin wasn’t really a great catch, but Bea knew that he was gainfully employed, had his own house, and, best of all, was located back in North Carolina. Besides, Dick, her husband, had told her that Rollin was a becoming a fine funeral director and a good businessman, in line to take over the family business. He had an excellent retirement package and a wonderful time-share rental in south Florida. Beatrice considered these to be honorable attributes and began making calls to Charlotte and to Rollin as soon as she heard that the divorce was final and that he was going to the conference out west. Besides, she was not ashamed of the fact that she was acting a little selfishly since she thought that if she could find her former pastor a love interest back in North Carolina, maybe Charlotte might come back home. Charlotte had finally agreed to go out with Rollin just to get Beatrice to leave her alone. The one blind date had been a catastrophe.

“No, I’m sorry to say that the hairpiece was not the worst part of the evening.”

“Oh dear.” Beatrice sighed. “He talked about his ex-wife, didn’t he?” Dick had also mentioned that the divorce had been a result of his wife having an affair and that Rollin was having a difficult time of it.

“For two hours straight. Beatrice, the man is a mess. Why on earth did you think we would enjoy each other’s company?”

“It just seemed ordained,” she answered.

“Ordained?” Charlotte asked. “Trust me, this was not ordained. Unless you think he needed a counselor, which, I would add, he certainly does.”

“Well, maybe when he gets over his grief, you’ll reconsider.” Beatrice remained hopeful.

“I somehow think that’s not happening anytime soon. In fact, if I wait around for him to get back to normal, I’ve got a feeling I’ll be coming to him for his professional services, meaning one of us will be on our deathbed.”

Beatrice laughed. “It was that bad, huh?”

“It was terrible.” Charlotte paused.

“Well, I’ll send you the money for the gas it took for you to drive to Albuquerque. And I’ll just keep looking for you.”

“No!” Charlotte quickly replied. “Please, don’t set me up with anybody else.”

“But dear, I feel that it’s my duty as your friend to help you find true love. I’ve already signed you up for one of those Internet dating services for people in the South. In fact, that was another reason I was calling. I need a few details.” Beatrice reached over and pulled out a file she had near the phone. She cleared her throat. “Do you have any prior convictions or have you ever had any sexually transmitted diseases?”

“Beatrice!” Charlotte yelled the name so loudly that one of the women walking by her office stopped and peeked in to make sure the executive director was okay. Charlotte smiled at the client and nodded, showing that she was just fine. “Beatrice, take my name off of that service. The last thing I need is to have some crazy man showing up at the shelter!”

“Oh, you’re right. I forgot about where you are now.” Beatrice blew out a breath. “Hey, how about any of those contacts? Do any of your women know anybody that could be a potential husband for you?”

Charlotte laughed. “Bea, these are survivors of domestic abuse. I don’t really think I want them hooking me up, if you know what I mean.”

“Right,” Beatrice agreed.

“Besides,” Charlotte noted, “I have met someone.”

“Who? Where?” Beatrice sounded excited.

Charlotte let out a heavy sigh. She had not intended to say anything to anybody, and particularly not to Beatrice. Even though she was a couple thousand miles away, Beatrice had a way of meddling that went beyond even great distances. “He’s a police officer. He’s from here,” she added.

“A policeman?” Beatrice asked. “You’re not paying off a parking ticket with sex, are you?”

“Bea, what is wrong with you?”

“I’m just asking.”

“No, Bea, I am not paying him off with sex.” Charlotte shook her head.

“Okay,” Beatrice responded, and then waited. “Then he’s not one of those dirty cops who takes money from strip club owners to look the other way when they’re running a prostitution ring, is he?”

“What? No.” Charlotte already regretted telling Beatrice the news. “Are you still getting HBO and not paying for it?”

“I’m still considering my entertainment options,” Beatrice replied. “And I have seen plenty of programs about bad cops.”

“He’s not a bad cop,” Charlotte responded. “He’s a good guy.” She thought about him, how he had smiled at her as they stood at her doorstep the night before when they went out on their second date. She remembered how kind he had been, how sweet. She blushed re-calling the innocent kiss he had planted on her cheek.

“You’re thinking about him now, aren’t you?” Beatrice asked, aware of the sudden pause in the conversation.

Charlotte sat up in her chair, looking like she had just gotten caught by the high school principal for making out in the hallway. “I’m sorry, did you ask a question, Bea?”

“Are you going to tell me about him?”

