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      For her seventh birthday, Mazy Gulliver got a Play Bride set that included a white veil, a plastic bouquet and a rhinestone ring. She immediately organized a wedding celebration under the basketball goal where she married Termy Latham, the boy next door. An argument could be made that the incident was merely the first in a long series of hasty, ill-conceived and unwise decisions about men.

      For the most part she’d managed to live over her mistakes. Or at least live with them. But this latest was more than boneheaded heartbreak, it was life-altering.

      Which was exactly why she found herself moving back into her mother’s tiny home in Brandt Mountain, North Carolina. It was a life alteration not particularly welcome.

      Brandt Mountain in early October was already showing some autumn color, which couldn’t quite overcome the steel-gray sky overhead. It was a sharp contrast to the balmy temperatures she’d left in Wilmington. She’d walked on the beach that morning at dawn, just to say goodbye. The place had some very bad memories for her now, but the roar of the ocean wasn’t one of them. There was something about the way the tide could obliterate the footprints in the sand that gave her hope in a new beginning, even if it was far from that shore.

      Beside her in this relocation, both literally and figuratively, was her fourteen-year-old son. Tru sat silently, watching Main Street go by through the passenger’s window. He was tall for his age. Tall for the compact rental car. By necessity his knees were folded up and pressing against the glove box. He was undoubtedly uncomfortable. But he said nothing. Mazy tried to kid herself that he was becoming the strong-and-silent type. But she knew more likely it was an aversion to her conversation.

      Maybe there was simply nothing left to say.

      She turned left on Sawmill Road. The narrow street, with its vintage cracked and overgrown sidewalk, was as familiar to her as the memories it evoked. Skipping off to school. Rushing home after a basketball game. Sneaking out in the middle of the night.

      Two long blocks down the hill, set back from the street, was the house she’d grown up in. The paint on the clapboards was faded and peeling, one of the porch posts listed slightly to the right, but otherwise it was the same home of her childhood. The place her parents had called their “little love nest.”

      Mazy hardly pulled into the driveway before spotting her mother. Giddy with excitement, Beth Ann—as Mazy had called her for more than a decade—hurried down from the front porch to greet them.

      “Hello! Hello! Hello!” she called out as she eagerly waved the pressed hanky that she always carried. Mazy thought it might easily have been mistaken as a flag of surrender.

      “You’re here. You’re finally here. It’s been too long since I’ve hugged my boy,” she declared. “Way too long!”

      Whether the boy in question actually heard her words was uncertain. He had not removed his earbuds since Greensboro. But by the time Mazy had gotten out and walked around the car, Tru had unfolded his long legs out of the vehicle and enfolded his arms around his grandmother.

      “Hey, Gram,” he said, smiling at the older woman as if he were actually glad to see her. It was a stark contrast from the angry silent treatment he’d been giving his mother for the past three days. Mazy took a bright spot wherever she could get one.

      “You are so tall,” Beth Ann told him. “It almost hurts my neck to look up at you.”

      He shrugged and smiled. “I’m only six-one,” he assured her.

      Next to the tiny woman, he did look gigantic. Mazy was a very medium five-seven, but taller than both her parents. Her son’s height obviously had not come from their side of the family.

      “You need some meat on those long limbs,” Beth Ann told him. “What do you like to eat?”

      “Anything,” Tru replied. “Everything.”

      “That’s exactly what I’ve got,” his grandmother promised him.

      Beth Ann offered a weary, long-suffering smile as she came to hug her daughter, as well.

      “You could use a little meat on your bones, too,” she said. “It’s good to have you home.”

      The first statement was probably true. Mazy had lost some weight during the past few stressful months. But there was nothing good about having her home. Her mother was eking through her senior years on a cheerful smile and a pittance of a social security check. Two more mouths to feed would be more than a struggle. It could be a disaster.

      “I should be able to get a job,” Mazy told her.

      Her mother nodded. “There’s always a job for a smart girl who’s willing to work hard.”

      The words had been her father’s. Having her mother quote them now was her attempt to be reassuring, but Mazy feared that the fallacy of the statement was the conviction that she was a “smart girl.” Bright and intelligent did not, apparently, always add up to that definition.

      She opened the car’s trunk and began unloading their pitiful suitcases and cardboard boxes. Apparently their entire lives could be crammed into the measly storage space of a tiny rental car, which didn’t say much for what she’d accomplished over the years. But it wasn’t wise to contemplate all that right now. Mazy had things to do, tasks to perform. Keeping busy wasn’t merely a good idea. It was essential if she were going to shovel her son and herself out of the dirty, dumb ditch she’d managed to dig.

      “Where’s the rest of your things?” her mother asked, coming up behind her.

      “She sold it all,” Tru answered before Mazy had a chance to explain. There was no resentment in his voice, only fatalism. That worried her more than his anger.

      “We owed everybody,” Mazy said by way of explanation. “I couldn’t… I couldn’t just walk away from that.”

      Her mother smiled bravely. “Of course not,” she agreed. “Come on in the house, it’s too chilly to stand out here in your shirtsleeves.”

      With Tru’s help, it only took a couple of trips to carry their belongings inside. Beth Ann’s home was welcomingly warm in the chill of the autumn air. And the smell of her mother’s marinara sauce simmering on the stove brought back memories that were, for Mazy, mostly good. Once upon a time she had been happy here. They had been happy here. Her father had been a lineman for Rural Electric. Her mother did Prayer Partners and Ladies Aid at the church. They had laughed and loved and cherished their only child, a pretty, healthy, clever little girl. They’d held dreams for her that included state college, a promising career and a happy family all her own.

      Mazy had not been able to pull off any of those dreams. But she was determined that she would change. She was determined that Tru would learn to feel safe and settled as she once had. He deserved that.

      She gave her son the back bedroom that had been her own. If he noticed the girlie white bedroom furniture or the frilly edges to the pink-and-lavender bedspread, he made no comment. But then, he wasn’t really speaking to her. He threw himself diagonally across the bed, his giant sneaker-covered feet hanging off the side. His hair, a sandy blond, was a little too long. And his typical summer freckles had yet to fade. His earbuds were in again and he was looking at the device in his hands.

