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Chapter One 

Judith 

This morning, I had to get snippy again with 
another juvenile, conceited Hollywood celebrity. As 
soon as I left the hotel where I’d delivered a package for 
a client, I handed my parking voucher to the valet. 
“Thank you, Ms. Collington,” he said. “Volvo SUV, 
isn’t it?” 

“That’s the one. Take your time.” The weather was 
sheer LA bliss. Nice breeze with fluffy white clouds. 
Smogless. No wonder people love it here in the winter.  

A minute later, instead of my car, a white limo 
pulled up, tires scraping the curb. From the lobby, a 
dozen or so tourists shoved past me with their cameras 
and cell phones. Previously invisible paparazzi 
materialized in clusters of two or three, ready to 
ambush the celeb behind the limo’s tinted glass.  

To escape the craziness, I snuck down the sidewalk 
out from under the awning. Can you blame me? Oh, I 
remember how it felt the first time I saw a celebrity in 
the flesh. But after a month or so of standing behind 
one of them at the Food 4 Less checkout, where they 
inevitably get the last bag, (my bag), of Cool Ranch 
Doritos, you barely notice them anymore. But don’t get 
me wrong. I’ve got nothing against them. Celebrities 
pay my salary. 

The limo driver got out and opened the passenger 
door. When the anticipated superstar turned out to be 
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an older woman wearing Donna Karan and a darling 
pair of Givenchy sling-backs, all mayhem ceased. 
Disappointed tourists and paparazzi schlepped away.   

Something tickled the back of my neck. Only a speck 
of dust or a breeze, but it gave me goose bumps. But 
then, I get goose bumps for all sorts of reasons.  

While I waited for my car, something rushed past my 
head. Something from above, that fell in a tangled heap 
on the sidewalk. I didn’t want to touch it, even though 
it was only a dark-colored T-shirt. I stepped toward the 
curb, faced the building, and threw my head back, 
ready to dodge whatever fell next.  

Several floors above me a tall, messy-haired man, 
and an irate young woman with a head scarf stood on 
their balcony, her arms flying with chaotic energy, and 
his folded over his puffed up chest, ready to take on 
whatever she dished out. I easily recognized him: Ren 
Spencer, my daughter Shannon’s idol.  

The tourists and paparazzi reappeared, now with a 
mission. With the street-level screams and cheers, I 
couldn’t hear the dispute details, but for the tourists, it 
didn’t matter. This was pure entertainment.  

The argument continued. The unrecognizable 
woman, (my guess, a jilted starlet), slapped Ren Spencer 
hard across his face. I palmed my stinging cheek, 
whispering, “Ouch.”  

 With my neck craned toward the balcony, the 
unhinged starlet picked up a large black object and 
heaved it over the railing. Ren ducked.  
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As the object tumbled toward the applauding 
audience, clothing, shoes, and toiletries rained down in 
a steady stream. Fortunately, I’m a fast sprinter.  

When the balcony performance ended, one of the 
tourists, a silver-haired woman with hoop earrings, 
snatched a stray Nike by a shoestring and swung it over 
her head, squealing like a lovesick groupie. She bolted 
through the hotel doors, but didn’t get far. A porter 
stopped her for the shoe, collecting the duffle bag and 
the remaining contents strewn on the sidewalk.  

On cue, the hotel doors reopened. Ren Spencer—in 
the flesh— hobbled forward. He was wearing one Nike, 
dark glasses parked on top of his head, and an 
expression that read, “Mess with me and die.” I was 
about to inform him where he could collect his stuff, 
but the porter beat me to it. Relocating his sunglasses to 
his nose, and clutching his duffle bag and stray shoe to 
his chest, Ren elbowed the insistent autograph-seekers 
away.  

When the valet climbed out of the front seat of my 
SUV, Ren Spencer rushed toward the passenger door. He 
faced me, angled his head toward the vehicle, and 
gripped the door handle. No words necessary. Exhaling 
in disgust, I told him to get into the back seat, knowing 
I’d drive only a block or two and drop him off.  

He was difficult to hate. He seemed so pathetic, in an 
endearing sort of way. Besides, I couldn’t help noticing 
the air in my car gradually changed from car smell to a 
more manly scent. He wasn’t wearing any particular 
fragrance, but he gave off that unmistakable blend of 
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healthy man and warm body that could make a woman 
run a red light.  

As he wriggled into his second shoe, a few strands of 
his freshly-showered shoulder-length hair fell across his 
forehead. Instead of any pleasantries or “thank you’s,” 
he began with, “Get me to L-A-X. You know the back 
way, don’t you?”  

I tried my best to scowl at him through the rear view 
mirror. “Who do you think I am, United Taxi? I’ll be 
happy to drop you off at the nearest corner.”  

“You don’t understand. I’m supposed to meet my 
bodyguard there in less than half an hour.”  

I tried to remain calm, but I do have my limits, and 
he’d just exceeded them. Pulling to an open space of 
curb, I turned to face him, elbow on the armrest. I 
presented him with my cheesiest smile. “On your way 
out, don’t forget your baggage.”  

My job used to be easy. Now, all I can think about is 
escaping the melodrama of Hollywood. For weeks now, 
my clients have been sending me flowers and gifts or 
taking me out to dinner to say good-bye to their 
personal shopper. I’ve worked for celebrities since 
Shannon was in elementary school. Far too long.  

Even with its challenges, my career has afforded me 
abundant luxuries. I’ve seen the best hairdressers for my 
chin-length nearly red hair, and spas for every inch of 
my fair skin. I’ve enjoyed the services of personal 
trainers for my physique—I’m short, so every ounce 
shows on me. 
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Shannon’s ecstatic about our move. I’m glad she’s 
taking it so well. I wouldn’t want to destroy my 
daughter’s life. There’s a world of difference between a 
private school in LA and a public middle school in 
central Illinois.  

As for me, I can hardly wait. Sure, I’ll miss my 
friends, but I’m thrilled about what’s to come. Only ten 
more days.   

# 

Ren 

“Keep it zipped.” The words every son hears from his 
father. His football coach. The family doctor. As many 
times as I’ve received this sage advice, why can’t I seem 
to follow it? I even remember the first time I failed to 
observe the rule. With Brianna, my senior year 
sweetheart, who I dropped for a doe-eyed dancer 
named Candy, with muscles up to here and a noggin 
full of melt-in-your-mouth chocolate brown hair. 
Brianna never forgave me, but it had to be done. 
Besides, sometimes kissing her was about as exciting as 
kissing your Aunt Martha after she’s pinned up the last 
curler. 

Why is it, when I see a beautiful woman, I forget I’ve 
got Lisa? Ever since we first met, I knew we belonged 
together. Except when we’re apart, which has been 
happening a lot more, lately.  
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Even worse, for the past few months, I can’t seem to 
make a decent first impression. Like that cute redhead 
who rescued me the other day. Do I have a neon sign 
around my neck that says I’m unreliable? 
Untrustworthy? She wouldn’t even look me in the eye. 
Okay, I was wearing shades at the time, but who 
doesn’t in LA? At least she helped me escape from that 
curbside groupie circus. But did she necessarily have to 
flee the scene afterwards like a rocket re-entry? What’s 
up with that? 

# 

Judith 

Dressed in a new silk wrapover tiger-striped blouse 
and faded pajama bottoms, twenty-four-year-old 
Tiffany Bradford shlumped past me, landing in the 
middle of her unmade king-sized bed. She picked up a 
mirror. “Judith, do you think I should get Botox for 
these lines in my forehead?” She stared into the mirror 
with one hand twisting her blond bangs out of the way. 
“I have lines. I don’t like these lines.” She lifted her 
eyebrows and allowed them to relax. 

“Tiffany, if you wrinkle your forehead that way, of 
course you get lines. And no, you don’t need Botox.”  

She probably won’t listen. What Tiffany wants, 
Tiffany gets. After I returned the Ferragamo cap-toe 
ballerina shoes she decided she didn’t need—I’d spent 
an hour finding them, finally at Neiman Marcus on 
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Wilshire—I still had to arrange for delivery of the 
Chantecaille Biodynamic Lifting Cream, at $290 per jar. 
Tiffany warned me, if I didn’t accomplish all this before 
her fitting for the Golden Globes next week, she’d lie 
down on the red carpet and roll herself up in it like a 
chicken fajita. 

Fortunately, I won’t have to put up with Tiffany 
much longer. In exactly one week, at eight fifty-seven 
p.m. Central Standard Time, our airplane will touch 
down in Bloomington, Illinois, where Shannon and I, 
Judith Collington, will enter a new phase of our lives. 
Next Friday night, we will officially move into and 
begin running the Innstead Bed and Breakfast.  

But first, I have to inform Tiffany—the last of my 
clients to receive the news.  

I glanced at her nightstand, where several websites 
were open on her laptop: Today’s Reflexology, Herbal 
Body Wraps, and one called Benefits of Colon 
Hydrotherapy.  

“Tiffany, there’s something I need to tell you. Please, 
put down the mirror. Alright, now listen. You know I’ve 
enjoyed every minute of shopping for you. But 
Shannon and I have given this a lot of thought, and 
well, we’ve decided to leave LA.” 

She stared at me with her un-Botoxed wrinkled 
forehead. “Like—exactly what do you mean, leave LA?” 

Why does guilt have to grab hold of people at the 
worst times? I thought I’d be able to do it, but twangs 
of remorse got wedged in my throat. “What I’m saying 
is I’m sorry, but you’ll have to make other 
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arrangements for your shopping. Shannon and I are 
moving. Next week.” 

Aside from her acting ability, Tiffany is world-
renowned for her three-octave range. “I can’t beleeeeve 
it! Oh my God, Judith. I’ll be like… so lost without 
you.”  

She must have rehearsed that whine. In an instant, 
Tiffany was no longer sitting up in bed. She catapulted 
herself back into the pillows, kicking her feet on the 
mattress, and shaking her head side-to-side.  

Next, I expected green pea soup.  
“Calm down. You’ll be fine. Isn’t your mother flying 

out in a couple of days? Maybe she can help you.” 
Tiffany stopped kicking. “But you know everything 

about me. You know what I like. All my tastes.”  
“Your mother will learn.”  
Was that a teardrop on her cheek? I handed her the 

Kleenex box. 
Tiffany sat up again, glared at me, and shook her 

head. “I can’t rely on my assistants, either. They’re ... 
they’re much too busy,” she said, pitching the Kleenex 
box across the room.  

I’m not a bad person. I obtain no pleasure from 
witnessing someone’s emotions implode like a high-rise 
demolition because of news I’ve given them. To be 
honest, I felt sorry for Tiffany. Still, I could’ve planned 
things better. And she could have handled it in a more 
mature manner.  

She sniffled again. “Where are you going, anyway?” 
“Bloomington, Illinois.” 
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“Blooming-where?” 
I clipped the price tag from Tiffany’s new three 

hundred dollar sequined tube top, and told her about 
the historic bed and breakfast, complete with 
everything from English Ivy creeping up the brick walls 
to bright, delicate azaleas bordering the wraparound 
porch. Far from Hollywood. About my plans to take 
over the operation after the current manager, Mrs. 
Winnie Walsh, retires. A few years ago, one of my best 
friends had a small wedding there, and I fell 
immediately in love with it. And Winnie was as 
charming as the property, with her little dog, Thumper. 
Fluffy and petite. 

“How can I get you to change your mind?” she 
asked. 

“Sorry, Tiffany. My mind’s made up.”  
The plane tickets had been purchased, arrangements 

had been made with Shannon’s new school, and most 
of all, I wanted it. Wasn’t that enough?  

# 

Shannon 

Dear Journal, 
This really sucks. I wish we didn’t have to move to 

Illinois. Mom wants me to grow up away from Hollywood. 
I’m already grown up enough, so I don’t see how this’ll 
make any difference.  

9 

  



I hate Mom for taking me away from Keenan. I still don’t 
see why she wouldn’t let me be his girlfriend. I don’t care 
what she says about actors, Keenan’s not even gonna start 
shooting until June. Plus, she said he was too old for me, but 
I’ll be thirteen in a few months, so what’s the problem? 
Mom thinks just because she “feels” things with her goose 
bumps, she knows what’s gonna happen before it happens. 
That’s B.S.  

There’s no way she’ll know ahead of time what I’m 
planning to do.   

# 

Judith 

Phase two for the Collington girls was officially 
underway. As Shannon and I sat together in first-class, 
she turned her laptop screen away from my curious 
eyes. I assumed she was adding to her computer 
journal. She never lets me see it. 

I twisted my upper body to ‘crack’ my spine.  
“Mom, I hate it when you do that. I can hear your 

spine make that—that noise.”  
“I’m sorry, I get so cramped in these seats.” My spine 

has always benefited from a good crrrack. I can be 
having a rough day, and that little twist can make all 
the difference. 

