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      They were best friends…

      

      Margie Collier is struggling to make ends meet while caring for her terminally ill mother. Drowning in medical expenses, she knows she will spend the rest of her life working to pay them off. With her friend living with her new family hundreds of miles away, the only people Margie has to rely on is the elderly couple she rents from…or so she thinks.

      

      who never forgot one another.

      

      Chase Markum never forgot his best friend Margie after his family moved away when they were in junior high. He spent his days working on a ranch and his evenings searching for her, unable to find any leads as to where she might be, until he stumbles across her mother’s obituary. Knowing that Margie’s alone, Chase races to be at her side.

      

      But after all these years, can they be more than friends?

      

      Chase sees the exhaustion Margie carries, and when she collapses after her mother’s funeral, he insists she recuperate at his ranch. In the days and weeks that pass, Margie learns new truths about Chase. Truths that make it feel like they are farther apart than ever. Will she be able to come to terms with this new Chase who still seems to care very deeply for her? And even if she does, will outside forces keep them apart forever?
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      This book is dedicated to my sister and her husband, Sandra and Ticen, for being the caregivers for our mother through her long illness. Their difficulties and challenges for taking care of our loved one is greatly appreciated by the family.

      Thank you both.
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      Eighteen years earlier

      

      The twelve-year-old boy slunk out of his family’s rundown rent house in the small town in the East Texas woods, letting the screen door slam behind him. The blistered paint on the frame walls peeled under the hot Texas sun. He started down the cracked, uneven sidewalk, where aged tree roots ran their long fingers under the concrete and caused permanent damage to the walkway.

      The young boy kicked a grayish-brown oval shaped rock he’d taken from his pocket and threw down in front of him. The stone had a striking white line circling its middle giving the illusion of cutting the rock in two. The boy’s head was hung so his chin met his chest as he focused on the rock, occasionally pushing his broken, taped glasses up his Roman-shaped nose. Shaggy dark brown hair crawled down his neck into the collar of his worn, stained shirt, and his bangs flopped into his caramel colored eyes, as he continued his progress down the concrete path.

      After crossing two streets and making his way down two and a half blocks to his destination, he heard, “Hey, Chase! I’ve been waiting for you! Where’ve you been?” When he walked up to the house that was almost in as bad a need of a paint job as his, he stopped at the bottom of the porch steps. The boy looked up at the young, pretty girl sitting on the top step in her ever present denim overalls with the patched knees. He bent over and picked up the smooth, unusual stone he’d kicked all the way from his house and pocketed it in the front pocket of his worn, hole ridden jeans.

      “Hey, Margie. Sorry I’m late,” he said, still looking down after picking up the rock.

      The girl, a year younger than him, stood up and made her way to the bottom of the steps to meet her best friend. “Hey, what’s the matter?” she asked, grabbing him and giving him a big hug. “Summer’s almost over and school’s going to start. We’ve got to make the most of the days we have left!”

      “Yeah, sure. What’d you want to do today?” he asked quietly.

      “I was thinking we’d go to the caliche pit and ride down the sides on a piece of cardboard box! Doesn’t that sound like a blast? There’s always a bunch from school already there slicking the hills up,” she said excitedly.

      Chase lifted his head and looked at her with sad, watery eyes.

      “What’s the matter, Chase? What happened?” she questioned, placing her calloused hand on his boney shoulder. She looked him square in the eyes.

      “We’re moving, Margie. My family has to move.”

      “Oh, yeah? Where to? Across town? Closer to me? Wouldn’t that be great,” she said, grinning broadly.

      “Margie.” He looked at her sadly.

      “Where, Chase? Tell me where,” she asked cautiously, sensing something was terribly wrong.

      “We’re leaving Texas. Dad says we’ve got to go to Oklahoma for work. He says we’ll get new clothes and shoes once he starts the new job.” He looked at her taking in her shocked expression. “I don’t want to go, Margie,” he said shaking his head. “I don’t want to leave you.”

      “Chase…I…I don’t…know what to say,” she whispered in a choked voice. “I don’t want you to leave. You’re my best friend. I love you.” Tears began to run down her tortured face.

      “I love you, too.” He pulled her into his thin arms as tears began to fall from his eyes.

      After several long moments, Margie pulled away from Chase, but grabbed onto his hand. “I don’t want to do anything today,” she croaked. “I just want to sit on the porch with you.”

      “Me, too.” He looked at her for several seconds before he started up the steps to the hanging porch swing at the corner of the house, and pulled her along with him.

      Margie stumbled behind him still in shock at his news.

      On the swing, the pair sat side by side, their denim covered legs touching, as they kicked the porch in unison making the swing sway back and forth with their forced movement. The silence grew around them, each in their own thoughts, as the gentle creak of the swing’s chain made the only sound on the still, hot, summer morning.