      “You should probably unpack,” she told him.

      He mumbled something unintelligible. Mazy supposed that was an improvement over complete stonewalling. She tried to be annoyed, but she couldn’t manage it. All she wanted was to wrap him in her arms again and tell him that she was sorry. But she’d already done that. She’d done it too many times. After a while she knew it was more for her comfort than for his.

      In her mom’s room Mazy hung her meager collection of business suits in the closet. If she got a job—no, she corrected herself, when she got a job—she’d need clothes.

      “Why do you always wear such drab colors?” her mother asked from the doorway.

      Mazy shrugged. “I’m an accounting clerk,” she answered. “We’re supposed to look boring.”

      “Wearing something brighter always makes me feel more cheerful.”

      Beth Ann’s color wheel was a serious mix of hot pinks and bright yellows.

      “In my last job I wore neon-orange every day—it didn’t cheer me up a bit.”

      Her mother didn’t find anything funny in the joke. “Dinner should be ready in fifteen minutes. I’m sure you must be hungry.”

      In truth, Mazy had no interest in food at all. “Tru will be,” she assured her. “He eats constantly. But I don’t want you to think you have to cook for us.”

      The older woman waved away her objection. “I’m happy to do it. It’s easier to cook for a family than it is for myself.”

      Mazy was pretty sure that wasn’t true, but she didn’t say so.

      “It will be such fun having you home,” her mother added. “Much better than rattling around on my own.” The tiny two-bedroom cottage had very little “rattling around” room. With two adult women and a teenager with feet the size of Kentucky, the place was going to be bulging at the seams.

      “I don’t know how long I’ll need to be here,” Mazy admitted. “But Tru and I are determined to cause you as little trouble as we can.”

      “You are no trouble,” Beth Ann replied. “I have missed you so much. And now it will be like our own slumber party.”

      “I’m not going to sleep in here,” Mazy told her, indicating the four-poster double bed that her parents had once shared. “You know how restless I am. I’ll be fine out on the couch.”

      “Are you sure? That thing is awfully old and lumpy.”

      “I love that couch,” Mazy said. “I think Tru was conceived on that couch.”

      “He certainly was not!” she responded with a gasp.

      Mazy laughed lightly. She was teasing, of course, and she thought a bit of humor might be welcome in the situation.

      Her mother shook her head, but couldn’t resist a chuckle as she wagged a threatening finger at her daughter.

      “You are not so grown up, young lady, that I won’t stand you in the corner for a time-out.”

      “Mom, if I thought it would do me any good, I’d volunteer.”
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      Eli Latham ran his hand lovingly along a long piece of prime poplar. Then he raised it to eye level and looked down the length of its grain. Poplar was a very undervalued wood. Straight grained, sturdy and lightweight, it was easy to work and could always do the job it was asked to do. But no matter how long you aged it, it always looked kind of green. It didn’t take a stain well, so it was almost impossible to pretty it up. The best thing was to paint it or hide it under a veneer.

      That was Eli’s plan. He’d use the poplar for its best qualities and then cover it up with a thin layer of fancier wood. Typically, his customers didn’t want veneers, the style had gotten a bad reputation from shoddy work. But the music department at the museum was more interested in the function of their sheet music cabinet and had left the aesthetics to him. The sheer size of it would have made the cost prohibitive in solid wood and the weight would have been impractical. He had come up with a unique design that was both beautiful and serviceable. Both the curator and her patrons would be very satisfied. He was always harder to please than his customers were.

      He stacked the board with the others he’d chosen on a rack shelf that lined the west side of the building. Bringing the wood inside a few days before he began a project allowed it to acclimate to the less variable temperatures of being indoors. Cut lumber was no longer living, in the accepted sense of that term, but it continued to expand and contract with heating and cooling. It was one of the earth’s most efficient systems for carbon storage. It was also beautiful. And Eli had a gift for making it even more so.

      “Do you want me to plane that?”

      The question came from his brother, Clark.

      “Nah, let’s let it sit here a couple of days,” he answered.

      Clark should have known that, of course. He was almost four years older than Eli and had been a hand at Latham Furniture longer than he had. But Clark had never had the interest. He’d never had the vision. It was Eli who was the company now and his older brother worked for him.

      “Why don’t you sand the Windsors,” he suggested.

      The six chairs taking up way too much space on the floor were already looking very good covered with the combination of tung and linseed oil. But by using superfine grit to rough them up, the color would penetrate deeper and they could take more coats.

      The eleven-hundred-square-foot building boasted both an abundance of natural light and plenty of overhead electricity. The workshop’s back corner, mostly used as an office now, was built of hewn logs by his great-grandfather, the original Elias Latham. The rest of the building had been raised by his dad and granddad in the 1970s when the company had contracted with a national furniture chain for nice profits and a line of Shaker-style tables. But the chain now bought their Shaker-style from Asia, and Latham Furniture had gone back to handmade custom pieces and a modest living for the craftsmen’s current generation. That suited Eli better, anyway. He didn’t mind making the same piece over and over, if he could strive for perfection or improve it slightly every time. But he could never have been happy with assembly-line production.

      “Man, I’m getting hungry,” Clark commented. “I hate it when we have sandwiches for lunch. It doesn’t stay with me.”

      The paunch around his brother’s midsection said differently, but Eli didn’t bother to say so. Happily married and a victim of his wife’s great cooking, Clark had put on a lot of pounds in the past few years. Woodworking was good exercise for shoulder and biceps, even legs and thighs. But it was no help for his brother’s beer gut. And allowing his hair and beard to grow down to his waist did not serve to disguise it.

      “The customers expect us to look like hillbilly hayseeds,” he often said. “We could probably raise prices if I’d knock my front teeth out to complete the picture.”

      Eli didn’t agree. Or at least he didn’t agree completely. Marketing certainly sold furniture. But he wanted to fashion the kind of pieces that sold themselves.

      And he preferred to look ordinary.