Shannon opened a folder on her laptop, and I took a 
peak. In big, bold letters:  “REN SPENCER”, with a 
collage of various pictures. I wish my daughter could 
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find someone else to idolize. I hadn’t mentioned the 
balcony incident. As arrogant as Ren Spencer had been 
that day, I’d been successful in forgetting it. 

“Shannon, what’s the big deal with Ren Spencer, 
anyway?” 

She stared at the screen, then opened her mouth to 
speak. Instead, silence. 

“Too hard to put into words?” I asked. “I forgot to 
tell you what happened the other day. He was in my 
back seat.”  

Her eyes got big and her jaw dropped open. “What 
do you mean?” 

“Ren. He needed a ride. I drove him a few blocks.” 
“NO. WAY.” Her ordinarily pink cheeks turned rosy 

red. 
Sometimes Shannon has a tough time believing me, 

even when I’m telling the truth. In this case, it was 
better she didn’t believe me anyway. Just knowing the 
love of her life was inside the SUV…  

“Why don’t we talk about the Innstead?” I 
suggested. Shannon closed her mouth and stared at me 
with one eyebrow raised.  

If things go as planned, I’ll be the new owner, 
anyway. It makes perfect sense for me to try to get 
Winnie’s nephew, Rick, to sell. According to her, Rick 
never comes by or even calls to ask how the place is. He 
owns it on paper, and is otherwise as uninvolved as a 
honeybee on a silk flower. Who knows? He might even 
be happy to say good-bye to one more obligation.  
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“Mom, am I still gonna be able to fly home to see 
my friends?” 

“This isn’t a dictatorship, you know. Of course you 
can visit your friends… dahlink.” Shannon no longer 
giggles when I do my funny accents. She used to. 
Sometimes I do a Southern belle, and occasionally, to 
tease her, I imitate Ren Spencer, when he played his 
most famous role as a born-again quarterback from 
‘Joisey’.  

Reaching into my bag, I pulled out the wallpaper 
samples. I laid them on my tray table, trying to imagine 
the bed and breakfast main floor powder room. With 
the eight samples before me, I picked up each one 
individually for a closer look. My breathing quickened. 
My chest and shoulders became tense, trying once more 
not to crash and burn in a wasteland of hesitation. 

“It’s happening again, isn’t it Mom?” 
Fortunately, I was able to keep my secret from my 

clients. I’ve heard of a similar concern with 
entertainers. They spend their whole lives on stage, 
then one day they’re inexplicably terrified, unable to 
leave the dressing room. As far as my clients knew, I 
had no problem with decisions. I’d never had any 
difficulty choosing things for others. After all, it’s easier 
spending someone else’s money. Choosing for myself, 
well, that was an altogether different issue.  

Giving up, I allowed Shannon to select the wallpaper 
with the raspberry red and butter yellow marigolds. For 
a nearly thirteen-year-old, my daughter has 
exceptionally good taste.  
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Shannon’s mature for her age. Sometimes, I’m afraid 
she’s growing up too fast, but that’s one reason we left 
all those LA temptations and negative influences 
behind. For me, I’ll just be happy to be away from the 
Hollywood crowd, where we can settle in around 
ordinary people in a small town atmosphere. People 
who don’t throw clothing and toiletries from a hotel 
balcony.  

# 

Shannon 

Dear Journal, 
When Mom was sitting next to me on the airplane, I had 

to be careful. For one thing, she almost saw this journal. I 
would die if Mom ever saw my stories about Ren. Jasmine 
and I are totally obsessed with him. Mom doesn’t even know 
how much. He rules. Also, I hope Jasmine can still come out 
for my birthday. 

Jasmine says when she reads my love stories about Ren, 
she gets hormonal. Just like I do when I write them. If I ever 
met Ren Spencer, I would die. And I would die if he ever read 
my stories! OMG, that would be the most embarrassing 
thing ever.  

# 

Judith 
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Shannon and I had survived our first six days in 
Illinois. Winnie apologized for the one hundredth time 
about our suite. The renovations weren’t completed in 
time, so Shannon and I had to temporarily move into 
our own separate rooms, across from the guest rooms.  

Winnie and I took a few minutes to relax in the bed 
and breakfast living room. I gazed at the soaring two-
story English style lobby, and behind us, a grand 
staircase reached to the second floor. The Innstead 
smelled the way I remembered it. I breathed it in, 
detecting the faint aroma of eucalyptus in a vase, the 
charm of well-seasoned wood. Winnie seemed 
genuinely happy to be retiring. When she talked about 
it, she grinned, exaggerating her crow’s feet and smile 
lines. Even so, I think she’ll miss running the bed and 
breakfast.  

Winnie had closed all reservations for the week, so 
Shannon and I could get used to our new surroundings. 
My daughter was adjusting like a real trooper. I was 
pleased she’d already made her first school friend, 
Katie. A few minutes earlier, she’d left to spend a few 
nights at Katie’s house. The girls had two teacher’s 
workdays to get to know each other better. 

When the Fed Ex man came to the door, I insisted 
Winnie stay put while I signed for the envelope. Then, I 
handed it to her.  

“Can you please open it for me Judith? Arthritis is 
flared up today.” Winnie wiggled her wrinkled hands 
and fingers.  

“Sure,” I said.  
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Once the envelope was opened, I handed it to 
Winnie. She extracted the contents and a moment 
later, she chuckled with a nervous peep. She handed me 
the letter. After reading it, I gave no such nervous 
laugh.  

Instead, I spilled my tea on the table.  
Nephew Rick no longer owned the Innstead Bed and 

Breakfast. The new owner was a corporation called 
Pigskin Investments, and the CEO would be arriving on 
the afternoon of the 26th. “Oh my God, Winnie, that’s 
today.” 

“I don’t understand,” she said, frowning. “Why 
would someone buy a place without seeing it first? 
Without at least visiting once? Unless Pigskin 
Investments is the headquarters for one of my guests’ 
companies.” 

“That’s a good question.”  
Winnie tried for an hour to get her nephew on the 

phone, but was only able to leave messages. While 
waiting, she sat on the living room couch, alternating 
between twitching her foot, and pinching her chin.  

A few moments later, with my back to the door and 
Winnie in front of me, I leaned forward to straighten a 
stack of magazines. Suddenly aware my goose bumps 
were the size of golf balls, I stood up, and Winnie’s 
eyebrows were scowling at something behind me. In a 
millisecond, I was facing the opposite direction and 
staring at the most imposing body builder I’d ever seen. 
I wasn’t able to look into his eyes until he removed his 
dark glasses. Asian, I thought, with a smidgen of 
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Schwarzenegger. “Excuse me, I knocked, but no one 
answered. Is this the Innstead Bed and Breakfast?”   

Now, I became the spokesperson. “Yes, it is. I’m 
Judith Collington. May I help you?” I extended my 
hand and shook his. His hand swallowed mine. I 
wondered how I could’ve missed his knock on the door.  

“Do you have a vacancy? Two rooms?” 
“Yes, but....” 
“Wait right here.”  
The Asian body builder exited the massive carved 

wooden door, but left it open, cold air wafting inside. I 
immediately shivered. Compared to California, the 
February air felt like a deep freeze.  

At the curb out front, the body builder opened the 
door of a glossy, black SUV with charcoal tinted 
windows. A tall man clad in a ripped, baggy sweat suit, 
only partially hidden beneath a leather jacket, heaved 
himself from the vehicle, as if the mere thought of it 
exhausted him. He also wore dark glasses. His dingy 
blonde hair was pulled back in a barely-there pony tail. 
His chin and jaw were covered with something between 
new beard and old stubble. I know a hangover when I 
see one, and this was a nasty one.  

The body builder did all the talking. “I need two 
rooms. And is there a Mrs. Walsh?” 

“I’m Mrs. Walsh,” Winnie answered. 
The body builder introduced himself as Korea Gold. 

“Where should I take the luggage?” 
I didn’t like the way the body builder was speaking 

to Winnie, but she was holding her own. “Now just a 
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minute, Mr. Gold,” she said. “I’m closed this week, so 
I’m afraid you can just get back into your fancy vehicle 
and head for the Red Roof Inn.” 

Pony tail’s head swiveled in too many directions, 
and he swayed, grabbing the back of a rocking chair, 
which wasn’t what he needed at the moment.  

Then, sudden familiarity hit me like a slap on the 
back. How could I have missed it? Pony tail wasn’t just 
some drunk looking for a place to sleep it off. He was 
my worst nightmare.  

Ren Spencer.  
My first thought was how could Hollywood be 

following me out here so soon? My second thought: 
Shannon will never believe this.  

I didn’t want him to know I was aware of his 
identity. 

“Excuse me, gentlemen,” I interrupted, speaking in 
my best authoritative voice. “We are expecting our new 
owner any moment, so I’m afraid I’ll have to ask you to 
leave. Now, we’ve already explained the bed and 
breakfast is closed to guests, so if you don’t mind....” 

Ren removed his dark glasses, and behind me, 
Winnie sucked in a quick breath. Now we both knew 
who he was. While he stared into my eyes, he said the 
words that made my stomach tie into immediate 
knots—“Ladies, my name is Ren Spencer, and as CEO of 
Pigskin Investments, I’m here to claim my property.” 
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Chapter Two 

Ren 

When I tried to open my mouth, it felt like Stanley 
Steemer had paid a visit and sucked every last drop of 
moisture dry. My head had been split open by a hit-‘n-
run bottle of Jack Daniels, and now, the room I was in 
was spinning and blanking out. At least Korea had done 
his job and left me alone. He’d poured me into bed and 
pulled the curtains closed, but I wasn’t really tired. Not 
like drop-off-to-sleep tired. After all, I’d slept for most of 
the flight, again in the lounge waiting for the rental, 
and once more while we were in the rental.  

I couldn’t seem to place her, but that redhead 
downstairs looked familiar, which is nuts, because I 
haven’t been to Bloomington in years. Not since I was a 
kid, which now seems like a couple of centuries back, 
and currently, I can’t even recall the last time I took a 
whiz.  

Now that my hangover is in its full glory, I’m dying 
for another drink, but this mattress is too damn 
comfortable and I can’t reach my cell to call Korea in 
the next room. Since Lisa left, flat on my back is my 
new favorite place. The middle of a king size bed, where 
I can stretch my legs almost to the corners, without 
coming in contact with razor stubble. The razor stubble 
on her sweet, gorgeous legs. The legs I won’t see again, 
unless, in Lisa’s words, I get my darlin’ head together. 
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As fuzzy as my memory is right now, I still remember 
some of the card game. I remember the part where that 
gazillionaire from Atlanta placed the slip of paper in the 
pot with the words “rental property” scrolled across it. 
Since I’m a sucker for anything with the word “rental” 
or “property” on it, my eyes bulged like a water 
balloon. Unfortunately, shortly thereafter, I inhaled 
some sort of adult beverage that tasted like a cross 
between a white russian and a mudslide. The next time 
I was conscious, some crabby woman in a uniform was 
flattening my ink-stained thumb onto a card. Even 
then, I wasn’t all that coherent.    

What I need is a few days rest. And another drink. If 
Korea is worth one fraction of the salary I pay him, he’ll 
be knocking on my door any minute with a vast 
selection from the local liquor establishment. That is, 
unless that cute short lady downstairs has some on 
hand. Cute nose. In fact, I wouldn’t mind one bit if she 
knocked on my door right now and offered to feed me 
breakfast. Even if it is way past lunch.   

# 

Judith 

After the initial shock of Mr. Spencer’s arrival wore 
off, I did my best to remain as calm as I could. It’s not 
like I’ve never seen a celebrity before. Or a drunk 
celebrity. And it even took me a while to recognize 
him. I wasn’t going to allow him to cramp my style. I 
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wanted to run the bed and breakfast my way, and he 
would probably want to run it like a widget factory.  

All I wanted to do was cuddle up under my down 
comforter and dream of Victorian antiques, bacon egg 
and cheese breakfast casseroles, and azaleas blooming 
in fuchsia and white.  

Instead, we put Ren and Korea in adjacent rooms, 
across from Shannon’s and mine, after which, Korea 
stood outside his room and spelled out his special 
instructions. “Mr. Spencer is not to be disturbed for any 
reason. He is not to have any visitors, phone calls, or 
requests for autographs. He will have his meals in his 
room. You will need to bring the meals on a tray with a 
cloth napkin, and return later to retrieve the tray. He 
insists the temperature be kept at a constant 71 degrees, 
and later, he will require heated towels.” 

“He’s kidding, right?”  
He pulled me away from Ren’s closed door, then 

leaned toward me and whispered. “Look, he won’t even 
be conscious for a couple of days.”  

 “And what about you, Mr. Gold? Will you be taking 
your meals in your room as well?” 