      “Are you hungry?” Margie asked, as the sun moved directly overhead in the bright blue Texas sky.

      “A little, maybe,” Chase answered sullenly.

      “Mama made some stew this morning. She said it’d be ready by lunch.”

      “Okay, if she doesn’t care for me staying.”

      “She’s always glad to have you over to eat. You’re one of my few friends that she likes.” She grinned at him. “Actually, my mama loves you, Chase.”

      “I love her, too. She’s a very nice lady,” he added. “Margie, can I give you the rock I kicked over here this morning?”

      “Sure, if you want me to have it.” She placed her hand on his knee, her palm touching skin through the hole in the fabric.

      “I wish I had something else to give you, but it’s all I’ve got,” he admitted. He pushed his glasses up his nose and licked his dry lips.

      Margie looked at him and smiled sweetly. “You don’t have to give me anything, Chase.”

      “I want you to remember me. If you keep the rock, when you look at it, maybe you’ll remember me and the good times we’ve had.”

      “You’re my best friend and I’ll never forget you. But I still want the rock, because it’s from you.”

      He leaned over to the side and dug his hand down into his front jean’s pocket and pulled out the rock, grasping it tightly. He opened his fist and turned it over and over in his hands, memorizing the look and feel of the two-inch long stone. Chase placed it in Margie’s open palm and then closed her fingers over it. “My mom told me this is an Irish wishing rock. She said if I wished for something while holding it, it’d come true.”

      “I’ll wish on it every day that we’ll be together again soon,” Margie said bravely, with huge tears in her violet-colored eyes.

      “Don’t forget me, Margie. Keep this rock and remember all the fun we had and all the secrets we’ve kept.” He leaned over and gently kissed her soft, rosy cheek. “You wish on that rock every day and wait for me. I’ll come back for you. I promise I will. And thank you for being my best friend.”
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      With tears in here eyes, Margie Collier drove her small, second-hand, SUV to the funeral home just north of downtown Houston. It was five o’clock in the evening and the visitation for her mother would begin at six. She would have some time to visit with the funeral home personnel and deal with her nervousness before visitors began to arrive.

      I’m just so tired, she thought to herself. Sometimes I feel like I’m going to collapse.

      Arriving at her destination, she pulled into the lot, parked as close as she could to the front of the building, got out, and locked her doors. She turned from her vehicle to head inside.

      As she walked through the front door, she heard, “Ms. Collier, how are you doing?”

      “I’m okay, Mr. Aimes.” She wiped the stray tears from her cheeks. “Making it, I guess.”

      He stepped to a little table close by, retrieved a couple of tissues, and handed them to her. “Here you go, Ms. Collier.”

      “Thank you.” She gave him a weak smile. “Mother was sick for so long with the cancer that I knew she’d some day lose her battle. But these last few months have been very hard. She needed so much care and would only let me take care of her. She didn’t want anyone else in the house, and I had to try and work. The bills don’t stop just because your life does.”

      “I understand. It’s always hard no matter the timing or the circumstances.”

      “You’re right. It’s just that at this point in time, I don’t know if I’m crying because I lost her or if I’m crying because I’m exhausted and I don’t know what to do next.”

      “I understand that, also.” He placed a comforting hand on her arm. “Rest assured, we’ll do everything we can to help you through this as painlessly as possible. I’m glad for you that your mother pre-arranged her service years ago with specific requests.”

      “Oh, I am, too. And the lots where my daddy is buried have been paid for, for a long time.”

      “Yes, they have. Your mother paid them out after your father’s untimely demise even though you all didn’t live here.”

      “Daddy was from Houston, born and raised. He’d always told Mama he wanted to come back home, either before or after his death.”

      “That’s what she told me. She sent in a payment after she got paid every Friday until they were paid for. She said that was the only way your father could rest in peace. She said he didn’t like owing people.”

      “That’s what she always told me. I don’t remember a lot about him. I was only four when he died. I never liked daddy being here and us being back in East Texas, but Mama said that’s the way it had to be. It’s almost like she always knew we’d end up here, eventually.”

      “I’m glad you had your mother as long as you did. She was a fine lady.”

      “Yes, she was,” Margie agreed. “Mr. Aimes,” she continued, “speaking of payment plans, since I upgraded the casket from the one mama’s plan paid for, am I going to be able to pay that out to you, over a few months? If not, I’ll get a loan from the bank. Since I’m an employee, I’m sure Mr. Barker will see fit to do that for me.”

      “Ms. Collier, we have a few minutes before the visitation begins. Would you step into my office for a moment? I have something to tell you and you may want to be sitting down.”

      Margie formed a concerned expression on her face at his words. “What is it, Mr. Aimes? Do I owe more than the quote? I can’t afford any more bills.”

      “Please, this way for just a moment.” He motioned with his arm for her to precede him to his office.