      That’s how people thought of him. That was how he thought of himself. He was medium build, not tall but not short, with a face that was, to his mind, fairly average. His hair and eyes both unmemorably brown. His demeanor was calm and his opinions carefully considered. He’d always been soft-spoken and unassuming. So much so that it had startled his high school classmates when he’d been named valedictorian. Even today, if most were asked to list the most successful businessmen in town, Eli’s name would not have come up. He didn’t mind. Fading into the wallpaper was a plus for anyone engaged in a solitary vocation. Not being noticed had never bothered him. Or rather, it almost never bothered him.

      “I guess you heard that Mazy Gulliver is home,” his brother said with such studied nonchalance that it had to be faked.

      Eli was eyeing another piece of poplar that momentarily trembled in his hands.

      “I heard.”

      “Sheila says she knew we’d see her again as soon as Tad and Genna split the sheet.”

      Eli gave a dismissive huff. “Not likely. Your wife must be getting really bored, Clark, if she’s dredging up gossip that old. Mazy and Tad were fifteen years ago. Can’t see that starting up again.”

      “Probably not,” he agreed. “I just don’t want anybody else getting ideas about her.”

      The silence within the building was not lengthy, but it was intense.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Eli replied. Clark made a clicking sound and shook his head. “This is me you’re talking to, Termite,” he said. “I know you always get your hopes up. I can’t stand to see you get your heart broken.”

      Eli shook his head. “Don’t worry about me,” he told him. “And don’t call me Termite. I’m not three anymore.”

      “Hey, you’ll always be my kid brother no matter how old you get,” Clark told him. “And I know, just as sure as I’m alive, that she’ll come crawling over here, looking at you with those big brown eyes. Don’t fall for her again. That woman is not for you.”

      Eli gave a huff of dismissal. “Trust me, I know that,” he said. “Mazy’s been out of my league since middle school.”

      “Out of your league? That crazy psychochick would need an extension ladder and a hot-air balloon to even get close to your league.”

      “She’s not a psychochick. She’s… she’s just kind of mixed up.”

      “Mixed up is what people are in high school,” Clark said. “When you get past thirty, that definition slides into crazy.”

      Eli waved off his words. “Neither of us have talked to her in years. For all we know, she’s a staid, solid citizen these days.”

      “Not likely,” Clark said. “Mazy is one of these people that no matter what the options are, she’s going to choose wrong.”

      “Ah, come on, Clark. That’s not fair.”

      “Maybe. Maybe not,” his brother said. “But I do know that she is never going to give you a second look.”

      “Isn’t that what I just said? She’s out of my league.”

      “Not that,” Clark answered, stopping his work to stand thoughtfully. “It’s that you’re too decent a guy.”

      “What?”

      “She’s one of those women who wants a jerk.”

      Eli tossed another board onto the rack.

      “That’s nuts.”

      “You’re right. It is. But some women are just that way. For some reason they’re just attracted to the creeps of this world. The only men they fall for are the ones who are going to treat them like dirt. They can’t stop themselves. Gangsters, outlaws, cheaters and beaters—they are always surrounded by women. It’s nice guys like you that never get noticed.”

      Eli shook his head. “Obviously there are men who treat women badly, but it’s not like the women want it that way.”

      “You could sure fool me,” Clark said. “Given a choice, some women always choose the son of a bitch.”

      Eli knew it was true, but he didn’t like to imagine it. He really didn’t like to imagine it about Mazy.

      “From what I’ve seen of her,” Clark continued, “she must love the drama. Roller coaster relationships can be a thrill. And thrill is something people get addicted to.”

      Eli shook his head. “How ‘thrilling’ can it be to have a guy walk all over you?”

      “Hey, if he’s tough, confident, domineering—that can be mistaken for being a real man. Especially when a woman has daddy issues.”

      “Mazy doesn’t have daddy issues,” Eli said. “She loved her dad. He was a great guy.”

      Clark nodded. “A great guy killed in a freak accident. One day he’s there, the next day he’s not. Perfect recipe for screwed-up psychochick.”

      Eli rolled his eyes. His brother meant well, he knew, but Clark had always been the sort of guy who was quick to judge. Eli tried to give people the benefit of the doubt. “Mazy is not a psychochick. Anyway, that’s just a stereotype. She’s made some mistakes in the past, but that’s the past. People change, Clark.”

      His brother looked skeptical. “I guess we’ll see,” he said. “I do believe that all of us get smarter about stuff, get more mature. But our basic personality is the same as it always was. If she wanted a jerk in high school, she wants one now. I mean, why do you think she picked someone like Tad over you?”

      Eli chuckled. “Oh, wow, I dunno,” he said facetiously. “Taking a stab at it, I’m thinking it could be that he was the high school hero, captain of the basketball team, class president, tall, good-looking and rich. I’m just guessing, of course.”

      Clark shook a finger at him. “But he was also going steady with somebody else. He was totally unavailable to her. And he didn’t even try to pretend otherwise. He never dated Mazy, never took her any place, never acknowledged her in public. As far as I know, he didn’t so much as buy her a burger.”

      Eli couldn’t dispute that.

      “So what does Mazy do?” Clark asked rhetorically. “She gives it up for him. He honks his car horn at the top of the hill and she sneaks out of her house to show him a good time. While you’re right here next door, her best friend, the nice guy, practically falling on your face to worship her, and you can’t get the time of day.”

      Eli shrugged. “I was a year behind her. That’s an incredible age gap in high school.”

      “Yeah, well, it wasn’t quite so big after you graduated and she got bored with diapering her baby,” Clark pointed out. “You two weren’t exactly secretive. Humping like rabbits every chance you got.”

      “Teenagers are like that.”

      “Okay, that accounts for round one,” Clark said. “What about when she turns up like a bad penny a few years later? You were all into curing her heartache and getting her back on her feet. You were all starry-eyed, thinking happily-ever-after, and she goes running off with the first creep that crooks his finger at her.”

      “We weren’t really a couple,” Eli defended. “It was a friends-with-benefits thing, and when it was over, it was over.”

      Clark gave a huff of disbelief. “Yeah, right. It meant nothing to you. The hangdog look and black mood that went on for months, it was a coincidence.”