Charlotte thought for a minute. “There’s not a lot to tell right now. We’ve only been out twice. His name is Donovan and he is Navajo.”

“Navajo? Like an Indian, Navajo?”

“Yes, like an Indian Navajo,” Charlotte answered.

“An Indian named Donovan?”

“Yes, Beatrice, an Indian named Donovan.”

“Hmmmmm,” Beatrice responded.

“So, what else is going on in Hope Springs?” Charlotte asked, changing the subject.

Beatrice sighed. She knew Charlotte was through talking about her new boyfriend. She was hoping for more information, but she would let Charlotte have her way now and would ask more questions later. She decided to go along with the new subject. “Louise heard from George.”

“Who’s George?” Charlotte asked, glad to have moved on.

“You know, the husband of Roxie, that woman she loved from her teenage years, the one she had move in with her when she got Alzheimer’s.”

Charlotte knew the name Roxie very well. She remembered how Louise Fisher, another woman from Hope Springs, had confessed her love for her oldest friend and how she wanted nothing more than to care for her, love her, be with her while she was dying. Roxie’s family allowed Louise to take her into her home because none of them, especially her husband, who was having an affair at the time, wanted the responsibility of caring for the dying woman.

“Why on earth did he contact Louise?” Charlotte asked. She re-called that George had never been very fond of Roxie’s best friend. Even Louise had said that he had always been suspicious of the friendship between his wife and the single woman from North Carolina. They had been civil with each other only because of Roxie, the woman they both loved. She had asked them to try and get along, so they had. When Roxie developed dementia, Louise and George had fought long and hard about her care.

“I’m not sure,” Beatrice answered. “Lou only said that he was planning a trip south and that he wanted to stop by and see her.”

Charlotte knew that Roxie’s family was from the Baltimore area. She remembered being with Louise after the funeral and how the friends from Hope Springs, calling themselves the cookbook committee because of their efforts to produce a church cookbook, drove together to Baltimore at Christmas to be with Louise at the time of Roxie’s death.

“Well, that’s weird,” Charlotte noted. “How long has it been since that funeral?”

“It seems forever,” Beatrice replied. “It seems a lot longer than Margaret’s.”

There was a pause in the conversation as both women thought of their very dear friend Margaret Peele. It had been only a few months since Margaret’s death, and all the women on the cookbook committee, all the friends, still grieved deeply over their common loss.

“You remember how Margaret got us to Baltimore?” Beatrice made a sort of clucking noise. “She was worried to death about Louise, called us to come up there and help.”

“As I recall, neither you nor Jessie needed a lot of convincing,” Charlotte said. “The two of you were packed and in that car before I even knew what was going on.”

“You went with us too,” Beatrice said. There was a softness in her voice. “I don’t remember much hesitation from you either.”

Charlotte smiled. She had always loved that cookbook committee, loved every one of its members: Jessie Jenkins, with her bold and brassy friendship; Louise, and her wonderful and attentive ways of caring; even Beatrice, the biggest busybody she knew … still, Beatrice had the biggest heart of all of them. Those women had taught Charlotte a lot about being the woman she wanted to be. But Margaret, Margaret had always been the special one of the group to Charlotte. Charlotte’s mother was still alive but the minister had never felt the same closeness with her own kin that she felt for her parishioner Margaret. The tears began to gather in her eyes. She still had a hard time talking about the woman who had taught her wisdom and strength and the true meaning of courage.

“We are quite the committee,” Charlotte said, reaching for a tissue.

“Yes, we are,” Beatrice agreed, sharing a few tears of her own. “Which is why we still have a commitment to each other.”

“Anything any of us needs,” Charlotte responded.

“Which is why I’m working so hard to get you married,” Beatrice added.

Charlotte laughed. “Beatrice Witherspoon, what am I ever to do with you?”

“Well, I’m going to hang up for now because I know you’re busy, but the next time we talk, I expect a full report on your Officer Love.”

“Donovan,” Charlotte said. “Donovan Sanchez.”

Beatrice waited. “Officer Donovan Sanchez,” she repeated. “Is that Spanish? What, is he biracial? Does he speak English?”

“Yes, Bea, he speaks English.”

Beatrice made a sort of humming noise. She wasn’t sure how she felt about this news. Even though she had talked to all their friends and knew that Charlotte was very happy in New Mexico, she had never given up hope that the young woman would get her fill of the Southwest and move back to North Carolina. The news that Charlotte had found love out where she was living hurt those odds.