      Margie stumbled slightly at his request, not knowing what was ahead of her. He gently caught her upper arm and righted her as they entered the small room, together. Mr. Aimes led her to a chair in front of his oak desk. She let out a deep sigh, uncertain what he was about to tell her.

      After he saw her seated, he made his way around to the backside of his desk and took a seat in the leather office chair.

      “What is it, Mr. Aimes? You’re worrying me. I live from paycheck to paycheck and I really can’t afford any surprises.”

      “Ms. Collier, I do have some news for you, but rest assured, it’s good news.”

      “You…have good news…for me?” she questioned, not believing what he was saying, after all she’d been through.

      “I wanted to let you know that the upgrade on the casket has been paid for, along with the flower spray for the top of the casket.”

      “What? How?” She paused looking at him strangely. “Who did this?”

      “Actually, I can’t say. The person in question has asked me not to reveal their identity.”

      “But whoever it is doesn’t need to do this. I’m not a charity case. I can make payments if the funeral home will let me,” she told him, stressing at his words.

      “Ms. Collier, please calm down. I believe that the person who did this for you and your mother, cares for the both of you very deeply. At least when I was talking to them, that’s the impression I got.”

      She moved forward in her chair bracing her hands on the edge of his desk. “Please tell me who did this. If they insist on doing this for us, I at least need to be able to thank them for their kindness and generosity.”

      “I’m sorry, I was asked not to reveal their identity and I must honor their request. But, even though you may eventually know who did it, I’m just not at liberty to say.”

      “I see. Thank you for telling me. It’s a shock and a relief at the same time. I just wish I knew who cared that much.”

      He rose from his chair and she followed. “Can I see you out to the reception area? You’ll have visitors arriving soon,” he said as he looked down at the watch on his wrist.

      “Yes, thank you.”

      They started out the door and Mr. Aimes stopped abruptly and turned to go back in his office. “I almost forgot,” he said, walking back to his desk to pick up a white box.

      “What is that?” she asked.

      “The memory pamphlets you wanted.”

      “But I told you I couldn’t afford them!”

      “Please. Your benefactor asked if there was anything else that you had wanted for your mother’s service. I happened to mention them and they insisted that I get them ready for today and apply them to the final bill.”

      “I think I’m going crazy,” Margie stated, turning and heading to the reception area, leaving the funeral director to follow.

      In another fifteen minutes there was a steady stream of friends, co-workers, neighbors, and acquaintances, to both her and her mother, offering their condolences for the next hour and a half. The crowd was finally thinning and there were only a couple of groups  still visiting with each other before leaving the funeral home. Margie felt even more exhausted after working all day and then standing on her feet to accept kind words from friends and the like. She’d just sat down and slipped her shoes off for just a moment, leaning back and closing her eyes, when someone broke into her thoughts.

      “Margie?”

      She lifted her head trying to focus and put her shoes back on, while looking to see where the familiar voice was coming from.

      “Margie, honey, are you okay?”

      She saw the woman standing a couple of feet from her as she pushed herself up out of the chair, not believing her eyes.

      “Sara? Is it really you? Are you really here?” Margie asked, tears pricking the backs of her eyes.

      “Yes, honey, it’s me.”

      The two women rushed forward and threw their arms around each other upon meeting. Margie began to cry uncontrollably.

      “Oh, honey, it’s okay,” Sara Johnson-Preston said, trying to comfort her old friend. “It’s going to be okay.”

      “I can’t believe you’re here,” Margie said, between sobs. “You don’t know how much I was wishing you were here.”

      “I’m here now, sweetie. And it’s going to be fine.” Sara continued to hold her friend tightly.

      After several minutes passed of the friends embracing one another, Margie finally loosened her hold on Sara and backed away a fraction to look at her. “Sara, you look beautiful. I’m so glad to see you.”

      “I’m glad to see you, too. And you’re going to be fine, honey. Your mother wouldn’t want you to be crying over her like this.”

      “To be honest, I don’t know if I’m crying over Mama or if it’s because I’m so totally exhausted. I don’t even remember when the last night was that I slept all the way through. It’s been so hard and she was so sick.”

      “I know, sweetie. But now you’ve got to focus on yourself and taking care of you. You did all you could for your mother and took good care of her. Now it’s your turn. And I know from first hand experience how well you take care of someone who’s sick.”

      “How are you feeling? Are you doing okay?”

      “I feel great and I’m doing fine. I got another clean bill of health on my last check-up.”

      “That’s so good to hear. I just can’t get over how great you look,” Margie said, holding Sara’s hands. “You look so happy,” she observed.

      “I am and let me introduce you to the people that make me that way.” Sara turned and grabbed Margie’s arm, entwining it with hers. They moved towards a tall, good looking cowboy standing to the side with three, younger cowboys standing with him. The all male crew were exhibiting the best of manners, each holding their cowboy hats in their hands.