      Eli could hardly argue with that. He’d been devastated when she’d dropped him. She’d been positively gushing about the vacuum cleaner salesman from Charlotte. He’d felt like he’d been kicked in the gut.

      “Okay, so maybe I got in over my head,” he admitted. “But that was my fault, not hers. She was clear from the first that we were just best friends.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m more than your best friend, I’m your brother,” Clark said. “And I’m warning you right now. She’s never going to want more from you than a temporary distraction.”

      His brother was probably right. Mazy had never been able to see him as anybody but her childhood playmate. Eli didn’t think he could bear to be put through the ringer again. It was never going to work out between them, despite how drawn to her he was. Steering clear was good advice. He might have taken it, too, if his brother hadn’t added one more thought.

      “The only way you could ever get Mazy Gulliver interested is if you start walking all over her like bubble gum on a shoe.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Everything was different and nothing had changed. Cliché and contradictory, but it summed up Mazy’s first day back in Brandt Mountain.

      This morning she would be going with Tru to enroll him in school. She had done this chore many times and openly speculated about that number over breakfast. “So, this will be your fourth new school.”

      “Fifth,” Tru corrected. He was eating the pancakes that Beth Ann had fixed him. He didn’t even look up. “Freshman year and I’m already in my second high school.”

      “But you spent all of middle school at Roland-Grise.”

      “Yeah,” he agreed, looking up at her finally. “All my friends were there. Now all my friends are at Hoggard and I’m… here.”

      It was not a new subject of discussion for them. Mazy wasn’t about to get into it again this morning.

      “You’ll make new friends,” she told him.

      He rolled his eyes, but she left the room pretending that she didn’t notice. Making an issue of some justified insubordination seemed like a stupid thing to do. He had apparently given up the silent treatment. Mazy was going to take her victories wherever she could find them.

      They were not in her mirror, however. In the tiny bathroom featuring the same bad lighting that had bugged her in high school, she eyed herself with dissatisfaction. The blond highlights that she’d worn for a decade had disappeared in an overgrowth of brunette, which might have been okay if she wasn’t still using the makeup from the lighter era. There was no money to waste on self-adornment—she’d even discovered that she could cut her own hair using her jawline for a guide. It was certainly not the best she’d ever looked, and she hated to give the homefolks the satisfaction of being able to say so, but it couldn’t be helped. And it was the very least of her problems. Gamely, she brushed her teeth, put on her lipstick and held her head high.

      Still driving her rental car, she and Tru pulled up in front of the high school at 8:02 a.m. Nobody had to tell her that it was better to show up late than to walk through the social gauntlet of students waiting for the bell to ring.

      Her son looked deliberately nonchalant. Not smiling, not curious, totally teen. His jeans hung only slightly lower than God had intended and his hoodie featured a digital game that was both geeky and gory.

      He’ll do fine, Mazy reassured herself for the millionth time.

      Tru was smart, likable and resilient. He would definitely find a place for himself.

      On the glass front door of the school, someone had painted a fierce-looking insect in black and gold.

      “They’re bees?” Tru asked, incredulous. “The mascot is a bee?”

      “That’s Buzz,” Mazy told him. “Bees can be very dangerous. Fatal if you’re allergic.”

      “I think I’m allergic,” her son said.

      She shot him a look and got the first smile aimed in her direction for weeks.

      Having been there on many occasions, Mazy walked directly to the admin office. The furniture was newer and the puke-green paint she remembered from her youth had been replaced with a more Zenlike blue, but it was exactly the same atmosphere.

      She walked up to the counter where a slightly plump woman with a curly perm grinned at her excitedly. “Hello, I’m here to enroll my son in school.”

      “Mazy! Mazy! It’s me. Don’t you recognize me? Karly Wilkins, Karly Farris now. You haven’t changed a bit.” Mazy tried a half smile, her brain scrambling through a million dusty memory files to try to recall the person in front of her. She would have testified in court that she’d never seen the woman before.

      “Karly Wilkins,” she repeated eagerly. “Remember, we were home-ec partners for Breads and Pastries.” Mazy did remember. The shy girl with the bad clothes that nobody wanted to befriend. She and Mazy had been paired together as class pariahs.

      “Oh, sure, I remember,” Mazy said. “You literally pulled my biscuits out of the oven.”

      The woman laughed. “I still bake those little sailor knots for my kids from time to time,” she told her. “So, is this your boy?”

      Tru was slouching, looked uncomfortable.

      “Yes,” Mazy answered, setting his transcript and old class schedule on the counter. “Truman Gulliver.”

      “Coach Keene is going to want to get a look at you,” Karly told him, her smile friendly and enthusiastic.

      “Me?”

      “I bet you play basketball, don’t ya.”

      “Basketball? Uh, no.”

      Karly looked genuinely surprised, but then glanced guiltily at Mazy.

      “Are you sure?”

      Tru kind of snorted at the question. “Well, yeah, I can play basketball. But I’m on the swim team in my school. I mean, my last school.”

      “Oh, we don’t have a pool,” Karly said. “And I guess we all thought you’d play basketball.”

      It was like a secret code and Mazy wasn’t ready for her son to be in on it. She intervened.

      “As his mom, I’m more interested in his algebra than his athletics.”

      “Oh, oh, of course,” Karly said, a bit more brightly than necessary. “Let’s see what your class schedule looks like.”

      It took less than twenty minutes to get it all settled. Freshmen everywhere tended to take the same courses, and with no credits to match up, Tru was almost a high school blank slate.

      As she watched him walk down the hall, being shown to his classroom by a fellow student, she had to resist the impulse to run after him and drag him out of the building. She had never kept secrets from her son. She was not a keeping-secrets kind of gal, and her son had always been told the truth. But knowing something was quite different from having everyone around you know it, too.

      It couldn’t be helped. She kept thinking that there had to be a statute of limitations on screwing up your life, but apparently not. Especially since she managed to do it again and again.