“Did I mention that Rollin has a time-share in Miami? He gets two weeks a year at a condo right on the beach. I could call him up for you, help him find some counseling. Maybe they can do some of that electric shock therapy, like I saw on a documentary last week about people addicted to that new drug mets or something, and then you can go out with him again when he gets fixed up?”

“The drug is called meth and I don’t think so. But you’re kind to ask. However, I don’t really think me and Mr. Fair Jr. have much of a future together.”

“All right, I’ll not speak of him again.”

“Thank you, Beatrice.”

“You are welcome, Pastor Charlotte. But the next time we talk, I do expect more information about your Officer Sanchez.”

“Fair enough.”

“Love you, Charlotte.”

“Love you too, Bea.”

And the two women hung up their phones.




Cheese Cocktail Crackers

1 cup (½ pound) margarine, melted

2 cups sifted flour

⅓ cup sugar

1 teaspoon salt

1 cup grated cheddar cheese

1 cup chopped pecans

Blend margarine, flour, sugar, and salt until fine particles are created. Add cheese and blend. Mix in chopped pecans. Shape dough into a long roll 1½ inches in diameter. Wrap roll in waxed paper. Chill. Cut into ⅛-inch slices. Bake at 350 degrees for 10 to 15 minutes. Makes 6 dozen.

—Jessie Jenkins






Chapter Two

An Indian police officer?” Jessie was cleaning up the dishes from breakfast. It was late morning, but she had gone walking right after finishing the meal. She had just gotten around to straightening up when Beatrice stopped by.

“Navajo,” Beatrice replied. She had decided to visit her friend after she had spoken to Charlotte. “Do you think I should get a rundown, do a 411 on him?”

Jessie turned to Beatrice. “Are you still stealing those cable programs?”

Beatrice rolled her eyes and sat down at the table. “I am not stealing programs. I just want to try them out before we pay for them.”

Jessie shot her friend a look of suspicion. “How much did you pay the television repairman to let you try it out?”

“Fifty bucks and it was his idea. I have always intended to pay for it once I decide whether or not I like the shows he got me.”

“Uh-huh.” Jessie went back to drying her dishes at the sink.

“Besides, the young man needed a little extra cash. I was just trying to help him out a bit. You know Discount Danny doesn’t pay his workers enough money. That’s why they keep leaving him and going to work for Sears.”

“Danny pays his employees a fair price. He was the only white businessman to hire an African-American salesman. It was James Jr.’s first job and he worked for him a number of years. He’s a good man and an ethical businessman. He treated me and my family with the same respect he treated the white folks in this town. And I don’t think he would be too happy if he knew his crew was providing his customers with illegal services.”

“Getting the Weather Channel is illegal?” Beatrice asked, trying to sound innocent.

“It is if you aren’t a paying customer.” Jessie put the plates in the cabinet and dried off two coffee cups. She placed one in front of Beatrice. “How does that work anyway? How did he hook you up without having you register?”

“I don’t ask those kinds of questions,” Bea answered, taking the cup and sounding smug. She reached over and poured the coffee for herself from the pot that was placed in the center of the table. She took a spoonful of sugar and stirred it in. “He had some computer thingie that he slipped in the back of the television. I wasn’t watching so that I won’t need to lie if the cable people question me. But never you mind. I’m going to figure out which channels I want and I will have Lester come back and unhook me and then I’ll call the cable company and upgrade my order.”

“Uh-huh,” Jessie responded. She sat down across from her friend and poured a cup of coffee for herself. “Well, enough about your illegal activities. I don’t want to become an accessory to your bad behavior. Tell me more about Charlotte and her new love.”

“I don’t know a lot,” Beatrice replied. “Yet,” she added. “But I intend to find out more as soon as I can.” She thought about her earlier conversation. “I must say, though, she sounded smitten.”

“Smitten?” Jessie repeated. “I can’t say as I have ever heard Charlotte sound smitten.” She shook her head. “A Navajo police officer.” She smiled. “And she sounds smitten.”

“Yes, and he has a Spanish last name,” Beatrice noted as she drank a sip of coffee and then placed her cup in front of her.

“How did they meet?” Jessie asked, leaning back in her chair.

“Don’t know,” Beatrice answered.

“How many times have they gone out?” Jessie asked.

“Two, I think,” Beatrice said.

Jessie nodded her head, taking in the information. “Well, good for her,” she responded.

“Well, let’s hope it’s good for her,” Beatrice said, sounding concerned.