      “Is this Jack?” Margie whispered to Sara with a smile.

      “It is.” Sara beamed brightly. The two women reached the man and young boys at the edge of the room. “Margie, this is my husband, Jack Preston. Jack, this my dear friend, Margie Collier.”

      “Ma’am, it’s nice to meet you. Sara’s told me a lot about you,” he said, extending his hand to his wife’s friend.

      “It’s good to meet you. I’ve heard a lot about you, also. I’m so glad you and Sara came.”

      “She was pretty adamant about it, and I couldn’t say no after all you did for her since I wasn’t there.”

      “I’m glad I was there for her, and I’m sure you would’ve been if you’d known. I can see you’re a kind and caring man.”

      “Thank you, ma’am. I would have been, but we’re together now and that’s all that matters.” He and his wife gave each other a knowing smile.

      “And who are these fine young gentlemen you have with you?” Margie questioned, as she looked at a black, Hispanic, and Caucasian boy. The three boys, all around the age of six were dressed just like Jack in crisp starched blue jeans, a western shirt, western belt, and cowboy boots, and all three were holding a new cowboy hat in front of them.

      “Margie, these are our sons. Jack and I adopted them. The papers were only final a few day ago.”

      “What?!” Margie asked excited. “These are your boys? You’re a mother?”

      “Yes, I’m a mother and it feels wonderful.”

      Margie grabbed her friend and hugged her close at Sara’s good fortune.

      “And what are your names? Can you tell me?” Margie asked, after letting Sara go.

      The Caucasian boy stepped forward and said, “My name is Nicholas Adam Preston, but you can call me Nick.” He reached out, took her extended hand, and shook it.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Nick. Thank you for coming.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He stepped back toward his new dad, and then nudged the boy next to him with his elbow. “It’s your turn.”

      “Okay,” the Hispanic boy said, stepping forward. “Hello, ma’am.” He reached out and shook her hand. “My name is Joseph Alonzo Preston,” he said, mimicking what Nick had said. “But my real name is Joe. That’s what you can call me, just Joe.”

      Margie laughed at his words. “I’m glad to meet you, Joe,” she said, before the boy moved back between his brothers.

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said quietly, smiling.

      “Now,” she asked, looking at the third boy, “what’s your name?”

      The shy ebony skinned youngster took a small step forward and would barely look her in the eye. “I’m Terrance William Preston, and everybody just calls me Terrance.” He shrugged his shoulders not knowing what else to say.

      “It’s nice to meet you Terrance and I like your name. It sounds strong,” she said, as she shook his hand.

      “Yes, ma’am. I am strong,” he stated, lifting his arm to show off his muscle, bragging in front of his brothers.

      “Hey,” Nick said, “I’m strong, too!”

      “Me, too,” Joe chimed in, not to be outdone by the other two.

      “I see! You’re all strong,” Margie stated. “Just like your dad.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” all three chorused, with big grins on their faces.

      Margie stepped back beside Sara. “I just about started a riot. I’m so sorry.”

      “No harm done,” Sara answered, looking at her husband. “We’re finding out they are very competitive. You should see them at the ranch when they’re helping Jack.”

      “They fall all over each other to see who is the best and who can do the most work. It’s great,” Jack added, laughing. “I just hope it keeps up as they get older. And they do give the ranch dog a run for his money.”

      “I’ll bet,” Margie said, chuckling. “Sara, I thought your house was pretty small? Did you get another one?”

      “No, we just added four rooms across the back of the house downstairs.”

      “Why four?”

      “Three are bedrooms so each of the boys has their own space and we added a larger sitting room, of sorts, where they can hang-out, have their toys, and play when stuck inside.”

      “That sounds like a great idea.”

      “It works well and the boys get along great. They roomed together at the orphanage and we couldn’t stand to break them up when we met them. They already acted like brothers and had been together for around two years.”

      “It’s wonderful that you and Jack were able to take all three.”

      “We’re the lucky ones,” Sara said, looking adoringly at her husband and sons. “If we’d had to choose one of them, I don’t know that we could have done it. We fell in love with all three of them on sight. It would have broken my heart to have left any one of them behind.”

      “I know it would have,” Margie agreed, looking at her old friend and understanding.

      “Margie, your visitation is almost over and you just had a new visitor walk in,” Sara nodded toward the door. “It was a long drive today with these three, so we’re going to go eat and go to our hotel room for the night. But we’ll be at your mother’s service, tomorrow.”

      “Thank you so much for coming, Sara, and bringing your family to meet me.”

      “I wouldn’t have missed it, my friend. You mean a great deal to me. You helped me through some rough days,” Sara admitted, looking at her husband and seeing that her decision of almost six years ago still effected him deeply.

      “I’m glad I was there for you. And Mama’s church is supplying lunch tomorrow at eleven-thirty for those that can come. I’d love to see y’all there.”