      She returned her car to the rental place on the highway where it Y-ed off to Main Street. The walk to the town center was more than a mile and she hadn’t worn her most sensible shoes, but, in her experience, a gutsy gambit required the highest, most uncomfortable nonsensible heels. And hitting up your ex for a job was about as gutsy as it gets. With her chin up, her outlook determined, she made her way along the cracked, uneven sidewalks. It was hard to imagine a course of action more humiliating than her current one, and she refused to anticipate the outcome. If the past months had taught her anything, it was to allow the chips to fall. Nothing could fit into place until they did.

      Brandt Mountain was wide-awake. There were people coming and going. Mazy tried not to make eye contact. She didn’t want to have to make polite conversation. A place where everybody knows your name is not always a good thing.

      The town’s tiny commercial hub was only a few blocks long. The buildings were mostly early twentieth century, with an occasional throwback to eras perhaps a hundred years earlier. A line of cars fronted the diner and the shops were beginning to open. The store windows featured antiques and flower displays and vintage clothing. A plumbing shop showed off several toilet models. The bookstore boasted a sale of used paperbacks for fifty cents.

      Mazy walked past each one as she headed up the hill to where Main Street crossed Depot Road. On that corner, in a four-story building trimmed in gray granite and white marble, was the Farmers and Tradesmen State Bank.

      Mazy hesitated for an instant and then, as if she might lose her nerve completely, she jerked the door open and stepped inside. The cool, quiet foyer revealed a line of old-fashioned tellers’ windows with their bars still in place. Only one was occupied and the woman standing there looked familiar. But in her hometown, almost everybody did.

      “I’d like to speak to Mr. Driscoll, please.”

      The woman literally looked down her nose at her. “Honey, he’s kind of busy. Do you have an appointment?” Mazy stood at her full height and smiled the biggest, fakest sugar smile ever. “No, honey, I don’t. But you run and tell him Mazy Gulliver is here. All right?”

      The teller didn’t run, she actually used her phone before suggesting that Mazy have a seat in the waiting area.

      Perching on the edge of a too-cushy sofa, she silently went through her practiced spiel. She would have to confess everything. But she would not cower.

      She heard the footfall of someone approaching across the marble floor, but she did not turn her head until he was standing beside her.

      “Mazy?”

      “Tad.”

      The years had not been unkind to him. He still had that athletic build, though perhaps a bit softer than in his youth. He was tall, with the same sandy-brown hair she remembered. It had started to gray, but even that leaned to his rather attractive, sophisticated appeal. He was wearing glasses, which was totally new, but she could still see the pale blue eyes that were so familiar.

      “Step into my office, please.”

      His words were crisp and cold. Despite the polite verbiage, it was not a request. It was an order.

      She followed him to the front corner office. He went in first and held the door for her. Once she was inside, he closed it sharply behind her.

      “What the hell are you doing here?”

      “I need to talk to you.”

      “I’ve got nothing to say to you, Mazy. And if I did, this would not be the place to say it. This is my place of business.”

      “I know that,” she told him, willing her voice not to tremble. “I’m here on a matter of business. May I sit down?”

      He glared at her for a long moment and then, without answering, walked behind his desk and seated himself.

      Mazy accepted that as a yes and took the chair across from him. She opened her briefcase and retrieved a three-page item stapled together. She set it upon the desk in front of him.

      “What’s this?” he asked without bothering to look at it. “My résumé.”

      “Your résumé?”

      “I’m back in town and I’m looking for a job,” she told him. “I have an associate degree in accounting from King’s College and another thirty-four hours at UNC Wilmington toward a bachelor’s. I have six years of increasing experience, moving from accounts receivable to bookkeeper to head of accounting at a small independent company.”

      She had the satisfaction of seeing his eyebrows go up. “I am very good at what I do,” Mazy continued. “I can be an asset to any organization that hires me. I’m here today to give you that opportunity.”

      Tad continued to look at her for a long moment and then chuckled. “Well, you’ve really developed some balls, Mazy. I’ll say that for you.”

      “Fourteen years is a long time,” she pointed out.

      He nodded. “It is,” he conceded. “But it’s not. Not long enough in Brandt Mountain. If your résumé is as good as you say, you’re sure to be able to find a job somewhere. But not working for me. It wouldn’t look right. I don’t even know why you would want it.”

      “I don’t,” Mazy answered. “But I’m not sure I have any other choice.”

      His brow furrowed at that.

      “There was some trouble at my last job,” she said evenly.

      “Trouble?”

      It was a euphemistic term.

      “The company was a family business, privately held. The CEO was the son-in-law of the founder, but wanted to leave his wife. He began stashing money off the books for his getaway. I discovered it and I covered for him.” Tad’s jaw dropped.

      “We were caught, of course. And I was compelled to testify against him in court. I pled guilty to conspiracy. I did four hundred hours of community service. And I owe fifteen thousand dollars in restitution.”

      “My God, Mazy! Talk about screwing up your life. What were you thinking?”

      She didn’t answer that. There was some nakedness that even she could not bear.

      “I’m trusting you with these facts,” she continued, “because, as my employer, it will not be in your best interest to spread the story around.”

      “Your employer?” Tad gave a humorless chuckle. “Mazy, I can’t possibly hire you. Even if it wasn’t awkward on a personal level, I’m a banker. We don’t hire felons.”

      “Technically, the charge was lowered to misdemeanor. I know that I’ll never be a CPA now, but I can work at what I know. I simply need to get another job on my résumé. One with no trouble and a good recommendation. I just need a few years to reestablish myself and I can move on from this. The problem, of course, is that no one wants to be the employer that took that chance.”

      “I’m sure they don’t. I certainly don’t.”

      “But you see, Tad, you’re going to have to.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I have to have a job. I wouldn’t be asking if I weren’t desperate. Desperate enough to utilize other measures to convince you to help me.”

      “I’m not sure I know what you mean,” Tad told her. “I hope you’re not offering me sexual favors, ’cause trust me, babe, I can get all that I want without having the headache of hiring somebody for it.”

      Mazy felt redness streaking her neck. She wished she could punch the guy in the nose, but she couldn’t give herself the satisfaction. She needed him.