“I’ll just come down and get his food.” He patted his 
tummy. “He won’t even know what he missed.” 
Opening his wallet, he offered me a couple of one 
hundred dollar bills. “Will this be enough for the next 
few days?”  

“Don’t worry. He’ll get my bill when he leaves. And 
make sure he knows there’s no smoking allowed inside 
the house.”  
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Shortly thereafter, I was standing at the back door, 
letting Thumper out into the yard to do his business—
my job until Shannon returns from her sleepover. 
When she does return, I have no idea how she’ll ever 
again be able to concentrate on her school work, now 
with his highness, the Maharaja of Movie Idolness 
across the hall. 

Before I could even get the dog back inside, I realized 
Korea was behind me again. How could someone so big 
be so adept at sneaking?  

“One more thing. Is there a liquor store in the area?” 
I assumed there was one nearby. I just wasn’t sure 

where. “Don’t tell me you need a drink.” 
“It’s not for me. I just do what I’m told.”  
For which he is no doubt well-compensated. 
I crossed my arms. “But don’t you ever feel like 

telling him to...?” 
“More often than you can imagine.” 

# 

Judith 

I’m not one to be easily discouraged, but I do try to 
analyze unexpected events. Had I done a poor job of 
planning? Had I jumped in too quickly, without 
anticipating plan B? One thing I know now is of all the 
people I could’ve imagined coming to the door, Ren 
Spencer would have to be near or at the bottom of the 
list. 
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At two a.m., I awoke with a cold nose. I tried to fall 
back to sleep, but I was shivering too much. I tried 
settling in further under the covers, attempting to keep 
my teeth from chattering, but nothing seemed to help. 
I almost wished Shannon was home from her sleepover, 
so we could snuggle together, but then I remembered 
she was getting too old for that now. 

Finally, I climbed out of bed and made my way to 
the thermostat just outside my door. Even though I was 
wearing thick fluffy socks, my winter pj’s, and a zipped-
up robe, I could still see my breath with each exhale. At 
first, I thought the heat must’ve gone out, but I was 
wrong. The reason I could see my breath was because 
someone had set the thermostat to 50 degrees. No 
wonder my teeth were chattering and my goose bumps 
were multiplying. 

Light shone from under Korea’s door. I hoped I 
hadn’t awakened him. I assumed he was as cold as I was 
and I also assumed he might know why the thermostat 
had been set so low. I didn’t want to wake Winnie since 
she’d been so stressed out from Ren’s arrival, so I 
decided to tap lightly on Korea’s door. When he 
opened it, he was dressed as warmly as I was—with the 
addition of a blanket over his head. 

With his meaty finger over his lips, Korea invited me 
in. I didn’t say a word until after I was in his room and 
he’d re-closed the door. I tried to whisper and keep my 
annoyance in check, but out it spewed anyway. “Don’t 
tell me. It’s Ren again. He’s changed his mind about the 
temperature.” 
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Korea nodded his head in resignation and disgust. I 
had my answer.  

“God, it’s cold,” I said, hopping up and down to get 
my blood moving again. The vibration caused a piece of 
Korea’s luggage to slip and fall to the floor. Ka-thunk. I 
cringed, knowing that on the opposite side of that wall, 
our resident ogre was dreaming sweetly, or more likely 
passed out and oblivious, but I didn’t want to take any 
chances.  

Korea’s eyes got wide and he tilted his ear toward 
Ren’s room, whispering to me. “I don’t think you woke 
him up.” 

My nostrils flared. I blinked and counted to ten. I 
clenched my teeth and my voice intensified into a full-
fledged bellow. “Woke him up? What about me? What 
about you? Why should we suffer, freezing our butts 
off, catering to his every impulse?” 

Yelling actually felt good. The effort made my 
temperature rise a few degrees. I unzipped and whisked 
off my robe, snapping it in the air like a wet dish towel.   

Korea’s eyes drilled into me, trying to get me to tone 
it down, but now that I was on a roll, I kept on rolling. 
“Look, before bed, you asked me to set the thermostat 
to 71 degrees. I was happy to comply. Now it’s down to 
50. What’s going on?” 

With Korea’s mouth open, preparing to answer, Mr. 
Spencer crashed the door open like a wrecking ball. His 
eyes were feral and his mood was that of a famine-
stricken crocodile. All he wore was a Nirvana T-shirt 

23 

  



and plaid boxers. “How the hell is anybody supposed to 
sleep in this place?” 

Steamy blasts of 80 proof air billowed from Ren’s 
mouth. I stepped back an inch or two to escape his 
untamed hair and unfarmed facial growth. Calling 
upon every shred of my inner strength, I calmed my 
voice enough to speak normally. “Would you mind 
explaining why you’re trying to give freezer burn to 
everyone in this house?” 

He stared at me a moment, licking his dry lips. He 
was visibly exhausted, with his drooping eyelids and 
wilted shoulders. Korea inched forward, offering his 
services as referee. “It was the gas logs.” 

“The what?” I asked. 
“The gas logs,” he repeated apologetically. “There’s 

something wrong with the switch in Ren’s room.” 
I wasn’t aware there was any problem with the gas 

fireplace switch, but in a 90-year-old house, a problem 
can appear any time. Including unwelcome guests. 

“I’m sorry you were uncomfortable,” I said to Ren, 
crossing my arms. “We’ll take a look in the morning.” 

“Uncomfortable? I was roasting like a pig in there. 
All I needed was an apple in my mouth.” 

 An apple in his mouth would be perfect, but I had a 
better idea. “You know, Mr. Spencer, the Bloomington 
phone book is brimming with quality hotels.” 

Ren rubbed the sleep from his eyes. “I guess I can 
crack open my window.” 
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“You just do that. But right now, I’m bumping the 
heat back up so we can all get some sleep. Do we 
agree?” 

Ren shrugged and yawned, eyeing me in a way that 
made me twitch. Then he wrinkled an eyebrow at me 
while chewing his lip. “Have we met before?” 

“Could it be the day your duffle bag was thrown over 
the balcony?” 

He lifted his chin. “No, that’s not it. Have you ever 
worked at a massage parlor?”  

“No.” 
With both meaty hands, Korea then corralled Ren 

back to his own room. I shook off the massage parlor 
remark and readjusted the heat before turning in. 
Before climbing back under the covers, I snapped on 
my bedside lamp to write myself a reminder note. In 
the morning, I would go shopping for an electric 
blanket and a good pair of earplugs. 

# 

Shannon 

Dear Journal, 
I can’t believe it. Mom’s so weird. She’s always cracking 

her spine. In public! I wish I had a normal mother. I miss 
Jasmine. And Keenan. Jasmine says all the kids in Illinois 
are dorks. I hope she’s wrong.  

I’ve only met one friend here so far, and that’s Katie. She 
wants me to bring my laptop to school, but Mom won’t let 
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me. At least we don’t have school for a couple more days, so 
me and Katie are gonna try to stay up all night.  

Mom is driving me crazy. On the plane, I had to pick out 
the wallpaper. That last trip to Chicago was a big waste of 
time. I felt sorry for that decorator lady. All she wanted 
Mom to do was decide on the draperies, and she couldn’t. 
She gets sensory overload or something.  

# 

Judith 

I should have realized how serious my daughter’s 
“Ren” problem was, but we’d been so busy moving in, I 
guess I missed it. While Winnie was in the kitchen, I 
decided to see what Shannon had accomplished in 
organizing her bedroom. She’d asked me to wait until 
she returned from Katie’s, but my curiosity prevented it.  

As I peeked inside her room, the first thing I noticed 
was she’d devoted an entire wall to her Ren Spencer 
obsession. I’ll freely admit—I’m as much a sucker for 
excess testosterone as the next girl, but I’d never had as 
serious a problem as Shannon seems to have. All sizes 
and poses of the man, some in minimal attire. Some 
with a trimmed beard, some with no beard. I tried not 
to stare.    

I recalled a conversation I’d had with my daughter 
back in LA just before we packed to move, but at the 
time, she only had a handful of pictures of him on her 
wall.  
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“Where did you get all these pictures of Ren 
Spencer?”  

She’d told me they came from several different 
places. Some of the bigger posters were from her 
girlfriends, and the smaller ones had been printed off 
the Internet. 

While I was Shannon’s age, my obsessions consisted 
of a couple of magazine pictures of Val Kilmer and a 
few of Tony Danza. Nothing like the shrine my 
daughter had erected to this ex- Hollywood A-lister.  

Some of Ren’s older pictures were mildly pleasant to 
look at. He’s one of those men who looks good bearded 
or clean-shaven. Not the way he looked when he and 
Korea showed up at the door, and besides, Photoshop 
can conceal a multitude of sins.  

I bent my knee under me and sat on Shannon’s bed. 
Another poster caught my eye—the one with Ren’s 
shirt pulled up to reveal his washboard abs. The abs he 
used to have. 

I picked up one of Shannon’s stuffed animals, 
recalling the first one I’d bought for her as an infant. 
Now, people say we look like sisters. Okay, sisters is an 
exaggeration. I look young for my age, but Shannon is 
only beginning to develop.  

However, our differences are many and varied. For 
one, I’m a redhead, and her hair’s mostly auburn. For 
another, I feel things before they happen. I get goose 
bumps. At the end of movies, I’ll need a few tissues 
because I cry. Even if the ending isn’t sad. Shannon gets 
disgusted with me.  
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I love learning new things about people I thought I 
already knew, but Shannon has something I’ve never 
had—the ability to sum people up quickly. First 
impressions are almost never right for me. I might meet 
a person and formulate an opinion of them, only to 
find out later it was completely wrong. It makes me feel 
I have no control over the world.  

Winnie arrived at the top of the stairs, just outside 
Shannon’s door. “Judith, you said to remind you when 
it was six p.m.” 

I placed the stuffed animal next to Shannon’s pillow. 
“Thanks, Winnie.” 

I wanted to call my brother Perry at six, about 
buying the B&B. Before D-day (the day Ren arrived), 
we’d been studying the pros and cons of a limited 
liability partnership. Perry and I had planned to be 
partners in the business. His job would’ve been to help 
with all the expenses and keep track of financial details.  

I stared at Winnie for a second, wondering how the 
next few days might progress. “When Shannon gets 
home from her sleepover, how will I ever be able to tell 
her about Ren?” 

“I don’t know. I only know I could wring Rick’s 
neck. He never should’ve done this without discussing 
it with me first.”  

“I agree,” I answered, reaching to turn off Shannon’s 
light. 

On my way out the door, something caught my eye. 
Lying face up on Shannon’s dressing table was a 
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magazine article about the latest tattoos for young 
ladies. 

What disturbed me the most was that I’d been too 
distracted by Ren Spencer’s abs to notice. 

# 

Judith 

After supper, Winnie and I found out exactly why 
Ren showed up at our door nursing his hangover. 
Down the hall, I heard Winnie’s TV and I tapped on 
her half-open door. I reminded her to keep her TV 
volume turned down, to not disturb Mr. Duffle-Bag-
Over-the-Balcony. 

“So, what’s on tonight?” I asked.    
“It’s that Entertainment show. I have to laugh at the 

predicaments some of those Hollywood types get into. 
Sometimes these young people don’t know what to do 
with all their money. They spend it on a wild nightlife, 
then when their fifteen minutes of fame are over, they 
have nothing to show for it.” 

I had to agree. Many of the “Hollywood types” I’ve 
known have no sense at all when it comes to finances. 
Many do, but in general, no one hears about the 
capable ones. 

A familiar face flashed across the TV screen. Winnie 
and I stared and listened to the announcer. “Film star 
Ren Spencer was arraigned last Thursday, in a Reno, 
Nevada courtroom. This time, he was accused of 

29 

  



reckless driving and resisting arrest. The remainder of 
the motorcycle gang has been detained until further 
notice.”  

After the part about the motorcycle gang, I mentally 
tuned out of the news story. I loathe motorcycles. “You 
know Shannon adores him. I honestly don’t 
understand the attraction.” I glared at Mr. Spencer’s 
mug shot, with his long, unkempt hair, drunken pallor, 
and unshaven face. Not the best role-model for a pre-
teen. Now, I was mentally tsk-tsk-ing. “Poor guy’s a has-
been at thirty-five, isn’t he, Winnie? He hasn’t even 
made a film in the past four or five years. Or has he?” 

Winnie stared at me for a moment. “I thought you 
knew all about these folks.” 

As Thumper hopped onto a chair, I shook my head. 
“I never had the time. You know, most of this gossip is 
made up. It usually hits the news right about the time 
someone’s new movie is coming out.” 

“Weren’t you ever tempted by any of those 
handsome stars?” 

“No, not particularly.”  
Winnie shrugged at the TV, but her eyes sparkled. “I 

always liked his rear bumper.” 
I thought of the older films Ren Spencer had made, 

realizing in his prime, he’d been more attractive than I 
wanted to admit.  