      “We’ll do that. We’ll see you there before the service.”

      “Great. Do you remember where the church is?”

      “I sure do. We’re going to head out so you can visit with that gentleman before they close the funeral home.”

      “I don’t think I know him. He must have known Mama,” Margie said, studying the man standing a few feet inside the room.

      “We’ll see you tomorrow,” Sara said, as she and Jack herded the boys toward the front door. “Take care of yourself and get some rest.”

      “I’ll try. Bye, guys,” she added, as she watched them leave.

      As she turned around, the other two groups that had been visiting amongst themselves, moved toward her to say their last good-byes before exiting the building. Once they were all out the door, she walked up to the very handsome man in the tailored western jacket, crisp starched jeans, and expensive western boots, also holding his cowboy hat in his hand. “Hello,” she said, reaching her hand out to shake his. “I’m Margie Collier. Thelma was my mother,” she informed him.

      The man took her hand and held it, then placed his cowboy hat under his arm. He then covered her hand with his free hand. “I know,” he said in a deep, rich voice.

      “Did…did you know my mother?” she asked quietly, staring into his eyes, mesmerized by their brown depths.

      “Yes, Margie Collier, I knew her and her daughter very well,” he stated, watching for her reaction.

      “But…but I’m her daughter. Her only child,” she said frowning, trying to remember where she’d seen those impressive eyes before.

      “I know. Do you still have it?” he asked, watching her closely.

      “Do I have…what?” she asked, cocking her head sideways, watching him closely.

      “The rock I gave you to remember me by. The rock I gave you to wish upon,” he said softly.

      Margie gasped and stared at the man in shock. Her knees buckled and he let go of her hand and grabbed her before she went to the floor. She clenched his biceps trying to steady herself from the shock of the realization before her. After a few moments, she let go of one arm and with a shaking hand reached down to fish in the pocket of her worn, but quality slacks. She pulled out the small, smooth rock with the white line running around it. She lifted her hand and opened her fingers showing him the stone resting on her palm. She never took her eyes off him as he looked down at her hand.

      “Chase,” she said, in a choked whisper as tears formed in her eyes. “It’s really you.” She placed her other hand on his cheek as the tears began to pour down her face. “Those eyes. I know those eyes.”

      He stared at her and turned his head slightly. Still holding her firmly in front of him, he placed a hand over hers, holding it against his face, and tenderly kissed her palm. “It’s me, Margie. I came back for you like I promised I would. And you didn’t forget me.”

      “I never forgot you,” she whispered, as she cried harder. “You’re my best friend.”

      He uncovered her hand and wrapped her up in his big, strong arms, and let her cry. She clung to him as she held the most precious gift she’d ever received tightly in her arms.
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      Margie couldn’t control the sobs escaping from her throat as she held on tight to her best friend in the whole world.

      “Oh, Margie,” Chase whispered into her neck as he held her close. “I’m so glad I found you. I thought you were gone from me forever.”

      “I can’t believe you’re here. Please tell me I’m not dreaming. I’ve missed you so much.” She held to him fiercely.

      “I’m really here, honey. I came back for you just like I said I would. I’ll never let you go again. I promise.”

      “I’ve needed to talk to you so many times over the years,” she cried. “I’d turn to ask you something and you weren’t there. I didn’t know where to find you. I didn’t know where to start looking.”

      “I’m here now, sweetheart.” He held her close. “We’re together now and nothing is going to pull us apart ever again.”

      With tears still streaming down her face, she pulled back to look at him and make sure he was real. The look on her face gave away what was going through her mind.

      “I’m really here, honey,” he said, gently.

      She brushed her shoulder length hair back and tucked it behind her ear. “How did you find me?” she asked breathlessly.

      “We need to talk.” He held her shoulders in his big, calloused hands. “Let’s go somewhere. We have a lot of time to make up for and this isn’t the place to do it.”

      “Yes, of course,” she said, a little disoriented. “Let me…go tell Mr. Aimes I’m leaving.”

      “I’ll go with you. You’re not alone anymore.”

      She looked at him still in shock and tried to smile. She felt as if she could barely focus. Margie grabbed his hand and held on tight after twining her arm around his. His strength held her upright and gave her support as she stumbled to the funeral home director’s office.

      “Mr. Aimes,” she forced out when she saw the man sitting behind his desk.

      “Ms. Collier,” he said quickly, standing up and moving to the front of his desk to face her. “Are you alright?”

      “Yes…I just…” Margie stopped talking and looked to Chase for the words she needed.

      He effortlessly disengaged their arms and hands and moved her over to stand just in front of and to the left side of his body, holding her with his hand resting on her waist.

      “Chase Markum, sir,” he said to Mr. Aimes, reaching out to shake his hand.