      “I am not offering to sleep with you,” she said. “Been there. Done that. I am offering you the opportunity, quietly and without any open embarrassment, to help me support your son.”

      Tad made a huff of disbelief and sat back in his oversize leather chair.

      “I should have known you’d get back to that old story,” he said. “Like I told you fourteen years ago, that kid could be anybody’s.”

      Mazy held on to her temper.

      “Tad, I’ve got three letters for you. D.N.A. I am not the slightest bit worried about having such a test done. But you know how things like that get around town. It could be really embarrassing for you and Genna.”

      “Oh, so you think you can threaten me into this? Well, too bad for you. Genna and I are divorced. She and the girls have moved to Boone and she doesn’t give a damn about what kind of gossip goes down in Brandt Mountain.”

      Mazy was surprised. Somehow she always imagined Tad as living happily-ever-after. Still, it meant nothing to her.

      “Well, then,” she said, giving him a very wide smile. “You must be very familiar with the concept of child support. I’m sure the state of North Carolina will be happy to grant me a stipend similar to the one you pay for your other children. That’s the way these things are done, you know. Then, of course, there is the issue of fourteen years of nonsupport. Judges don’t usually look kindly upon that. The whole deadbeat-dad thing. I’ll take mine in a lump sum, please. Perhaps you can sell your house to get the cash together.”

      Tad’s eyes were wide, his cheeks puffed out and his face so red it looked as if it might explode.

      “Look,” Mazy said kindlier. “I’m not here to punish you. It’s all water under the bridge to me. My only interest is in the future. I need a way to support my son. I’m only going to be able to do that with a chance to start over. How much more convenient and inexpensive would it be for you to put me on the payroll instead of the hassle of court dates and child support payments? I’m not asking to be made vice president. All I need is an entry-level job, something to pay the bills and clean up my reputation.” Tad sat there looking at her. She was sure that if he were going to refuse, he would have done so immediately. The time ticked by. She refused to turn back the clock to that time so long ago when she loved him. She was determined to stay in the here and now. Tru’s future was dependent upon that.

      Finally, he sighed. “Will you sign an agreement never to pursue me for child support?”

      She nodded. “As long as I get to sign up on the payroll.”

      “I’ll come up with something, then. Show up here tomorrow morning.”
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      The celebratory mood over dinner at her mother’s house was deliberate and slightly deceptive. Beth Ann had looked horrified at the news that Mazy was going to work for Tad. But she’d said nothing. Instead, she made a casserole and presented it with as much fanfare as could be managed with canned tuna and noodles.

      At least Tru should be pleased, Mazy thought. But he was quiet and almost distracted over dinner. When his grandmother plied him with questions such as “How was school?” and “Did you make any friends?” his responses were polite, if noncommittal. But while she and her mother nervously picked at the meal, he managed to eat everything left on the table, so Mazy knew that at least he wasn’t ill.

      After dinner he went to his room, and Mazy shooed her mother to her seat in front of the TV while she cleaned up. The encounter with Tad had taken a lot out of her. Dr. Reese, the psychologist she’d seen for her mandated court counseling, would have been proud of her for standing up to him. She was rather proud, herself.

      But she was also exhausted by it and slightly deflated.

      Once the last pan was dried and put away, the counters scrubbed down and the floor swept, Mazy lingered alone in the kitchen. She thought about her son. Her mom.

      Her life. She wished she had somebody to talk to. She needed a friend.

      As if by force of habit, her gaze turned to the window. There were lights on in the house next door. Did Eli still live there? They’d been buddies since childhood. They’d had that little fling before she left home. And then he’d been her rebound guy after another brush-off a few years later. But they could still be friends, couldn’t they?

      She’d found friendship to be a lot more durable than sex. And a lot harder to come by. A woman would be crazy to waste it.

      She walked into the living room. And waited for a commercial to pose her question. “Termy Latham? I suppose he still lives next door with his parents.”

      Beth Ann looked up. “I don’t know why you’d suppose that,” she said. “That young man is quite a catch. Steady, trustworthy, hardworking—a lot of women find that very attractive.”

      “Yes, Beth Ann, we’re all aware of your high regard for the boy next door,” Mazy responded, tongue-in-cheek. “So he’s living elsewhere with some lucky woman?”

      “No, no,” her mother answered. “He lives next door, but not with Jonah and Ida. He has his own apartment in the basement.”

      “Oh, wow,” Mazy said. “So he’s really come up in the world. Living in his parents’ basement.”

      Her words were facetious, but they puffed her mother into defensive mode. Mazy waved away her indignation with a smile. “He’s my best friend. I’m going over to say hi.”

      Night was already falling as she stepped outside. The brisk bite of autumn in the air was joined by a faint scent of wood smoke. It conjured up a warmth of nostalgia that was unexpected. The shrink had asked Mazy about her hometown. She remembered telling her that she hated the place, declaring that nothing good had ever happened to her there. But in a moment of honest self-reflection, she knew that wasn’t so. There had been a lot of positive things in her life here. It was only when she’d let men get the best of her that things in Brandt Mountain had gone downhill.

      The well-worn path between the back of the two houses was no longer in evidence, but Mazy could still see it in memory and followed it as if it was still tamped down by the constant back and forth of two busy children.

      The workshop was locked and dark. As she came around the corner of the house, it was her intention to knock on the basement door. That proved to be unnecessary. Eli stepped out onto the little back porch, still shrugging into his jacket. His expression pensive, his gaze on the steps in front of him, he did not immediately notice her. Mazy had one long moment to observe him, unguarded. She was surprised at what she saw. He was a tall, well-built, attractive man. He had that look that always caught her attention. A man who exuded confidence and power was always so desirable. If she had not known him, she would have wanted to be introduced. She would have given him a flirty glance. Urged him to buy her a drink. She would have listened with apt interest to every word he said. Laughed at all his jokes. And made sure that he got a good look at her legs.

      But she did know him. He was her Eli. And in that moment, he caught sight of her and his mouth curved into a familiar, welcoming smile. Here was the person who was supportive and safe and always on her side. She had to resist the temptation to run into his arms.

      “Look at you,” she said. “Still so cute, but all grown up.”