Across the room, I glanced at my face in the beveled 
glass of Winnie’s antique mirror. I didn’t realize I was as 
exhausted as my reflection revealed, feeling much older 
than my 33 years. I also felt a sense of relief that 
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Shannon and I were more than 2,000 miles away from 
Tinsel Town.  

Except for one minor detail, who was currently 
sleeping it off just a few doors down.    
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Chapter Three 

Shannon 

Dear Journal, 
Except for Katie, all the kids at my school ARE dorks. 

OMG! I already emailed Jasmine. She was right. The kids 
here think Hollywood takes up the entire state of California. 
They have no idea about ANYTHING. I wonder if they’ve 
ever even heard of Ren Spencer. I hate it that we have to live 
in Illinois. Now I know I’ll  never get to meet him. 

At least Katie is nice. I like her. It’s midnight right now, 
and she’s not even tired yet. In her bedroom, she has posters 
on her wall of a lot of really hot guys. Not just actors.  

 I told Katie my parents finally said I could have a REAL 
cell phone that’s not just for emergencies. I might be able to 
call Dad if they allow overseas calls on it. I’m practically the 
last kid on the planet to get one. 

# 

Judith 

The grandfather clock in the hall announced it was 
midnight. Winnie offered me a handful of mixed nuts 
and I tossed a few into my mouth. Here we are, already 
at the end of our first week, and the transition hasn’t 
moved forward as planned. Winnie’s things are almost 
packed. Tomorrow afternoon, our first real guests are 
due and I want everything to be perfect.  

32 

  



 “Winnie, I don’t think Sleeping Beauty upstairs will 
be awake in time for breakfast tomorrow, do you?” 

She snapped the lid back on the nut can. “If Ren 
causes any trouble, it won’t last long. From the looks of 
that body guard he’s got with him, I bet he gets thrown 
into a cold shower before we even see him.” 

“I don’t know. I wonder if he’s been sober since he 
arrived. Regardless, we probably won’t know what 
happened to the Innstead until Rick calls back, or until 
one or the other of our upstairs guests gives us a few 
clues.” 

As soon as Winnie yawned, I joined in. “Contagious, 
isn’t it?” 

“Always.” 
“Won’t Shannon miss school in the morning?” 
I reminded Winnie she’d be gone one more night. 

“I’m afraid when she sees who’s here though, she’ll be 
in for the surprise of her short little life.” 

Winnie nodded yes, with a little grin.  
Upstairs, a ruckus interrupted us. I made it to the 

foot of the stairs first, but Winnie was right behind me. 
The noise sounded like shuffling feet and various thuds, 
then furniture being scraped across the floor. Ren’s 
voice was loudest—“You don’t know shit!” Followed by 
what sounded like, “All the brains God gave a duck’s 
ass.” Then, as quickly as the ruckus began, it ended. 
Winnie snickered.  

“I guess over the years, you’ve had all different types 
of guests here,” I said.  
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She agreed. Then, she palmed her forehead. “Judith, 
I almost forgot about the Russo’s.”  

I too, had forgotten about the couple from 
Tennessee. “Our first guests?” 

“They aren’t simply your first guests. They’re also 
reporters. Researching for a magazine article for Travel 
and Leisure. We need a good review.” 

“You’re right. Let’s hope we can keep Ren and Korea 
under control.”  

Before I could speak another word, we both turned 
our heads toward the sound of fists pounding on a door 
upstairs, then Ren’s voice. “Korea! Is it asking too much 
to have my snack when I’m ready for it?” A few seconds 
later, Korea swooshed past us, explaining he was on his 
way to an all night Krispy Kreme for Ren’s crullers.  

We said good-night. I tried to fall asleep without 
thinking about the man across the hall. A regular prima 
donna. Not altogether lacking in the looks department, 
but definitely devoid of charm. My sincere hope was he 
and his body guard would be gone in the morning 
before eleven a.m. 

# 

Ren 

As soon as Korea returned with the booze and my 
crullers, we got into another fight. Don’t worry. The 
fact that he’s an ex-wrestler doesn’t mean squat. Also 
I’m not sure how or where he got the wrestling nick 
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“Einstein’s Mentor”, because he’s generally dumber 
than a concrete patio. He’s been trying to convince me 
to sell this place and go back to Lisa and Colorado, but 
his logic is full of holes. He says the only reason I came 
out here was because I’m depressed.  

Hey, depression’s not the only reason I’m here. I’m 
here because whenever I take on a new property, no 
matter where it is, I have to thoroughly inspect it. I 
need to know where every ceiling joist connects with 
every rafter. I want to know how many roofing nails 
were used in the building’s construction. I can’t be any 
other way than thorough. Just the way God assembled 
me.   

It makes no difference how I came to own this 
property. It’s mine now, so I need to take care of it.  

When Korea accused me of being depressed, I took it 
upon myself to show him exactly how depressed I was, 
by shoving the nightstand into his path. Now he’s got a 
goose egg on his shin, and I’ve got a headache the size 
of North America. I guess I’ll have to do my property 
inspection later, say when my hangover is but a long 
lost memory.   

# 

Judith 

At around nine the next morning, I wanted to see 
the snow. It had begun falling while we slept. 
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From the back porch, I stood with my arms clutched 
around me and breathed in the frigid air. The smell of 
snow is something you never forget—Crisp. Sharp. 
Stinging my nostrils. Returning inside, I held the 
checkbook for my new Bloomington bank account. 
“Winnie, do you mind if I ask you about your nephew 
Rick? Tell me more about him.” 

“Rick’s in his forties now. Been married for the past 
twenty-two years to his high school sweetheart, Pattie-
Rae. We call her Ditzie-Lou, but not to her face of 
course. Not a brain in her head. Once asked her if she 
had a nail file, and she answered, ‘No, we keep our nails 
in an old coffee can.’ It’s a good thing they never had 
children.”  

As I sat in the opposite chair, I almost spilled my hot 
chocolate when Thumper hopped into my lap. While I 
petted the dog, I thought about my finances and all the 
things I’ve been able to do for my daughter. Shannon 
benefits from both her parents. Tom, my ex-husband, 
has been traveling the globe with his equipment sales 
position, often sending Shannon all sorts of exotic 
items.  

“I guess it’s no secret I wanted to buy the Innstead. 
Seems I’m always in the right place at the wrong time.” 

Winnie grinned with a sparkle in her eye. “You gotta 
be lucky to catch Rick at the right time.” 

“Why do you say that?” 
Winnie continued with more information. He’d 

made his fortune in oil stocks and gold. Now, she said, 
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he can’t stop buying. And gambling. “He’s got a 
gambling addiction. Drinks too. Like a flounder.” 

I shook my head. “That’s a shame. By the way, 
where do Rick and Ditzie-Lou live?” 

“In a suburb of Atlanta. He travels all over, though. 
Knows people everywhere. Just spends too much 
money. You see, he bought this place for me when my 
stationery business went bankrupt in the late eighties.” 

My hands surrounded my hot chocolate mug. “You 
were lucky to have an alternate means of income.” 

“Rick owed me one. When he was a boy, I once 
bailed him out of a fix. The Innstead was his way of 
repaying me.” Winnie uncrossed her arms and paused a 
minute. “Maybe it’s best you didn’t buy this place.” 

“Why not?” 
She leaned to the edge of her chair and frowned. 

“There’s something I want you to know, Judith …we’ve 
got some mighty peculiar neighbors.”  

# 

Shannon 

Dear Journal, 
When I get home, I’m gonna ask Mom if I can get a little 

ring like Katie has on her navel. She’ll probably freak at 
first, but after I explain, I hope she’ll let me. I’ll just tell her 
all the other girls at school have navel rings, and I couldn’t 
stand being the only uncool girl in the whole school.  
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Katie and I decided she would sleep over next week. I 
showed her one of my love stories in my journal. I made her 
swear not to tell anybody. She says I’m a good writer.  

When she comes over, I just hope Mom doesn’t act too 
weird around us. 

 # 

Judith 

I did finally meet the peculiar neighbors. According 
to Winnie, the husband is an RV salesman and former 
male model. Winnie said she once saw some half-naked 
pictures of him in the men’s swim trunks section of a 
1980 Sears catalog. On TV the other night, I saw him 
on one of his RV Sales commercials. He’s known as the 
“Bay-go Man.”  

While they were in the back yard shoveling snow off 
their steps, I saw the couple briefly, and waved from 
our back porch. The wife, Heidi, may have at one time 
been pretty, but now she looked like she’d survived one 
too many fender-benders.  

Heidi isn’t exactly the type to appear at the back 
door bearing a plate of home-baked coconut 
macaroons. Instead, our worlds collided when I slipped 
and fell down the back steps.  

Leave it to me to step on the only remaining patch 
of ice on the porch from the previous days’ snow 
shower. I landed on my hip on the bottom step. 
Somehow, I tore my jeans and skinned my knee as well. 
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Embarrassment kept me from noticing I had an 
audience. In the yard behind us, Heidi stood on her 
cobblestone patio with her palms on her cheeks—the 
universal gesture of alarm. Although the thermometer 
read twenty-five, Heidi was dressed only in Capri pants 
and a sleeveless top. 

Before I knew it, she was by my side. “Honey, are 
you alright?”  

Her voice possessed a semi-southern drawl. At first, I 
couldn’t answer. Then, Heidi gripped my arm. I noticed 
she was wearing two-inch heels with open toes. I 
wondered how long it’d been since she shaved her legs. 
Half of her nails were polished, while the rest were 
broken with jagged edges. Studying the inconsistencies 
helped me regain my composure.  

 “Baby-doll, you ‘bout scared me to death.” She 
stooped closer to my bloody knee. “Looks like you’re 
gonna need help getting inside.” 

“I’m okay, really.” I hoped our voices wouldn’t reach 
Ren’s window.  

She held her hand out to shake mine. “I’m Heidi. My 
husband Mitch just went into the house. I love him, 
but he’s acting like such a turd today.” She rolled her 
eyes. “But I’m more worried about you. I knew a girl 
once who used to get all excited and slip whenever she 
saw a good looking guy. Only back then, we called it 
getting the hots for somebody.”  

Up close, Heidi looked like she’d indulged in 
cosmetic surgery. Despite the apparent work, and a 
figure like a forty-something Pamela Anderson, Heidi 
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appeared older than her husband. Either that, or the 
husband had aged better.  

“Judith Collington. It’s nice to meet you.” I brushed 
off my hands and clothes and realized I was exhausted. 
I tried to hide my yawn.  

“Gotcha. Was up all last night myself. Can’t seem to 
sleep much lately.” She rolled her eyes. She used her 
inner arms to adjust her push-up bra. 

Inwardly, I wanted to roll my eyes. Instead I asked 
her inside for some coffee. 

“Can’t right now. Mitch is waiting for me. He wants 
to do my hair all up in corn rows.” 

“Maybe another time, Heidi.” 
“Yeah. Take it easy baby-doll. You sure you’re 

alright?”  
“I’m great, thanks.” 
After she left, I returned to the kitchen and 

examined my wounds. Now I could say I’d met the 
neighbors, but I couldn’t help thinking there were more 
peculiarities to come. 

# 

Judith 

Believing it was part of a dream, I ignored the crash 
of breaking glass until the clatter that followed jolted 
me wide-awake. The sound of arguing travels fast in a 
nearly empty house late at night. I couldn’t understand 

40 

  



all the words, but two of them came through loud and 
clear—“You’re fired!”  

Of course, I cracked my door open to see what went 
along with the announcement. Would Korea argue 
back? Would he pack up and leave, and would he take 
the shiny SUV with him? I was rewarded with all three. 
As he was leaving, he set off the burglar alarm, and paid 
me cash for the room.  

I had to satisfy my curiosity. “What’s his story, 
anyway?” My outstretched thumb indicated the 
remaining guest upstairs.  

“I wouldn’t disturb him for a while if I were you. His 
girlfriend just moved out of their ranch in Colorado, 
and you may have heard, he recently spent the night in 
jail.” 

“Why no! I had no idea.” I hoped my disbelief was 
convincing. 

“Let him sleep it off another day or two. He’ll come 
out when he’s ready.” 

“But what’s the story about him buying the bed and 
breakfast? When did all this take place? Before or after 
the night in jail?” 

“Hey, I don’t know all his business. I’m just the 
driver and body guard. Was, anyway. Until now.” 

“Sorry about the circumstances. With all due respect 
though, why does he need a body guard? It’s not like 
he’s as big a star as he used to be.” 

“I guess he feels more comfortable that way. But now 
it’s his problem.”  
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Korea left, and I went back upstairs. Concerned 
about the broken glass, I knocked on Ren’s door, and it 
opened with only a touch. As the door swung open, my 
eyes were drawn to the silhouette standing at the 
window. I blinked my eyes, thinking how for a 
moment, I was staring at the cover of a Fabio romance 
novel. The vision of bare muscular shoulders and 
moonlit hair rapidly diminished as the stench of spilled 
alcohol reached my nose.  