      “Dan Aimes. It’s nice to fi…meet you,” he said warily to the man, as he held Margie close. He recognized the name of the person he’d talked to over the phone who’d paid Margie’s bill.

      “Mr. Aimes, on top of Margie being upset over her mother’s passing, I’ve given her a bit of a shock,” Chase explained.

      “Oh? How so?” Mr. Aimes asked, warily.

      “We’ve been best friends since we were five and six years old. My family moved away from our hometown when I was twelve. Margie and I lost touch and we haven’t seen each other for eighteen years. So seeing me tonight was a bit much for her to take in.”

      “I see,” Dan Aimes said, skeptically. “Is this true, Ms. Collier? Have you known Mr. Markum that long?”

      “Yes, it’s true. I’m sorry I’m acting like a blubbering idiot, but Chase is right. We haven’t seen each other in a very long time and the shock of seeing him just about knocked me off my feet.”

      “You’re sure about this? About knowing him?”

      “Oh, yes, very sure,” she admitted, getting her wits back about her. She looked up at Chase standing close to her and smiled. “We have so many years to make up for. I just wish Mama was here to see him. That would have made her so happy. She loved him as much as I do.” Margie teared up again and tried to wipe the errant moisture from her face.

      “Mr. Aimes, I’m going to take Margie home and take care of her. We’ll see you at the church tomorrow for the service.”

      “Yes, of course. I’ll see you both tomorrow.”

      “Margie,” Chase asked softly next to her ear, “do you have a car here?”

      “Yes. It’s parked on the side of the building in the lot,” she said frowning, as if remembering took too much effort.

      “Mr. Aimes,” Chase said, “can we leave Margie’s car parked here for now? I don’t think she needs to be driving in her present condition.”

      “Yes, of course, and I agree. Her car should be fine. She can retrieve it later on when she’s feeling better. Leave it here as long as you need to.”

      “Thank you, sir.” Chase shook the man’s hand. “I’m going to take her home now and maybe get her to eat something. Then she needs to rest.”

      “I think that’s a good idea,” Mr. Aimes agreed, as he followed the couple out of his office and down the hall as Chase moved Margie through the building to the front room.

      “Thank you, again, sir. And we’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “Yes, tomorrow. Take good care of her. I think she needs a lot of rest.”

      “I assure you, I will,” Chase said, as he and Margie walked out the door onto the sidewalk in front of the building.

      “Do you need anything out of your car before we leave it here?”

      “No, I have my purse,” she said, pulling on the crossbody strap of her bag. “I’m good to go.”

      “Okay, you’ll just have to tell me how to get to your house.”

      “I can do that.” She smiled at him again. “Are you staying somewhere?” she asked hesitantly.

      “I was hoping I could stay at your place. Would that be possible?”

      “Of course,” she said on a sigh. “I was hoping you would. I’m not ready to let you go yet.”

      “Oh, Margie, you’re getting rid of me that easy.”

      “I’m glad. I’ve missed you. You’ll never know how much.”

      “I hope as much as I’ve missed you,” he confessed. He kissed her gently on the forehead while holding onto her arm. “Let’s head right down the street here to my pickup and we’ll head to your place.”

      They walked together, down the sidewalk, reaching a three quarter ton red crew cab pickup that could tote her little SUV around in its back end. “Is this your truck?” she asked.

      “Yes. It’s kind of tall. I’ll help you in,” he stated.

      “Chase, how…how…”

      “How what?” He stared at the frown on her face.

      “Do you work at The Broken Hearts Ranch in Valley View, Oklahoma?” she asked, reading the information on the passenger side door.

      “You could say that, honey. But we’ve got lots of time for all that. Right now I want to get you home and let you get some rest. You look tired,” he observed.

      “Tired?” she chuckled. “I’m exhausted. Once they put mama in the hospital three weeks ago, all I’ve done is work at the bank and spend nights and weekends at the hospital with her. I don’t even know what shape the apartment is in.”

      “You live in an apartment?” he asked, as he helped her into the pickup.

      “Actually, a duplex. I really hate it in some ways.”

      “I remember you alway saying you’d always live in a house, so I’m surprised.” He shut her door and walked around to the driver’s side and got in.

      Once he was settled in the driver’s seat, Margie continued. “When mama came down with breast cancer she wanted to move to Houston to get the best treatment she could. And of course, daddy is buried here. She told me she couldn’t leave me alone so she had to get well. I was thirteen when she was first diagnosed.”

      “You moved to Houston two years after we moved?”

      “Yes, and I’m glad we did. The breast cancer was very aggressive and the treatment for it was highly intense. She did beat it, but then it showed back up in her uterus six years later, with surgery and treatment all over again. But this last time when it reared its ugly head in the pancreas, she just couldn’t fight it anymore. Her poor body had fought all it could. With daddy gone for so many years and me finally an adult, I think she just gave up this time.” She looked at him across the cab as tears rolled down her face.