      His smile faltered, but only for an instant. “Hi, Mazy. Gosh, you look great. It’s been a long time.”

      “It has. Too long,” she said, feeling that truth. She hurried up the steps and gave him a sisterly smooch on the cheek. “How are you?”

      “Great.”

      She couldn’t resist wrapping her arms around his waist and hugging him tightly to her. She had missed him. It was nine years since she’d last seen him. Nine years since they had spoken. Why had she not bothered to keep up with him, to let him know where she was or who she was with? It wasn’t lack of interest exactly. It was complicated. She had made their friendship complicated.

      They stood together, looking at each other, basking in the familiarity and taking in the changes.

      “I like your hair that color,” he told her.

      “Thanks, I decided to go natural,” she answered.

      “Natural suits you.”

      “So, Beth Ann says you’re living in the basement now.”

      Eli nodded. “I was here checking on my dad.”

      “How’s he doing?”

      “You know he had a stroke?”

      Mazy nodded. “Yeah, I’m so sorry, Termy. That’s so tough for such an active guy.”

      “It is,” he agreed. “Life is like that. Nothing stays the same.”

      “Well, at least you haven’t changed,” she said.

      Eli’s brow furrowed, but he managed a smile. “I’ve changed a lot.”

      “I don’t believe it.”

      She said the words with laughter in her voice. He had changed, she could see that, but it felt good to tease him.

      “I was barely legal last time you saw me,” he said. “I’m thirty now. You can’t expect me to be that guy you left.”

      The phrase that guy you left momentarily tugged at Mazy. She didn’t remember exactly how it was between them when she’d broken it off. She hoped she’d been polite, at least. But she might not have been. Eli had always worn his heart on his sleeve. And he’d had a crush on her basically his whole life. Their affair probably meant more to him than it had to her.

      But then she’d run into Marty Ellis. She was single-mindedly obtuse when she was in love. It was one of the many things about herself that she hoped to change. But back then she’d fallen totally, was in love desperately and behaving crazily. It had barely lasted two months. But it had gotten her to Charlotte. And put Eli back on the market.

      “I didn’t expect to come back and find you still single,” Mazy said. “What the heck is wrong with the women in this town?”

      Eli managed a wry smile and shrugged. “I guess I haven’t met the right one,” he said.

      “You let me know if you need a reference,” she teased. “I speak from experience. Most guys are heartbreakers. But you, you’re a heart mender.”

      Mazy had been grateful for that. Eli had been the perfect rebound guy. Sympathetic. Easygoing. Always understanding. He had made her feel good about herself. And he’d made her feel great in the sack. But they had never let that get in the way of the real genuine feelings that they had for each other. She’d needed a friend and she knew him to be a great one.

      How lucky was that?

      Mazy seated herself on the second step and smiled up at him as she patted the space beside her. “Sit down, Termy. I don’t like having to strain my neck looking up at you.”

      His expression was a little strange. She couldn’t quite read it. And instead of seating himself, he stepped down to the bottom of the steps and leaned against the railing. She could look straight at him, but somehow it wasn’t the same.

      Their conversation was casual.

      He asked politely about Beth Ann and her drive up from Wilmington.

      She reciprocated with questions about his dad and Ida.

      He talked about owning the wood shop on his own.

      She talked about Tru and being a mom.

      “It’s been so much fun watching him grow up,” she told him. “In some ways it’s like revisiting our own childhood. Of course, Tru has always been such a good boy, so it’s probably more like your childhood than mine.”

      She laughed.

      Eli didn’t seem to find it as funny as she did.

      “So how long are you going to be in town?” he asked her. “Are you between moves or are you back?”

      Mazy hesitated. She had come over here to talk. Eli had always been a friend and it would feel wonderful to blurt out the whole sordid story. But in close proximity it was impossible not to notice how attractively masculine Eli was. She’d always thought he was nice-looking. He had wonderful, penetrating brown eyes. Nice body. Nice smile. But he’d been schoolboy sweet rather than hot. Now he was different. His movements were easy, graceful. He seemed bigger and more solid. She hadn’t remembered the square jawline and the afternoon shadow. Listening to him talk, she found herself watching the movement of his lips.

      There was something about those changes, that attraction, that caused her to hold back. He had always been her best friend, but tonight he appeared to be very much a man. And she was trying to learn not to be so eager to trust herself with the opposite gender.

      “I think I’m here for a while,” she said. “It’s like I’m the bad penny that continually shows up.”

      “I wouldn’t describe you as the bad penny,” he said.

      She smiled at him. “That’s because you are kinder than the rest of us.”

      Eli’s brow furrowed at the compliment. “No, I’m not any kinder than anyone else.”

      “Don’t be silly,” she said. “You’re the sweetest guy ever. And you know me—I’ve sampled plenty of guys.”

      He didn’t laugh at her self-disparagement.

      “I just accepted a job this morning,” she said, awkwardly trying to change the subject. “So, I’m sort of celebrating being gainfully employed.”

      “Oh, Mazy, that’s great,” he said. “Where are you going to work?”

      “At the bank.”

      “The bank?”

      “Farmers and Tradesmen.”

      “Tad Driscoll’s bank?”

      People were going to wonder about that. People were going to gossip about that. Mazy knew it. Mazy expected it. She’d practiced a pat explanation, which she rolled out for Eli.

      “Accounting is my field,” she said. “I’ve been taking night classes for several years. It’s the kind of work I like and that I’m good at. So banking is really a natural.”

      “But working for Driscoll?”

      Mazy waved the question off as if it were trivial. “Tad and I get along fine,” she lied. “All of that was a very long time ago.”

      Even to her own ears the excuse sounded fake.

      Eli was looking very serious as he gathered his words.

      “Are you hoping to get back with him?” The question was almost too quiet.

      “Of course not,” she assured him. “When I’m done with a man, I’m done. I never make the same mistake twice.”

      Eli’s left eyebrow raised slightly. “The way I remember it, you and I were together twice.”