“Beatrice, finding a boyfriend for Charlotte has been all you have talked about for months. I thought you would be happy for her.”

“I’m not saying I’m not happy.” She leaned up and rested her chin on her fists. “I’m just saying I think she should go a little more slowly.”

“What?” Jessie asked, sounding very surprised. “You think somebody should go slowly? When have you ever gone slowly about anything? After all, you’re the one who got us all to shave our heads for Margaret before we found out that she wasn’t going to have chemotherapy. You’re the one who started that cookbook and that Christmas Cake Recipe Contest before you ever thought about how much work those projects would be. You’re the one who got a funeral van to drive Margaret back to Texas last year. You are not somebody with qualifications to hand out advice about slowing down!”

Beatrice blew out a long breath. “I did not come over here for a lecture,” she said. “I just came to let you know what I had heard. I thought you would be as concerned as I am.”

Jessie smiled. “Oh Beatrice, Charlotte has a boyfriend. Be glad for her. She would never pick a bad guy. I’m sure we will like him as much as she does when we get the chance to meet him.” She took a sip of her coffee. “This has gotten cold. You want me to brew another pot?”

Beatrice was looking down. She shook her head.

“What?” Jessie asked. She could see her friend was upset about something.

“She’s never coming back, is she?” Beatrice looked up at Jessie.

Jessie reached over and took her by the hands. “That’s what this is about, isn’t it?” She smiled at Beatrice. “You wanted to find Charlotte a boyfriend back here so that she would move home.”

“Well, I don’t see what’s so wrong with that,” Beatrice responded. “Robin still doesn’t ever come home to visit. Teddy has gotten some teaching fellowship in Japan, and Jenny and the twins are so busy in their own lives,” she said, speaking about her children and grand-children. “Louise is all wrapped up in her gardening classes and now talking about Roxie all over again. You and James stay completely involved in the lives of your children and grandchildren. Dick works all the time. Margaret is—” She stopped and took a breath. She still missed her friend so much. “I just thought it would be nice to have Charlotte back,” she confessed. “Even if she doesn’t want to be our preacher again, she could come back and be our friend.”

Jessie nodded. “It would be nice.” She also thought about Margaret and how empty life seemed without her. She understood Beatrice’s reasons for wanting their young friend back in their shrinking circle. “But Charlotte has made her own life in New Mexico. And we get to see her once in a while. I miss her too. But she’s happy out there, and she’s doing very good work at that shelter.”

Beatrice pulled her hands away and reached over and got a napkin. She dabbed at her eyes. “Well, that’s true. She does seem happy helping out those women.” She paused. “But we got women who get beat up here too,” she noted.

“That’s true,” Jessie responded. “Sad, but true. However, I don’t think Charlotte moved to New Mexico just to find abused women.” She sat back in her chair.

“Why do you think she went out there?” Beatrice asked. She folded her arms across her waist. “Do you think she was unhappy here?”

Jessie shrugged. “I don’t know exactly. I do know that there was a time when I wanted to move and live somewhere else.”

“But you didn’t, and now you’re glad you stayed, right?” Beatrice remembered hearing about Jessie’s wanderlust and how she had wanted to live in another place when she was younger.

“I am glad I’m here now, but I still think I would have enjoyed living in another place for a while. But once the children were born and then when James left, I just couldn’t imagine going anywhere else.” Jessie glanced out the window, remembering how it was for her when her husband walked out on her. He was gone for a lot of years before he came back.

“How long have you guys been married?” Beatrice asked.

Jessie thought about the question and counted up the years. “Well, if you add all of the years together, since we never really got divorced, it would be fifty years. But if you take away the years that he was gone it would be less.”

“Which one do you count?” Beatrice asked.

“I think the first one, the long one, because even though we weren’t together for all those years, I still felt married to him, still connected to him. He has always been my husband even when he wasn’t here.”

Beatrice perked up. “You should have a vow renewal service,” she announced.

“A what?” Jessie asked.

“A second wedding,” Bea answered. “A ceremony where you and James renew your vows. I mean, he came back and you took him in but you didn’t have an event of any kind to celebrate.” She clapped her hands together. “We can do it at the church. I’m sure Reverend Joles will be happy to do it. No!” She stopped and looked directly at Jessie. “We can ask Charlotte to come back and officiate! That way we can look into her eyes when she talks about her officer and we’ll know for sure if he’s right for her.” She stopped and gasped. “We could even make her bring him with her! We get to plan a party and find out the truth about Charlotte.”