      “I’m sorry you had to go through all that by yourself,” he stated.

      “After two weeks in the hospital, the doctor was going to put her on at-home-care the remainder of her life. When we began talking about it, she started fading so fast that the doctor predicted she’d be gone before we could even get things set up. I’m really kind of glad she passed while in the hospital,” Margie admitted.

      He rested his hand on her arm. “You’ve carried a heavy load on your shoulders. I should have been here for you.”

      She took a deep, calming breath. “I wrote like I promised I would. The letters came back. Someone wrote on them that you didn’t live there. After the third one came back, I stopped writing. I thought my best friend had lied to me about where he moved to.”

      “I didn’t lie, honey. I told you what I was told.”

      “But the letters came back,” she said accusingly, still crying, unable to control her emotions.

      “I didn’t know you’d written to me. And you’re right, I didn’t get them. When we got to Oklahoma, dad’s new boss had put another one of his new employees and his family in the house we were supposed to get. He put us in a different one on the other side of town.”

      “But you could have written and let me know.” She sounded so heartbroken and Chase put his arm around her shoulders pulling her as close to him as he could with the console between them.

      He swallowed around the hard lump in his throat. “I did write, honey. I wrote you every week for the first month and a half that we were there. But I quit when I never got a letter back.”

      “But I didn’t get them, Chase. I never heard from you again,” she accused.

      “You’re not going to believe what I’m about to tell you,” he said quietly, as she began to slow her tears as anger took over.

      “What?” she asked cynically, drawing away from him.

      “Each week I’d give the letter to dad to mail and I’d make him promise that he’d do it.”

      “He didn’t mail them, did he?” she asked, wide-eyed.

      “No, Margie, he didn’t. He lied to me about mailing the letters. When he’d come home at night after I’d given him one to mail to you, I’d always ask him if he took care of it. And he’d always assure me that he had and the letter was on its way to you. After sending the six letters and never hearing from you, I stopped writing and stopped asking him to mail them. I figured you’d already forgotten me and moved on to a new best friend.”

      “But I didn’t move on. I’ve never been able to move on. I missed you so much. I felt you’d moved on with your new adventure and just left me in your past.”

      “I would never have knowingly done that. You mattered so much to me,” he confessed.

      “How did you find out the letters never got mailed?” she asked, curiously, as the tears began to slow.

      “Just a few years ago, dad was in a bad wreck. It totaled that old truck he’d driven forever. Me and my youngest brother got the duty of getting everything out of it before it was scrapped. I found the letters in the glove compartment where he’d shoved them instead of mailing them.”

      “Oh, Chase, I’m so sorry I got angry. I should have known you wouldn’t go back on your word,” she said, sincerely.

      “I’ve been looking for you, honey. I went back to your old house when I was old enough to make the trip alone. The new tenants didn’t know you. At that time, almost everyone in the neighborhood had only lived there a short time. I could never get a lead on where you were…until I found your name listed in your mother’s obituary on the internet.”

      “The internet? But how? I didn’t put it there,” she stated.

      “The funeral home or the newspaper does that. I googled your name all the time, hoping something would pop up to give me a clue. This last time it brought up your mom’s obituary in the online Houston newspaper and under the funeral home.”

      “I guess I didn’t realize it was online. We’ve never had a computer at home. And at work, you only worked in the programs you had for your job. They frowned on you surfing the net and watched your activity pretty close. I couldn’t jeopardize my job by doing that.”

      “None of that matters anymore. I’m here now. We’ve got eighteen years to catch up on. And I won’t leave you again.”

      “What do you mean? This ranch where you work is in Oklahoma. My job is here in Houston.”

      “We’ll work something out, but I’m not losing you. Now, are you ready to go to your apartment?”

      “Yes. I need to get some sleep. Tomorrow will be a long, trying day,” she admitted.

      “And I’m going to be there to help you through it,” he said, reaching over and giving her hand a squeeze.
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      After a twenty minute drive in the dark, making turns and cutting through side streets, Margie said, “This is it. You can pull up in the drive on the left side of the building.”

      “Gotcha,” he said, turning the truck into the driveway.

      “Mama lived here. I gave up my apartment that was closer to downtown, several months ago, to move in and take care of her. Her landlords live next door in the other unit.”

      “I see. I was worried about parking this truck in a crowded area, but with a personal driveway, there’s plenty of room. We won’t have to worry about someone blocking us in or getting the truck towed because it doesn’t belong.” He grinned at her.

      She laughed at his words, and said, “I don’t think anyone will be pinning the truck in here, unless it’s intentional.”

      “I’ve missed that,” he said.

      “What have you missed?” she asked preoccupied, as she watched him maneuver the truck onto the cracked, cement path.

      “Your laugh. Your smile. You,” he admitted, looking at her after he’d parked and killed the engine.