To my right, on the bathroom floor in the gray light, 
lay shattered glass swimming in a pool of booze. I 
decided we could clean it up in the morning. Of course, 
I might have to wait until noon or later, when Ren was 
most likely to wake up.  

Were other bed and breakfast guests this much 
trouble? 
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Chapter Four 

Judith 

After breakfast, with Ren recovering and Shannon 
still at Katie’s, I stepped outside for a moment on the 
back porch. Across the way, Heidi was in her back yard 
again, yanking vine roots next to the fence.  

She waved at me. “You ever seen anything like this 
before?” Heidi’s voice startled me as she held up a thick 
long wavy piece of vine roots. It was still freezing 
outside. I approached the fence, tugging my stocking 
cap over my ears. 

 “It’ll take me until next year to get this all pulled 
up. It’s invaded everything in my yard.”  

“I know what you mean,” I said. “Some of those 
vines can choke out every living thing in their path. 
Like kudzu.”  

I had a sudden vision of Heidi’s vines growing up to 
a certain window and choking a certain guest upstairs. 

Heidi had dirt in her broken nails and some on the 
knees of her bright white jeans. Apparently, she didn’t 
have enough sense to dress in something more 
appropriate before getting on her hands and knees in 
her yard. I wondered if Heidi ever did anything without 
her heels on.  

“I guess I’ll need to get my brother Warren out here 
to help me. That’s my baby brother … 28 next month. 
He works at Greenhill Cemetery, mowing grass and 
etcetera. He operates one of those grave-digging 
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machines. You know he does Winnie’s landscaping too, 
don’t you? In the spring and summer, that is.” 

I could tell Heidi was proud of her brother, but I 
cringed at Warren’s choice of occupation. “No, I didn’t 
know. By the way, wouldn’t it be easier pulling those 
vines in the spring. After the ground’s thawed?” 

Heidi grinned. “I always do everything the hard 
way.” 

“I see you’ve had your hair corn-rowed. Very nice.” 
She gave her head a little shake. “Yeah, once in a 

while Mitch and I do it just for a change. My brother 
wears his in dreadlocks, but I could never do that. I 
need to comb and brush my tangles out once in a 
while, not keep ‘em wadded up like shredded spaghetti. 
My hair was damaged by so many years of harsh lights 
and hair color.” 

“Harsh lights?” I noticed how dull her hair was. No 
shine to it, and the color was as drab as dust.  

Heidi moved as close to me as she could, leaning 
into the fence. “Can you keep something under your 
hat?” She looked to both sides, to make sure we were 
alone.  

“Sure.” At least I hoped I’d be able to. 
“I used to do … adult films. This was back in LA in 

the 1980s. Maybe you’ve heard of me. My name was 
Heidi LaFleur. It’s not something I’m ashamed of. I 
earned a lot of money doing it. It’s just that in this 
neighborhood, well, you know. It’s so domesticated 
around here. Anyway, they used to die my hair red, 
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black, all different colors for different roles. They 
couldn’t afford wigs.” 

To me, an adult film was simply another segment of 
the business. A nasty little segment I’d been successful 
in keeping from my daughter.  

“Sounds interesting. So, now you live in 
Bloomington. ” 

“I’m happy here. And Mitch likes being near his 
clients. He sells and services Winnebagos. Authorized 
dealer. He used to be a male model. Not a famous one. 
Just did all sorts of work to get by. Just like me. I had to 
do what I had to do, to get by.” She inched her way 
closer to me and lowered her voice. “Lately, I’ve been 
wanting to get back in the biz, but this time, I want to 
go legit. I’ve even been taking acting lessons at ISU. I 
just wish I knew someone with connections, you know? 
Someone who could introduce me to an agent or 
something.” 

“How exciting.” I bit my lip. “Do you have any other 
family in the area?” 

“Only my brother Warren.” She smiled and 
scratched her cheek, making her gold bracelets jingle. 
“He’s not exactly the pillar of the community either. 
But I’ll need to get him out here to do these vines. Did I 
mention he’s got a birthday coming up?” 

“Yes, you did.” I looked at Heidi’s knees again. 
“Hope you can get those stains out of your pants 
knees.” 

“Oh, I’ll just make ‘em into a new pair of cut-offs. 
Nothing to worry about.” 
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It’s easy to understand why Heidi wants to keep her 
past hidden. Shannon doesn’t need to know the details, 
either.  

Of course, I need to keep my past hidden too. 
Especially since a recent and very public representative 
of my old life is asleep upstairs in a guest room.  

# 

Judith 

In the afternoon, Winnie and I took advantage of 
the quiet to discuss the existing cash flow and corporate 
structure of the business operation. I was looking 
forward to learning everything, even though it was a lot 
to digest, and unknown elements of it were about to 
change. We spread out the books on the dining room 
table. Winnie looked darling examining the pages with 
her magnifying glass in front of her nose. 

“Of course, now we’ll have to discuss all this with 
Mr. Pigskin upstairs,” Winnie said. I sighed, agreeing 
with her.  

“Good thing we got that flashing fixed by the 
chimney,” she added. “The guests love the fireplace, 
especially the regulars.” She took a sip of her hot drink 
and smiled. “Gosh, I hate to call them ‘regulars’. Makes 
it sound like I’m running a brothel.” 

“Hmm, would that make me the madam?” 
“I guess so,” Winnie said, winking. 
“Maybe we could call them ‘guaranteed guests.” 
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“Well, the only one I know of right now that’s a 
guaranteed guest is Leonard Morley. He’s British. 
Originally.” 

“Is he veddy Britt-ish?” 
“No, not really. Just eccentric. Likes to sleep with the 

lights on. Be sure to keep your bedroom door locked at 
night. He suffers from nocturnal arousal disorders.” 

“Beg your pardon?” 
“Walks and talks in his sleep.” 
“Oh. Thanks for the warning.”  
She opened another ledger book, then turned toward 

me. “Judith, there’s something I’ve been itching to ask 
you. Every time I see you, you’ve got a different drink. 
One time it’s hot chocolate. Next time hot tea or even 
coffee.” 

“If it’s hot, I’ll drink it.” I paused for a moment, and 
decided to confide in Winnie. “To be honest, I have 
trouble with … decisions.” 

“I see. Sometimes all you need is a little nudge, and 
other times, you need a little eeny-meeny-miney-mo to 
get you going.” 

“And other times, I need Shannon.” 
Winnie brushed a stray straight silver hair from her 

cheek and examined it with her magnifying glass. 
“Speaking of decisions, have you decided whether you 
want to see the ledger book?” 

Even if I couldn’t be the owner, I could still see 
what’s involved. “Yes, I’m ready.” 

Winnie showed me the ledger of expenses for the 
last year. She’d made some decorative purchases and 
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some upgrades to the business. She’d also listed services 
such as maintenance, grounds-keeping, and electrical 
contractors.  

“I understand Heidi the neighbor has a brother, 
Warren,” I said. 

“Mad man with a pair of hedge trimmers. But he 
knows his plants. Just study the ledger books for how I 
do all the accounting.”  

My head was spinning. I’d studied a little about bed 
and breakfasts online, but clearly what I didn’t know 
far outweighed what I did. 

Winnie turned the page of the ledger book, and 
explained how she would send the information to the 
accountants at an address in Georgia. Rick’s corporation 
paid not only all her bills, but her salary too. “I have 
direct deposit and a retirement fund.”  

Now, I would be discussing these very topics with 
Ren, except I would have to wait until he was ready to 
discuss them with me. 

I collected the ledger books and papers. “Mind if I 
take all this up to my room? I’m sure it’ll make 
interesting reading.” 

“No, I don’t mind,” she said. “Be careful up there. I 
have a feeling another storm’s brewing.” 

As I curled up in bed, I only read the ledger book for 
a short while. Instead, I scooted the book off to the side 
and called big brother, Perry. One reason I need my 
brother’s expertise is I’m somewhat mathematically 
challenged. He does my taxes and years ago, he helped 
me start my business in LA.  
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I’ve always been the entrepreneurial type. Coming 
up with business ideas is easy for me. When I was 
Shannon’s age, I started a neighborhood dog-grooming 
service. I would take a neighbor’s dog by its leash and 
return it two hours later washed and waxed, with a 
fresh coat and a red ribbon around its neck.  

But now that Ren Spencer owns the B&B, something 
tells me running it will be no walk in the park. 

# 

Judith 

When Shannon returned from the sleepover, she 
floated in on her non-stop smile. I greeted her in the 
kitchen. “You’re in a cheerful mood today. Have fun at 
Katie’s?”  

“Yeah.” Her eyes twinkled like glitter. Then she 
yawned. 

“I’m so glad you and Katie are friends. Did the two of 
you stay up late every night?” 

“Not too late. Mind if I go upstairs now? I’m tired.” 
Winnie came in for a coffee refill. “Hi, Shannon.” 
“Hi.” She studied Winnie for a moment. “Your 

name’s short for Winifred, isn’t it?” 
“Yes, it is,” Winnie answered. 
“Well, did my mom ever tell you what her nickname 

was when she was growing up?” 
“Shannon, please!”  
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“It was Pippi. She played Pippi Longstocking in a 
school play.” 

I rolled my eyes. I’d asked her before not to tell 
people my most embarrassing childhood secret. 

Winnie took a sip of her coffee. “Pippi 
Longstocking? You mean with the long red-headed 
braids and freckles?” 

“Yep.”  
“Shannon, don’t say ‘yep’ when you’re answering a 

grown-up.” 
“Sorry Mom. Anyway, I’ve seen the pictures of her 

on stage. Sometimes Dad still calls her Pippi. Just don’t 
ever call her that, or she’ll freak. Like one of those 
complaintiff people on Court TV.” 

I shrugged in agreement. “I plead guilty, your 
honor.” 

Winnie smiled and patted my shoulder, then left for 
her room. 

“Shannon, before you go up, we need to talk. Please 
have a seat.” I sat across from her at the kitchen table. 
“While you were gone, I snuck a peak at your room.” 

“Mom!” 
“Calm down. I only looked at the posters. I did 

notice one more thing. What was that about a tattoo?” 
I tried to keep calm, but my stomach was doing flips. 

Shannon clucked her tongue. “Oh that. It’s nothing, 
don’t worry.” Her foot tapped on the floor. “Is there 
anything else?” I hoped she was sincere about the 
tattoo. 

“We have a guest upstairs.” 
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“Already? I thought they weren’t coming until later 
this afternoon.” 

“It’s not the couple from Tennessee. It’s someone 
else.” 

Shannon removed her button-down sweater. “Okay, 
I’ll be quiet.” 

“Honey, it’s not a matter of just being quiet. I’m 
trying to tell you who he is.” 

She slouched in her chair, annoyed that I wouldn’t 
get on with my lecture.  

“First, you have to promise not to tell anyone. Don’t 
call any of your friends, and don’t tell them tomorrow 
at school.” 

“Who in the world is it? Ren Spencer?” 
“Yes, it is.” 
“Very funny Mom. Now can I go to my room 

please?” 
“Now, hold on and let me explain. Mrs. Walsh got a 

letter saying the B&B had been sold. So, the new owner 
showed up yesterday. He came with a body guard.” 

Shannon sat and stared at me for a moment, 
presenting me with a big yawn, until she’d clearly had 
enough of my shenanigans. I realized she was too tired 
to assimilate what I was telling her, so I decided I would 
escort her upstairs and get her into bed. She had to 
catch a school bus in the morning. I figured she and 
Ren might meet later, and we would have to deal with 
any fall-out at that time.  

“You need any help getting to your room?” 
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“No”, she said, scowling. “You still think I’m a baby, 
don’t you?” 

“No I don’t think you’re a baby. I’m just trying to be 
helpful. Pleasant dreams. I’ll wake you up when Mr. 
and Mrs. Russo arrive.” 

“Fine, Mom.” 
Shannon was only part of my problem. More 

difficult would be how to hide Ren Spencer from the 
prying eyes of Heidi LaFleur. 
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Chapter Five 

Judith 

Before the Russo’s of Tennessee arrived, I washed and 
dried a set of new towels for their private bathroom and 
picked up fresh cut irises from town. I arranged the 
flowers in a vase by the window. Of the six bedrooms 
available for guests, this room is my least favorite, only 
because it’s slightly more masculine than the others. 
But it’s still one of the most charming rooms I’ve ever 
seen. I’ve nicknamed it ‘The Ambassador.’ 

“Mr. and Mrs. Russo, I hope you enjoy your stay here 
with us.” 

“Thank you.” Mrs. Russo sniffed the air. 
“My daughter and I recently moved in as resident 

caretakers. You’re actually our first guests.” I didn’t 
categorize Ren Spencer as a guest. I considered him a 
nuisance. 