      Mazy almost answered, But that wasn’t a mistake! Eli had never used her, never lied to her or betrayed her. It probably hadn’t been smart to sleep with him, but she had a hard time regretting it. Even when she’d talked to the shrink, she’d never lumped Eli in with all the creeps and losers that made up her romantic history.

      Unfortunately, the words that came out of her mouth weren’t exactly how she meant them.

      “Oh, Termy, you don’t count.”
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      At exactly 10:00 a.m., Eli’s phone alarm went off and he allowed himself to finish the measurements that he was working on and mark the cuts with a pencil. But then he wiped his hands and offered only an absent wave to Clark as he left the shop.

      He walked up the path toward the house. It was wide and worn and packed down nearly as hard as concrete. The family home, a two-story “foursquare,” had been built in the late 1880s. Keeping it in good repair was a labor of love for Eli. It was more than just a residence or a nice piece of American architecture, it was a symbol of the life that was important to him, the life that he wanted for himself.

      At the back there were two doors. One where he could walk directly into the basement apartment where he lived, the other up three steps and across a small porch to his father’s kitchen. He didn’t even glance toward his place as he took the steps.

      He knocked twice on the door, but went inside without waiting for a response. In the mudroom, he wiped his feet and hung up his jacket.

      “It’s me!” he called out.

      “Morning, Eli,” was the response.

      Sunlight flooded the east side of the kitchen that was clean enough, he suspected, to perform surgery. Sitting at the table peeling apples was his stepmother, Ida, formerly Miss Ida Jakes, local spinster.

      When his mother had died ten years ago, after a long-suffering struggle with a debilitating disease, her sons had not been pleased at their father’s hasty remarriage. Neither had been particularly welcoming to a woman who seemed to be a fussy and fastidious old maid. What could their father have seen in her?

      It was no longer quite a mystery. The two had spent nearly a decade square dancing twice a week and flea marketing on the weekends. They were happy together, enjoying each other’s company and making the most of their time, so it was hard for Clark or Eli to hold a grudge.

      “How’s Dad today?”

      “His eyes are very bright this morning,” she answered. “The man must have been up to no good in his dreams.”

      Eli smiled back, although it felt bittersweet.

      “I’m going to fry up a batch of these apples for dinner. Do you want me to set some aside for you?”

      Eli and Clark were agreed that Miss Ida was, unquestioningly, the worst cook in western North Carolina, but sometimes the taste of food was the least important aspect of an offer.

      “I’d love that, Ida,” he answered. “And I’m sure Clark would, too.”

      She tutted her head disapprovingly. “If your brother can’t be bothered to walk up to the house to visit his father,” she said, “then he can fix his own apples. Clark is just plain wrong leaving all his father’s care to you.”

      Eli didn’t dispute her assessment of the situation, but he wasn’t about to be drawn into it, either.

      “I won’t tell him you said so,” he assured her, teasing.

      He’d heard it before. The inequitable share of responsibility bothered other people a lot more than it did Eli.

      He went through the house to his mother’s sewing parlor, which had been turned into a downstairs bedroom. His father lay on the bed looking very much like himself, only older, paler and quieter than the active man he’d once been.

      “Hey, Dad,” Eli said. “How are you doing today?” He gave his father a big, optimistic smile. “I’ve been working on a pretty piece of red oak this morning. You should see it. Looks real old-growth. Are you interested in getting cleaned up? Nothing more relaxing than a nice hot shower, right?”

      Eli didn’t wait for answers to his questions. He knew there wouldn’t be any. His father’s first stroke had made speaking difficult for him. With the second stroke, a few months later, it had disappeared completely.

      The doorway to the nearby bathroom had been rerouted to open directly into the room. Eli quickly stepped inside and gathered up the towels, soaps and shaving gear that he needed before returning to his dad. He pulled his father up into a sitting position and knelt down to slide his house shoes onto his feet.

      “I’m using the red oak for the top of a lowboy I’ve designed. You’re going to love it. It’s as if Stickley had an illegitimate oak son from Wales.” Eli chuckled as his own little joke.

      Squatting next to the bed, he draped his father’s arms around his neck. Only one arm really worked well enough to give anything like a grasp, and it was weak. Eli clasped his dad around his pajama-clad waist and raised him into a standing position. Jonah Latham had once strode through his life with powerful grace. Now he could not even hobble to the bathroom on his own.

      Eli kept up a steady stream of words as he partially led but mostly carried his dad into the shower.

      “The color is nicely pinkish. I’m going to try to finish the grain as clear as it will varnish.”

      His father weighed so little these days that it would have been easier for Eli to simply hoist him up into his arms like a child. Eli didn’t do that. Even if he couldn’t say so, Eli knew Jonah would prefer to be treated like a man.

      He seated his father in the plastic shower chair and buckled him in before going back to shut the door. Then he undressed him piece by piece. Slippers, socks, shirt, trousers. Then Eli stripped down to his own boxers. With the help of the handheld shower and a basin of warm soapy water, he lovingly washed his father. The procedure was many faceted, including a couple of unbuckle-and-stand followed by sit-and-rebuckle. It took physical prowess to do it. But it took tenderness, as well.

      As soon as his father’s body was rinsed and dried, Eli swathed him in more towels and brought out the shaving gear.

      “Clark’s still finishing up those Windsors,” Eli told him. “You know how I hate doing chairs, but they’re looking really fine. The finish on them is so good, I’m afraid it’ll be mistaken for poly.”

      He mixed his father’s favorite shaving soap in the ancient mug that he’d used for years and then applied the messy white foam to his dad’s face. With practiced precision, he drew the old-fashioned safety razor across the one-day growth of beard, scraping it neatly clean. All the while, he kept up the one-sided conversation about anything and everything except the crippling disability that was now front and center in his father’s everyday life.

      “Mazy Gulliver came to see me last night,” he said. “Wow. Years have been good to her. She looked so beautiful, I thought my heart might actually explode out of my chest.”

      Eli wasn’t sure if his father knew as much about his ill-fated relationship as Clark did. But he had confessed to being in love with her years ago.

      “I am seriously going to have to watch my step,” he admitted. “Clark was so right about her. She doesn’t really see me as a man.”
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not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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