      “I’ve missed you, too. I’m so glad you’re here.” She smiled at him.

      “Me, too,” he agreed. “Wait for me to come around and I’ll help you out. It’s a pretty big step down.”

      “No worries. If I tried to get out by myself, I’d probably fall flat on my face,” she chuckled. “I’m so tired.”

      Chase grinned, got out of the big truck, and made his way around to her. She opened the door as he arrived.

      “Swing your legs around here and I’ll help you down,” he told her.

      “Okay.” Margie moved around to the side of the seat after releasing the seatbelt. Chase lifted his arms and grabbed her waist in his big hands as she braced her hands on his wide shoulders. He lifted her carefully to the ground in front of him. They stared into each other’s eyes, neither making a move.

      “Margie,” Chase whispered in a hoarse voice.

      “Chase, please. Not right now. I—”

      “I know, honey. I know.” He leaned forward and kissed her gently on the forehead and then he hugged her close to him, holding her for several long moments. “We’ve got plenty of time. No one’s going to manipulate our lives ever again.”

      “Thank you.” She clung to him like her life depended on it, and deep down she was a little afraid that it might.

      “Let’s go inside,” he suggested. “You’ve got to get some rest. Even I can see you’re emotionally and physically exhausted,” he whispered in her ear.

      “I really am,” she breathed out in a shaky voice. “I’m just so tired.” The threat of more tears formed in her eyes and voice.

      He released her, but didn’t let her go.

      She reached down to her worn bag and tugged the old zipper back. After a few seconds she produced a set of keys and handed them to him. “Here’s the keys for the apartment.”

      “Okay,” he said, taking them from her. “Let me grab my bag and we’ll head in.”

      “Of course.” She watched him as he stepped away from her to open the back door of the crew cab pickup on the passenger side. He leaned in, pulled out an expensive looking hand-tooled leather bag, and closed the door. He stepped back to her and moved behind her to close her door.

      “Ready?” he asked, taking her hand in his.

      “Yes. Be mindful of the sidewalk. Its got lots of cracks and is in bad repair. Don’t trip,” she cautioned.

      “Margie, you forget where I lived growing up. Do you remember how those massive pine tree roots grew under the sidewalks in my neighborhood and literally cracked every walkway in the area?”

      “I do remember. We even had a few on our block, just not in front of our house.”

      They carefully made their way to the small stoop of the duplex. “The gold colored key is for the deadbolt, and the silver key is for the knob lock.”

      “Got it. I think we’re being spied on from next door. Someone is looking through a crack in the curtain,” he observed.

      Margie gave a little giggle. “That would be Iva, Mom’s landlady. She’s a little nosey, but a sweeter woman you’ll never find.”

      “Do you think she’ll call the cops on me, afraid that you’re in danger?” he asked.

      “She may call the cops to get them to make me pay for you staying here tonight.”

      “You’re kidding me.”

      “I am. She’s not that bad. Maybe if I smile and wave at her, she might feel relieved that I know you.” Margie laughed, put on a big smile and waved at the little old woman looking out the window. Iva waved back demurely with one finger and let the curtain fall back into place. “Maybe we’re good now,” Margie said. “We’ll wait and see.”

      “Okay, so expect the unexpected?” Chase reached down and unlocked the deadbolt first and then the knob. He pushed the door open and let Margie precede him into the duplex.

      “Maybe something like that.”

      Margie reached to the side and turned on the overhead living room light, casting a weak glow over the small room. The room wasn’t much brighter than when the light had been off. She was embarrassed at where she and her mother had ended up. She hoped the low watt bulb covered up part of the dingy walls and the worn furniture, so Chase wouldn’t see what her life had become.

      She led the way inside as Chase closed and locked the door behind them. Margie was relieved that the front room was tidy and picked up even though there was a layer of dust on everything. She watched as Chase scanned the room with his caramel colored eyes.

      “Nice,” he said, stiffly. “You’ve got some different things that I don’t remember.”

      “Oh, Chase, quit being so polite and call it the pig squalor that it is,” she voiced. “It’s a horrible place and the apartment that I gave up wasn’t much better. It’s been horrible to live here, but it’s all we could afford, and we didn’t do a very good job of affording this.” She threw her bag on the couch and began to move slowly around the room, detesting the things she looked at.

      “Margie,” he said, reaching out to her.

      “No, Chase, I have to say it. I have to face the fact that I failed.” More tears sprang to her eyes.

      “You have not failed. You took good care of your mother when she was sick. You provided for the both of you. Please, Margie, you need some rest.”

      “No.” She whirled around to look at him, sadness in her eyes. She almost lost her footing and he moved to grab her to keep her from falling. She threw her hands up in front of her to keep him at bay. “Just listen to me. You came back to find the old Margie. She’s not here anymore. She’s gone. She’s been gone for a long time, and I don’t know if I can find her again. I want to, I
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