Mrs. Russo set her purse on the bed, then picked up 
the Bible on the nightstand. “It’s very nice here. Quiet. 
I’ll probably read a while, then off to bed. I’m sure we’ll 
be just fine, won’t we Charles?”  

“Hmm,” was all he answered. Mrs. Russo gazed 
around the room at the antiques and decorative lamps.  

“I’ve laid in supplies for a gourmet breakfast for the 
two of you in the morning,” I said, grinning. “I’ll be 
preparing eggs benedict, homemade lemon poppy seed 
muffins, and blueberry waffles. Winnie drove me all 
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over town, but I was able to find a special brand of 
hazelnut cream coffee I think you’ll just love.”   

“Charles and I don’t eat breakfast. We’re on special 
diets, so we just drink a can of Ensure in the mornings.” 
Then her face scrunched into a confused stare. “I 
thought you said no smoking was allowed here.”  

As I sniffed, I too noticed the smell of cigarettes, 
realizing it must be coming from Ren’s room. “I’m sorry 
Mrs. Russo. I’ll see to it that the person stops smoking 
right away. Enjoy your stay, and let me know if you 
need anything at all.” I smiled demurely as I backed out 
of the doorway. 

As soon as I was able, I pounded on Mr. Spencer’s 
door and waited. When I got no answer, I feared the 
worst—he’s fallen asleep smoking in bed. From behind my 
back, Shannon’s door was closed, but the smell was 
stronger from her side of the hall. I heard her coughing 
and giggling to someone on the phone, and as every 
good mother does, I snuck across and put my ear to her 
door. Behind me, Ren finally answered his door. His 
voice was loud and crabby. “What the hell is going on 
around here? I asked to be left undisturbed. And who’s 
smoking?” 

“Sorry. I thought you were.” 
Ren smiled a crooked grin and studied my body, 

slowly at first, like he was deciding something, then as 
if it annoyed him. “Didn’t you say earlier you don’t 
allow smoking?” 

“Yes.” 
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“Well then. End of story.” Ren slammed his door 
shut. As expected, Mrs. Russo shushed all of us, just as 
Shannon opened her door, an inch. “Mom, what do 
you want? I’m busy.” 

“Young lady are you smoking in there?” 
“No. Not really.” 
“Either you are or you aren’t. Let me in.” 
I shoved past Shannon and entered her room, 

closing her door behind me. On her nightstand was a 
pack of Marlboro’s.  

“Holy crap Shannon. Marlboro’s?” I snatched the 
pack into my fist. “You’re not hooked are you?”  

“I don’t think so. This is only the second time I ever 
tried.” 

“And it’s going to be the last. Now is not a good time 
for this with our first guests here. Give me the lighter 
too.” 

I could tell Shannon was upset about what she’d 
done. She almost cried, but kept her lower lip as stiff as 
plaster.  

On the way down to the kitchen, I stopped halfway 
on the stairs. I became angry with myself for having 
noticed what I now wish I hadn’t. Even though 
whiskers covered half of it, I couldn’t help noticing Mr. 
Ren Spencer’s best feature—his nicely-toned, well-
muscled neck.    

# 

Ren 
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Who would’ve thought a bed and breakfast could be 
so damn loud? Imagine blaming me for smoking 
indoors. I haven’t smoked since I was a kid. When I 
opened my door and saw Judith standing there, I 
hadn’t planned on being a jackass, but sometimes the 
drink brings out the jackass in me. Man, she caught me 
at a bad time. Just got off the phone with Isaac from the 
bank. Something with one of my properties again. 
Anchor tenant in an uproar. Isaac wants me to draw up 
a new lease agreement. I may be a dim bulb, but I 
thought that was his job, not mine. 

With all the commotion, I lost my temper and yelled 
about the smoking. I know I shouldn’t have, but I’ve 
got a lot to be irritable about, with Lisa mad at me, and 
now with Isaac wanting me to fly back to LA tonight. I 
told him I was unavailable. Then I told him exactly 
where he could stick his lease agreement.  

Maybe it’s me. I’m afraid I’m considered by some to 
be an “out of control” drunk. But I don’t necessarily 
need liquor to lose it. Other incidentals can cause that. 
Ever since puberty, I’ve found the necessity to talk to 
certain unruly parts of my anatomy, frequently 
involving such phrases as “settle down” or “give it a 
rest”. Even gave him a nickname—“Waldo”. I never 
have to ask where Waldo is, either. He always makes his 
presence known. 

# 

Judith 
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By noon the next day, the Russo’s had already drunk 
their breakfast and returned from a trip to a boutique 
gift shop I’d recommended. The house was quiet, with 
Ren still asleep and Shannon at school. Perhaps the 
Russo’s would be able to write a good review of the bed 
and breakfast after all, even without actually sampling 
my breakfast.  

I had just initiated a reorganizing project in one of 
the unoccupied rooms when a parade of motorcycles 
approached down at the curb. Cringing at the vibrating 
thunderstorm of bikes, I opened the blinds in the front 
bedroom and stared at the source of the noise—four 
bikes lined up behind each other like they were in line 
at the bank, each carrying a man with a helmet. Three 
men wore business suits and the other appeared to be a 
mechanic. 

Mrs. Russo and I emerged into the upstairs hall at 
the same time. “I’m sorry for the noise Mrs. Russo. I’ll 
take care of it right away.”  

“I would hope so.” 
Not only did I hope to get rid of the motorcycles, I 

hoped the Russo’s would check out before Ren appeared 
with his scruffy beard and bloodshot eyes.  

When I got outside, I stood on the porch, while the 
four men, one at a time, dismounted their bikes, and 
each stood in front of his noisy machine. Behind me, a 
voice startled me. “Excuse me Judith. I’ll take over, 
here.”  

Ren had appeared, dressed in jeans and a Miami 
Dolphins sweatshirt. His hair wasn’t pulled back in the 
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short pony tail this time, and was badly in need of a 
shampoo. One of the men spoke first, showing Ren the 
lead bike. Since I hate motorcycles, and know almost 
nothing about them, I didn’t notice at first that they 
were different colors and sizes. But I did notice they 
were all loud. 

The men had to yell at each other to be heard. I had 
to yell too. “Please, would you mind turning off the 
engines? This is a bed and breakfast, and we have guests 
upstairs.” 

Ren scowled at me, nodding to the other three men 
to turn off their engines. The first kept his bike idling.  

Ren stepped forward and straddled the bike. He 
revved the cycle a few times, making my rib cage 
vibrate, then he took off down the block. “Excuse me,” 
I said to one of the men. “I would appreciate it if you 
could keep the noise down.” 

“Sorry ma’am. But we’re about to make our monthly 
sales quota, all in one sale. If he likes all four of them, 
I’ll be able to take the next two weeks off go to the 
Virgin Islands with my wife.” 

“So Ren’s test-driving?” 
“Each one.” 
Most people would go to the dealership and do their 

test-driving from there. But when you’re Ren Spencer, 
you just pick up the phone and everyone’s at your 
doorstep. 

The front door slammed. “Ms. Collington, may I 
please speak with you?” Mrs. Russo was spitting bullets. 
“I asked you to keep the noise down. My husband has a 
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headache and he’s trying to sleep. How soon will these 
motorcycles be out of here?” 

“I’m sorry Mrs. Russo. I’m sure they won’t be here 
long. My apologies to you and your husband.” 

Like a scene from Easy Rider, Ren chose that moment 
to speed past the house, his dingy blond hair blowing 
in the breeze, front wheel off the ground.  

“Hmph!” Mrs. Russo stomped away.  
One more time, I pleaded with the salesman. “Could 

we take these down the block just a short distance? 
Then we’ll only have to listen to him when he spins 
past on his test loop.” 

“Sure ma’am. Sorry for the noise.” In a moment, the 
remaining three bikes were bursting my eardrums as the 
salesmen moved them a few houses down. Even then, 
Mrs. Russo still pounded on the window from upstairs.  

I only hoped the British guest, Leonard Morley, 
wouldn’t be this much trouble. 

# 

Ren 

Since being drunk, I’d missed a few calls on my cell. I 
speed-dialed Hunter Blackburn. He answered the way 
he always does, “Blackburn, Hunter.” Possibly a throw-
back from his days as Master Sergeant Blackburn, 
USMC.  

“I’m returning your call,” I said, devoid of emotion. I 
felt drained. 
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“Is it true?” 
I rewarded him with a generous pause. “Most of it.” 
“You know this whole Reno incident makes it much 

more difficult to market you.” 
Hunter is one of the best talent agents in the 

business, but lately, my earnings and his cut amount to 
zero point zero. Not exactly a love-fest. 

“What have you got?” I asked. 
“People kill for roles like this.” 
I wasn’t in a killing mood—just sinking my teeth 

into a cruller, licking the icing off my thumb. Hunter 
didn’t sound as if he had much faith in me, and I 
couldn’t blame him. Still, I was curious. Academy 
members had never nominated me for anything. 
Maybe this would change things. “Tell me more.” 

“No director is attached yet, but they’re in talks with 
Hollywood royalty right now. I could shoehorn you in 
if you can lose about 15 pounds and see a stylist for 
that hair.” 

I ran my unsticky fingers through the back of my 
hair. It only just reached to the top of my shoulders 
now. Lisa hadn’t minded. But if it was wrong for this 
role… 

“I’ll give it some thought.”  
“Should I overnight the script?” 
“Sounds good.” I read him the address from a 

bedside notepad.  
“The Innstead?” he questioned. “In Bloomington, 

Illinois. Aren’t you from there?” 
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“Not too far off.” I swallowed my discomfort, my 
troubled, depressing youth suddenly staring me in the 
face. History had a way of repeating itself.  

# 

Judith 

When I could no longer contain my curiosity, I sat at 
my desk, booted my laptop, and pulled up 
www.RenSpencer.com. I wondered what it would be 
like to have your private and public life spread out for 
perfect strangers to study. To me, it was an invasion of 
privacy, but that didn’t stop me. Virtually all celebrities 
have websites, Facebook Fan pages, and Twitter feeds 
now, anyway.  

One section of the website was devoted to Ren trivia. 
His real name is Renfrow Spencer Micklin, and he grew 
up with his grandparents, Archer and Nana Micklin. His 
favorite animal is the Bengal tiger, and his first grade 
teacher once told him he was a show-off. 

Another section was labeled, “Latest Gossip”. When I 
noticed the next slice of trivia, my eyes widened and I 
asked my empty room, “He used to date Julia Roberts?” 

Scrolling past the message board, photo gallery, and 
the filmography, I found exactly what I was looking 
for—Pigskin Investments. The information was 
presented in a tongue-in-cheek, FAQ format. I found it 
marginally entertaining, and not at the level of detail I 
would have preferred. 
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Q: What is Pigskin Investments? 
A: Ren’s foray into the business world. Mostly Ren 

owns commercial real estate. 
Q: Why did Ren start his corporation? 
A: When Ren realized his bank account was full to 

overflowing, he discovered the true meaning of “Tax 
Shelter”. 

Q: How many properties does Pigskin own? 
A: Somewhere between enough to shake a stick at 

and enough to stuff a mattress. 
Q: Where are these properties located? 
A: Please see the following link— 
 www.noneofyourbusiness.com 
Q: How did Pigskin get its name? 
A: It’s a reference to Ren’s best known role as football 

star Casey Garrett in Gridiron Angels. 
Q: Does Ren oversee and run the corporation? 
A: Isn’t that what investment bankers are for?  
Naturally, my curiosity enticed me to click on the 

Gridiron Angels link in the filmography section. I’d seen 
the film and yawned through some of it, but I’d 
forgotten about his arms. Perfect arms. And shoulders. 
And neck. I closed my laptop and remembered I had to 
fix supper.   

The nice thing about running a bed and breakfast is 
you can have a normal supper alone with your family. 
As I passed the plate of chicken tenders, I asked 
Shannon if she was still planning to talk to the girl’s 
basketball coach at her new school.  
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“Yes, she’ll probably give me a try-out, but I don’t 
think I’ll get to play this season. My legs are too 
skinny.” 

“Says who? I’ve always thought you had gorgeous 
legs. Just like the rest of the Longstocking family.” I 
winked at Winnie. 

“Oh Mom.” she squealed. “You’re so weird.”  
When I was Shannon’s age I probably felt the same 

way about my mother. 
“Winnie, I’ve been meaning to ask you something,” 

Shannon said. “Why is it Normal?”  
“Is this a trick question?” 
“No.” She clucked her tongue. “The town. The one 

next to Bloomington. Why is it called Normal?” 
“Oh. Well, originally, the town consisted of nothing 

but a normal school.” 
Winnie explained that the “normal school”, 

formerly a teacher’s college, and now Illinois State 
University, fills most of the town.  

Shannon rolled her eyes. “They should’ve just called 
it Not Normal.” 