“Wait, wait, Bea.” Jessie put up her hand. “Let’s just take a minute to think about this. A second wedding? Charlotte coming back to officiate?” She shook her head. “I’m not sure this is something James and I would want.”

“What wouldn’t I want?” James had come into the house and was standing at the back door.

Both women turned to look in his direction.

“Hey babe,” Jessie called out.

“Hey babe,” Beatrice repeated.

“Hello, my lovely women,” James responded. “And what are the two of you cooking up?” He reached down and gave Jessie a kiss on the forehead, then turned around and walked over to the cabinets to get a coffee cup. He headed back over to the table and squeezed Beatrice on the shoulders.

“We are going to plan a second wedding for you and Jessie and we’re going to invite Charlotte to come back and officiate!” Beatrice was all aglow with her new idea. “That will give us the chance to meet Charlotte’s new beau and spend time with her, maybe make her stay here, and celebrate something wonderful: your love!”

James turned to his wife and winked. Then he poured himself a cup of coffee and leaned against the kitchen counter. He took a sip while both women waited for his response. Beatrice was especially eager to hear his reaction.

“I think it’s a great idea,” he remarked with a grin.

“Really?” Jessie asked, surprised.

“Really,” he replied. “After fifty years I would like nothing more than to tell the world that I am marrying you all over again.”

Jessie blushed. A big smile swept across her face.

Beatrice rubbed her hands together. “Okay, we’ll need to get invitations and pick a date. We need to reserve the church and the fellowship hall.”

“I think I’d rather do it here,” Jessie said. She was starting to enjoy the idea.

Beatrice glanced around. “Inside or out?” she asked.

James and Jessie looked at each other and at the same time answered, “Out.”

Beatrice grinned. “An outdoor wedding.” She thought about the logistics of planning the event. “Summer then?” she asked.

“Late spring,” Jessie replied.

“May,” James added. “Our anniversary is in May.” He took another sip of coffee and winked again at his wife.

“May it is,” Beatrice exclaimed. “Oh my, there’s so much to do and not a lot of time to do it in. We’ll need to think about flowers and music and a photographer and a honeymoon.” She pushed her chair away from the table. “And, oh my, I have another fabulous idea!”

“What?” Jessie asked.

“How about putting together a wedding cookbook?” she asked, her face flushed with excitement.

And both Jessie and James turned to their friend in exasperation and yelled at the same time, “No cookbook!”




Chili Dip

1 15-ounce can chili without beans

1 cup shredded cheddar cheese

hot sauce to taste

½ teaspoon cayenne pepper

Combine all ingredients. Heat until cheese melts. Serve hot with tortilla chips. Makes 2 cups.

—Maria Roybal






Chapter Three

Charlotte was staring out the window and still thinking about Beatrice and their conversation, how she had spilled the beans and told her about Donovan, whom she had only gone out with a couple of times. She was having her regrets when Maria walked into the office. When Charlotte turned around, the shelter volunteer was standing right in front of the desk, wearing a strange look on her face.

“Hello Maria, how was it?” Charlotte asked. She could tell that Maria definitely had something to tell her.

Maria remained standing very close to Charlotte. She placed the stamps on the corner of the desk and then looked back up. “I went to the post office,” she responded.

Charlotte smiled. She loved how dramatic the volunteer could be at times. “Yes, I remember where you were going. And you got stamps too, which is fabulous, Maria. Is that the reason for that goofy look on your face? Are they special stamps?” She glanced over to the small roll that had been placed by the phone. They seemed to be the same U.S. flag variety that she was used to having.

“Did we get a discount?” Charlotte knew how Maria loved to use coupons and ask vendors for discounts.

“I do not wear this look about my face because of stamps.” Maria waited, allowing for the dramatic pause.

“Okay.” Charlotte played along.

She and Maria had been friends for almost three years. Maria was one of the first people she had met when she moved to Gallup, and Maria’s family had sort of adopted Charlotte since her arrival. Charlotte ate at least one meal a week with the Roybal family. She babysat Maria’s grandchildren from time to time and even attended Mass with them once or twice a month. Maria and her husband, Gilbert, were helping Charlotte with her language skills in Spanish.

“Well, are you going to tell me or do you want me to keep guessing?” Charlotte asked. “I’ve got work to do, Maria,” she added.

“I ran into Isabella Gomez while I was standing in line to buy the stamps.”