After we’d finished eating our meal, we heard 
someone coming down the stairs. I whispered to 
Shannon, “Hope it’s not Mrs. Russo again with another 
complaint.” 

With Shannon’s back to the doorway, she couldn’t 
see who it really was. I decided to have some fun with 
her. Ren waltzed past the kitchen to the back porch, I 
imagined for a smoke. “Shannon, you remember I tried 
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to tell you about that first guest? But you went to bed 
instead?” 

“Huh?” 
“Shannon, don’t say huh.” 
“Well Mom, I don’t remember.” 
“Okay, there’s another guest here. The new owner. 

But he’s got a disfigurement. A face that would scare 
Frankenstein. Whatever you do, don’t look right at 
him, or ... it might upset you. Just avert your eyes when 
he walks past, alright?” 

“What does avert your eyes mean?”  
Winnie took her plate to the sink. “Do like this. 

Watch.” She demonstrated walking with her head 
down, trying to keep her smile hidden. In the distance, 
the garbage can lid closed with a thud. “Here he comes. 
Remember, don’t turn around.” 

Ren had cleaned up somewhat. Maybe a shower. At 
least now he wore a fresh T-shirt and better looking 
jeans. His hair hadn’t yet dried from his shampoo, and 
he hadn’t yet shaved. One step at a time, I told myself. I 
scooted away from the table, grasping my daughter’s 
arm as a reminder not to look.  

“Is there something you need?” I asked him. 
“Coffee?” He clutched his stomach. “It’s probably a 

mistake, but....” 
“No food yet?” I already knew the answer. 
“Would you like me to tidy up your room?” 
“Just tossed off a mess of it into the can out back.” 
He broke into a half grin and stared at Winnie. 

“Shall we talk business?” 

64 

  



I realized he must now be sober enough that he 
wiped up the broken booze bottle on his bathroom 
floor. Winnie handed him his mug of coffee and the 
two of them left for the formal living room. “Judith, 
honey, you should join us. This involves you too.”  

“Be right there.” I fixed myself a cup and asked 
Shannon to load the dishwasher. 

Winnie, Ren, and I sat at the dining room table. Ren 
ran both his hands through his damp hair, then dried 
his hands on his T-shirt. “I imagine you want to know 
more about your new owner.” He directed his gaze up 
and down the walls, and into the corner sconces.  

I answered for both myself and Winnie. “To say the 
least, we were pretty surprised when we got the letter.” 

Ren’s attention was diverted to a crack in the wall. 
“This been here long?” 

Winnie suddenly became agitated, tapping her foot 
on the floor and pursing her lips. “Mr. Spencer, for the 
past nine years, I’ve run this bed and breakfast while 
my nephew has done nothing but pay the bills. Now to 
hear he’s gone and sold it, just makes me want to place 
my hands around his neck and forget he’s kin.” 

Ren scowled, facing Winnie. “Who ever said he sold 
it? I won this property, outright. In a game of Texas 
Hold’em. I’m guessing he didn’t tell you.” 

Winnie slumped into the back of her chair. 
“Knowing Rick, it doesn’t surprise me in the least. No, 
we knew nothing about a poker game. All we know is 
Rick’s no longer the owner. And now, you are. What 
are your plans, Mr. Spencer?” 
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 I’d never seen Winnie so serious and businesslike. 
We waited for his answer, ignoring our coffee cups.  

“Maybe I could take over,” he said. “Run the 
business.” 

Winnie continued her interrogation, sitting up 
straight again. “Mr. Spencer. Do you know the first 
thing about running a bed and breakfast? About 
restoring older residences? Repairing antique wiring?” 

Then, I added, “A lot of work is required to run a 
place like this.” 

He folded his hands on the table surface. “Acting 
isn’t the only thing I know how to do, Ms. Collington.”  

“Look, if you’re serious about taking over here, 
Shannon and I will need some time to make other 
arrangements. My daughter and I just moved here the 
beginning of last week to take Winnie’s place when she 
retires.” I felt my blood pressure rise. 

He waved a hand at me as if I were a mosquito. “You 
mean setting out the coffee and sweet rolls and folding 
the towels for the guests? Yes, of course, carry on. You 
can stay if you like. After all, there’s more than enough 
space for everyone.” 

“But what if you’re called away? I mean, to make 
another film?” 

At that suggestion, Ren bolted upright, his chair 
screeching across the wood floor. He scowled at me. 
“This conversation is over. I said you and your daughter 
could stay. Can we leave it at that?” 

“Yes, we can leave it at that. As long as you know I 
intend to take Winnie’s place as soon as she’s moved 
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out. And, I’d like to know if my salary structure will be 
the same as hers.” 

“I suppose.”  
After he departed, heading back by the kitchen, I felt 

like running after him and bringing our conversation to 
a proper close, but I waited until I cooled off. I was 
about to go to my room, when instead, I heard a blood 
curdling scream from my daughter. I turned to Winnie. 
“She must have looked.” 
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Chapter Six 

Shannon 

Dear Journal, 
When I told Jasmine about Ren she peed her pants.  
Ren Spencer! Right here in our house!  
ACROSS 
THE 
HALL. 
I could not get to sleep last night. I emailed everybody 

back home, but I want to see Katie’s face when I tell her in 
person. She’ll be so excited when I tell her. Too bad Ren 
looks so nasty. I guess he hasn’t had time to take a bath or 
whatever. But OMG, I still can’t believe he’s here! 

I’ll tell all the girls at school, too. They’ll be so jealous! 

# 

Judith 

The last time I heard my daughter scream with such 
enthusiasm was when a garter snake slithered into her 
sleeping bag. I decided the way she saw Ren, which I 
like to describe as “in his raw state”, was the best way 
for her to see him. I wanted her to know he was a flesh 
and blood human just like the rest of us, whiskers, 
hangover, and all. 

Before I could get Shannon calm enough to go to 
bed that night, we discussed matters further. I took 
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charge of the conversation. “Shannon, you know we’ll 
have to keep Ren’s identity a secret. The neighbors may 
not know, and no one at school may know either.” 

“But Mom.” 
“Sorry Shannon, but you remember the drill from 

LA. Any paparazzi come by, we offer them a cold drink 
and a sandwich.”  

Whatever Ren’s ‘problem’ is, he isn’t letting us in on 
it. We only see him at mealtimes, during which he says 
as little as possible, usually taking his plate to his room. 
Last night he took a cab somewhere, returning home 
late, after the rest of us had gone to bed. A couple of 
times I heard him on his cell phone, involved in a 
heated discussion with someone about ‘wants and 
needs’ and ‘our relationship’. I can only assume he was 
talking to his ex-girlfriend.  

It’s no wonder she left him. From what I’ve heard 
about Ren’s temper and how difficult he’s been on 
movie sets, it’s about time someone told him off. I 
almost wished I could call up Ren’s ex, and ask her to 
come and take him off our hands. 

Shannon asked me into her room. “Mom, how long 
is Ren going to stay here? I mean, he stinks. Doesn’t he 
ever take a shower? And his hair is so long and greasy. I 
don’t like his beard. It grows all up and down his neck 
like a hairy gorilla.” 

“I know dahlink. Maybe we should call those Trim-a-
Limb Landscaping people and see if we can get him an 
appointment. On second thought, I don’t think they 
have hedge trimmers big enough for his head.” 
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 Shannon stared at a picture of Ren on her wall. 
“He’s just so different than I thought he would be.” 

My thoughts about Ren turned sympathetic. I was 
wrong to have made fun of him with Shannon. 
“Honey, what we’re witnessing are the classic 
symptoms of depression. People who are depressed 
have trouble sleeping, eating, just being around others. 
That’s why you see him unshaven, not keeping himself 
well groomed. He’s been going out at night, and I think 
he’s been out at a bar. Although I’m surprised someone 
hasn’t recognized him by now.” 

“Oh my God Mom, he doesn’t even look like 
himself. Even I barely recognized him.” After a pause, 
she grinned. “You should make up a nickname for his 
room.” 

After only a second, the perfect name came to mind. 
“I’ve got it. The Pig-sty.” I winked at her.  

Shannon rolled onto her stomach on her bedspread, 
fiddling with a loose piece of yarn. “Mom, I don’t know 
why I tried smoking. I guess it was because I wanted to 
fit in here with the other kids. I know none of the kids 
back home smoke, but here, it’s more popular.” 

“I’m so glad you’re not doing it any more. You don’t 
want to be with your old friends during spring break, 
and have to ask if you can borrow a lighter, do you?” 

“No, I sure don’t.” 
We sat together on her bed, and both scooted up to 

the headboard. As we sat side by side, her feet stuck out 
beyond mine. “I know how hard it’s been for you 
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moving here. Away from your friends and everything 
familiar.” 

“Yeah, but I’m making more new friends now. And 
Jasmine’s still flying out for my birthday. We talked 
again last night.” 

A moment later, I remembered it was time to check 
the roast in the oven. When I returned to the upstairs 
hallway, and headed toward my room, I realized the 
back end of Ren had just entered my daughter’s room. I 
stood out of the doorframe and listened to their 
conversation.  

“My God.” 
“I know. I didn’t want you to see them.” Shannon 

giggled. 
“Hey, when I was your age, I had a thing for Lynda 

Carter. Had pictures of her in the back of my closet and 
one eight-by-ten of her inside my notebook at school 
until Miss Pettis discovered it.” 

“Who’s Lynda Carter?” 
“Ah, you’re so young. Wonder Woman.” 
“Oh yeah. Nowadays it’s easier to collect pictures. I 

got most of these off the Internet.” 
I adjusted my field of vision so I could see where he 

was in relation to Shannon. When Ren moved across 
the room, I froze in place. As he stood facing her, the 
palm of one hand was stuck into the back of his jeans, 
massaging his butt. I wondered if Shannon even 
noticed.  

While studying her wall art, Ren stuck his other 
hand into his back pocket and extracted a small object. 
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From where I was standing, I couldn’t see what it was, 
but he rolled it over and over in his hand, flicking it 
with his thumb. Just about the size and shape of a 
lipstick or bottle of nail polish, except it was black. 

“What’s that in your hand, Ren?” 
He stared at it as if he’d forgotten it was there. 

“Nothing important.” A second later, the object was 
back in his pocket. 

“Where’s your body guard? I read you always have 
him with you.” 

“He’s no longer in my employ.” 
“What’s his name again—Korea Gold?” 
“You’re really up on your Ren Trivia. He used to be a 

pro wrestler.” 
“Everybody knows that,” Shannon said. 
Ren snatched Shannon’s Nerf basketball and made a 

shot. “I love basketball. I used to be good at it.” 
“And you’re not any more?” 
“Well....” He examined something from her dresser. 

“And what’s this?” 
“I made that in the first grade. It’s supposed to be a 

dog.” 
“The first thing I ever made out of clay was an 

ashtray.” 
“You smoke?” 
“Yeah. Well, I used to. Pretty dumb, huh?” 
Shannon didn’t answer.  
“Smartest thing I ever did was quit,” Ren said. 
“Me too.” 
“Nah, really?”  

72 

  



I could tell from the tone in his voice, he’d heard our 
previous conversation. I winced when I realized he 
must have heard me diagnosing his depression. 

“Yeah, I was a little older than you. Maybe 16 or 17.” 
“So you made your own ashtray?” 
“Took an art class and they told us to make whatever 

we wanted out of clay. Some of the boys made women’s 
... you know ... upper torsos, and the teacher made the 
boys destroy them.” 

Shannon giggled. “But your ashtray was safe?” 
“Safe.”   
“Is it true about you and that motorcycle gang?” 
“I don’t know what you heard, but it’s undoubtedly 

a gross exaggeration.” 
A good mother knows when to intervene in her 

daughter’s life. I rushed in. “Excuse me, but Shannon 
needs to get to bed. She has school in the morning.” 

I noticed Mr. Spencer had washed his hair and 
pulled it back, but the rest of him was still hairy 
stubble. His hand covered his chin and jaw, in an 
attempt to scratch his new beard. “Good night 
Shannon.” Then, he turned to me. “I hope I haven’t 
stepped out of line, talking with your daughter.” 

Shannon answered before I could speak up. “Not at 
all. You can come by and talk to me anytime.” 

“That’s enough for tonight young lady. I want you 
in bed. Lights out in 15 minutes.” 

“Oh Mom.” 
As we adults retreated from Shannon’s room, this 

time I averted my eyes. The space between us grew until 
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we were each at our respective doors. I turned to him 
and said, “Good night”.  

Just before Ren closed his door, I heard him ask 
himself in a barely audible voice, “What the hell am I 
doing here?”    

# 

Judith 

With the Russo’s gone, I thought I might get more 
sleep, but I was wrong. My clock said three forty-two 
a.m. My ears registered noise. Not Ren’s usual noise, 
either. I’d become accustomed to his comings and 
goings in the middle of the night.  