Charlotte thought that the name sounded familiar but she didn’t think she knew who Maria was talking about. She shrugged.

Maria sighed as if she thought Charlotte ought to know who Isabella was. “Isabella Gomez is married to Daniel Gomez, and his sister married Jimmie Lujan from Farmington,” Maria explained. “They sit in the fourth row at Mass every Sunday.”

“Isabella and Daniel, or Jimmie Lujan?”

Maria let out another sigh. “Isabella and Daniel.” She thought for a moment. “She stacks her hair really high and adds a bun extension to the top of her head.”

“A bun or a French twist?” Charlotte asked, thinking about the women’s hairstyles she had seen in the Catholic church.

“Bun,” Maria answered, growing impatient.

“Okay,” Charlotte said, nodding her head. “And this is important because?”

“This is important because Daniel’s sister’s husband, Jimmie Lujan, has a cousin who is married to Carla Fairhope.”

There was another pause. Charlotte shook her head, hoping Maria would soon get to her point.

“Yes, and?” Charlotte asked.

“And Carla Fairhope is really Carla Sanchez Fairhope.” Charlotte still was not following Maria’s line of conversation. She waited.

“Carla Sanchez Fairhope,” Maria repeated, very carefully sounding out the name.

“Carla Sanchez Fairhope,” Charlotte said. And then the name finally rang a bell. “Are you trying to tell me that she is somehow related to Donovan?”

Charlotte had told her friend about meeting the Gallup policeman and about their first date, and Maria had promised, without any urging or request from Charlotte, to find out everything she could about the New Mexico native.

“Oh, she’s more than just related.” She paused, wanting even more of a dramatic effect to what she was about to say.

Charlotte leaned in, waiting. “What, Maria?” she finally asked.

Maria glanced around to see if anyone was outside in the hall.

Charlotte followed her eyes. She whispered, “It’s just us. The women have all gone to job training at the community college, and the kids are in school.”

Maria nodded again, looking as if she wanted to be very careful with her news.

Charlotte shrugged, still waiting.

“She was his first wife.” Maria punctuated the end of the sentence with a loud bang on the desk, pounding her fist. And then she stood up straight and waited for Charlotte’s response.

Charlotte was surprised to hear this news, but it didn’t shock her as much as it apparently shocked Maria. She and Donovan had not spoken to each other about past relationships, so it wasn’t as if he had lied to her or kept anything from her. She knew that if they continued to see each other, this subject would certainly come up, but at this point, she hadn’t asked him a lot of personal questions.

“So, he’s divorced?” Charlotte asked, not showing nearly the amount of emotion that Maria was expecting.

“You are not upset?”

“He’s in his forties, Maria. It shouldn’t surprise you that a man his age has been married before.” She reached over to a folder and opened it. There were some forms she needed to fill out and get in the afternoon mail; that was part of the reason she had sent Maria to get stamps. As always in nonprofit work, a deadline was looming.

“You didn’t find out from him if he had ever been married?” Maria asked. She pulled up a chair and sat across from Charlotte, surprised to see that her friend wasn’t stunned about this important bit of news.

“No, Maria, I didn’t ask him if he had ever been married. We’ve only been out twice.” Charlotte looked back down at the form. It was from the state government, requesting the number of children served by St. Mary’s House in the last quarter and their ages, as well as other information about them. The women’s shelter received a certain amount of money based on the clientele they served. These forms were always important to complete because the funds were a necessary part of their income.

Maria studied the young woman. She made a kind of humming noise.

Charlotte glanced up. “What?”

“There are things you should always ask right off the bat when you go out with a man.”

“Things?” Charlotte repeated.

“Things,” Maria answered, nodding.

“Besides having been married before, what other things?” Charlotte asked. This interested her.

“Any known children, medical and family history, religious preferences, mental illnesses …” She stopped to consider other issues. “And any bad debts,” she added.

“Wow,” Charlotte responded. “That’s a lot of information. Maybe I need to ask the state to make forms for my dates.” She held up the paper she was working on and shook her head; the entire dialogue she was having was starting to sound and feel very familiar. “You are as bad as Beatrice Witherspoon,” she commented, remembering the conversation she had just had with her former church member. “I’m not asking all of those questions on the first date. And besides, it doesn’t matter to me if he’s been married before,” she added.

Maria blew out a breath. “Your friend is right to worry about you. Los hombres que te ocultan una cosa, te ocultaran muchas más.”

“Maria, you know how bad my Spanish
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