Dressed in my typical below-freezing attire, sweat 
shirt, sweat pants, and thick socks, I added a shawl to 
my shoulders and tiptoed down the main stairs to the 
living room. Peace and quiet surrounded me, with a far 
off street light casting grayish shadows into the room.  

With the couch pillows adjusted exactly right for my 
neck and shoulders, I curled up and closed my eyes. I 
noticed I was the perfect length to stretch all the way, 
with my feet not quite reaching the other end. Even 
with the draftiness of the old place, I felt cozy.   

 Later, I woke to hear Shannon in the kitchen—the 
clanking of the jelly and relish jars in the fridge door, 
followed by the crinkle of aluminum foil being 
removed from the left over glass dish of lasagna. It 
didn’t surprise me Shannon was eating at night. She 
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was growing like a weed now. She was precious, 
keeping the overhead lights off, so she wouldn’t wake 
me on the couch. I decided to join her. 

As I entered the kitchen, I blinked right before I 
stopped dead cold. “Oh! I thought you were Shannon.” 

Standing in front of me, with the glass lasagna dish 
in one hand and clutching a tablespoon with the other 
was Ren Spencer, film star and CEO of Pigskin 
Investments.  

“I see you like your leftovers cold from the fridge 
too,” I said, tightening my shawl. 

Ren was dressed in the same outfit I’d seen him in 
that first night on his balcony. Nothing but a pair of 
jeans. He smiled and pointed at me with the spoon, 
eye-balling my attire. “Expecting a blizzard?” 

“As a matter of fact, yes. I wouldn’t be surprised if we 
see twelve inches.” It didn’t take long to realize how 
that must have sounded. “Besides, I’m a cold natured 
person. I sleep with as many clothes on as I possibly 
can.” If only we could rewind our conversations… 

He took another bite of the lasagna, examining me 
with every chew, eyebrows confused. “You’re not from 
the Midwest, are you?”   

“How can you tell?”  
“You mean apart from your obvious dislike for cold 

weather?” 
“I’ve been spoiled by California.” 
“I don’t know, just a feeling,” he said, swallowing. 

“Could be your accent.” 
“What accent?”  

75 

  



“Northeast? Maybe Virginia? Maryland?” 
“Here and there. People have always told me I have 

no accent.” 
Ren pulled up a chair and sat. I did the same. I 

enjoyed watching his arm muscle as he lifted his spoon 
for another bite. I paid particular attention to that soft, 
smooth place where arm attaches to shoulder. In his 
pictures, Ren had no chest hair, but in person.... 

When my body reacted, I realized I needed to 
remove my shawl and roll up my sweatshirt sleeves, but 
I was hesitant in front of him.  

“Everyone has an accent,” he said. “Sometimes it’s as 
simple as word choices like tennis shoes versus 
sneakers. Crawdads or crayfish. My last vocal coach 
nailed my hometown in three words.”  

“Where did you grow up?” 
Ren stood and rewrapped the pan. As he returned it 

to the fridge, he held the door open a second, searching 
inside the appliance before he answered me. “In 
Peoria.” 

“You’re joking. You grew up here in Illinois?” 
He slowly closed the fridge door and sat again across 

from me. “Not joking. Born and raised. Most of my 
family’s either dead or moved away, though.” 

“I’m sorry.” 
“Don’t be. When I left here I was only twenty. I was 

in and out of trouble so often, the local court system 
was glad to be rid of me.” 
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Ren rested his chin on his hands, pointed index 
fingers in the shape of a church steeple. “So, you think 
I’m depressed.” 

When my temperature rose, I realized I couldn’t 
remove any further clothing. I cleared my throat. “Are 
we being honest here?” 

“I hope so.” 
“I see someone who is unsure. Between gigs with an 

unplanned future. At a crossroads.”  
As he stared at me, his face relaxed. “You forgot 

‘unable to maintain a relationship’.” 
“Want to talk about her?” 
“Not really. She moved out.” 
“You know, Shannon’s the one who knows every 

detail of your life. I don’t.” 
Now his hands were flat on the table, fingers spread. 

“I met Lisa at my press agent’s house at a wrap party. 
After Gridiron Angels.” 

“Your football movie.” 
He nodded. “Lisa and I chose the ranch together. She 

left me because she says I’ve gone to seed. Lost my 
looks. Tell me Judith. What do you think?” He sucked 
in his stomach and perked up a bicep, gazing at it in 
admiration. 

“Ren, I think you’ve had too much lasagna. Time for 
sleep.”  

“Judith, I’m leaving at nine a.m. Yellow Cab will be 
here to take me to the airport.” 

“Giving it one more try?” 
“If I can get her to come home.” 
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“Maybe that’s part of the problem. Perhaps she 
doesn’t see the ranch as home.” 

I rewrapped in my shawl and followed him to the 
stairs. He stepped aside to allow me to go first, but I 
turned to add one more thing. “You know you’re 
welcome to stay. This place needs a lot of work. Besides, 
the runways might be closed with all the snow. Better 
call ahead.” 

“I will.” 
I suggested we check outside, to see how much snow 

had already accumulated. I held the curtain aside, while 
we both peeked out the living room window, but it was 
still too dark to see beyond the porch. Ren rubbed his 
jaw again.  

For a moment, he smiled at me with his eyes. I 
wanted him to stay. I wanted him to say “never mind” 
about Yellow Cab. Never mind about Lisa. The edge of 
his mouth twitched for a second, before he inhaled 
slowly through his nose, as if trying to memorize my 
perfume.  

Standing next to a man in a semi-dark room isn’t the 
same as watching him in a film, or gazing at wall 
posters. Heat radiates from a man’s body. Heat and 
pheromones. Unfortunately, I’d just encouraged him to 
go home to his girlfriend.  

After Ren went back upstairs, I returned to the 
kitchen. Searching in the pantry, I found exactly what I 
was looking for—a bag of salty pretzels, which I almost 
never want. While crunching on the pretzels, I 
remembered another time I craved pretzels. At the 
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theater, watching a Pierce Brosnan James Bond movie. 
Pretzels wasn’t all I’d craved.    
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Chapter Seven 

Judith 

An odd light glowed from the living room window, 
so I pulled up the blinds for a look-see. The sun was 
out, but reflecting off the most beautiful, sparkling 
snow I’d ever seen. Drifts covered the side mirrors of 
cars and our front porch steps looked like a glittering 
marshmallow mound.  

I turned on the radio to learn school had been 
cancelled all through the middle of the state. Flights 
were cancelled too. I realized Ren would have to delay 
his trip home. The DJ said even with the sun, the temps 
wouldn’t get out of the teens all day, so we should not 
expect any melting.  

When I woke Shannon and Winnie, I received 
differing reactions. Shannon, elated to be home from 
school, bundled up and bolted out to the drifts. Winnie 
groaned about the cold. Her arthritis hurt deep into her 
bones. The phone rang and a dispatcher from Yellow 
Cab informed me they were not running today. But 
since we heard nothing from Ren, we decided to keep 
quiet and let him sleep.  

By the time lunch rolled around, I became worried. I 
decided I would risk tapping on his door, offer him a 
plate of leftovers, and if he wasn’t interested, I’d eat it 
myself. After two unanswered knocks, I tried the door 
and it was unlocked. My goose bumps told me 
something wasn’t right. 
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The bed spread was pulled up with the pillow on 
top, minus the pillowcase. Used sheets and towels lay 
in a heap on the bathroom floor. All signs of Ren were 
gone: no luggage, no dirty dishes.  

I found Winnie and asked her if she saw him leave. 
“No, but who needs him?” 

“I suppose no one, but I wonder how he got 
anywhere without a car.” 

At the back door, Shannon had already disturbed 
any footprints to explain Ren’s exit route. I asked 
anyway. “Shannon, when you first stepped out, did you 
see any footprints in the snow?” 

“I’m not sure. Why?” 
“Because Ren’s gone.” 
Shannon’s face sagged into a frown. “He is?” 
I shivered and rubbed my upper arms. “Yes. But 

maybe it snowed more on top of his footprints.” 
Shannon had tears in her eyes, as she knocked snow off 
her boots and came back inside. “Did he leave a note, 
Mom?” 

“I didn’t see one, but I’ll go back up and check.” 
Behind me, I heard Winnie. “Never mind. I found 

it.” 
With her magnifying glass in front, Winnie held a 

small piece of paper, folded once. I closed the door to 
the porch and gave Winnie my attention as she read 
aloud.  

“Dear Mrs. Walsh, Judith, and Shannon, 
I left early to try to get out before the runways might be 

shut down. I’m going to hoof it to the main road, so if you 
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don’t hear from me, I made it. I’ll be returning to my ranch 
and try to stay under the radar for a while. Thank you for 
your hospitality. 

Yours, 
Ren.” 
His address and phone numbers followed.  
“So, Winnie. Does this mean he will allow me to run 

the bed and breakfast any way I like?” 
“Judith, with a wild card like Ren Spencer, I wouldn’t 

count on anything.” 
Winnie was right, but I found myself wishing he 

hadn’t left. Even with all the extra work he’d caused 
and his incessant demands, I’d actually grown to enjoy 
his company. The sad thing was, I guess he wasn’t 
really interested in me. In fact, Ren had engaged in a 
virtual cross-country ski trip to get away from me. I 
gazed down at my sweat shirt and sweat pants. As a sad 
revelation I said, quiet as falling snow, “No wonder.”  

# 

Shannon 

Dear Journal, 
Now I don’t know what to do. All the girls at school are 

gonna think I made it up. All those flyers and emails! And 
Katie didn’t even get a chance to see him. I know she 
believed me though. Maybe I can collect all the flyers at 
school before too many people see them. I shouldn’t have 
passed them out, but Laurie and April called me a liar. They 
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even think I’m making the whole thing up about Mom 
buying stuff for famous actresses.  

If Ren gets back together again with Lisa, I guess I won’t 
write any more love stories about him. It just wouldn’t be 
right.  

# 

Ren 

I don’t know what the hell was wrong with me last 
night, but Judith is starting to get to me. As ridiculous 
as she looked in that snow bunny getup, with her just-
rolled-out-of-bed hair and adorable nose, I was 
dangerously close to kissing her, right there in the 
living room. She just smelled so good, and I couldn’t 
help being close to her. And while all this was going on, 
we were discussing how I could get back together with 
Lisa. No wonder Lisa left me. I’m about as confident 
right now as the day of my first screen test.  

I’ll give Judith credit for one thing, though. She 
deserves a medal of honor for putting up with me the 
way she did while I was hung over.  

I almost didn’t make it to the airport. The side streets 
hadn’t yet been cleared when I left the house, but once 
I was on the main road, I was able to grab a ride from a 
stunned senior couple from Carbondale driving a Ford 
F-350.  

This is not the first time someone’s accused me of 
suffering from impaired judgment, but when things get 
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out of control, it’s important for me to get my life 
realigned. Now that I’m gone from Bloomington, I 
hope I’ll be able to get Judith out of my system. Her life 
can return to normal too, and she’ll be able to run the 
bed and breakfast the way she wants. I don’t want to 
take that away from her and her daughter.  

Instead of worrying about the day-to-day operation, 
I’ll be able to focus on Lisa’s and my relationship. 
Really work on the issues that’ve torn us apart. She’d 
like that. I want us to be the way we were, living at the 
ranch with our dogs and enjoying the time away from 
Hollywood stress. She’ll probably be pissed off about 
the motorcycles, but I’ll explain that I bought them 
while in a state of severe depression. That, and they’re 
just perfect for my collection. I liked them all equally, 
so instead of choosing just one, I figured what the hell. 
I bought them all. 

# 

Judith 

After Ren left, Shannon’s cheerfulness left right 
along with him. By the end of the week, she was 
spending more time in her room, and less with me.  

One morning after breakfast, she graced me with her 
presence. She joined me in the dining room holding an 
unusual item. “Mom, look at this.” 

In her hand, Shannon held a sharp object made of 
wood, about five or six inches long. I held it up in the 
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light. “Looks like a bear claw or some other large 
animal claw. Where did you find this?” 

“On a table in the living room.” 
For a few seconds, I studied the intricate detail in the 

wood carving. “Nicely done, but you better go put it 
back where you found it.” 

“Okay Mom, but maybe Winnie knows something 
about it.” 

“I sure do.” Winnie had snuck into the dining room 
when we weren’t looking. 

“Hello,” I said. “Have a good nap?” 
Winnie massaged her elbow. “Except for this 

arthritis, yes, I did.” 
“Winnie, I found this in the living room. What is 

it?” Shannon held it in her palm.  
“Oh, I see you found one of Reverend Heflin’s 

carvings. My old friend, Noble. He does wood carving 
in his spare time. This is a bear claw he patterned after 
one he saw once in a natural history museum. Come 
look at his other work. It’s in the lavender room, inside 
a hutch.” 

We followed Winnie to her room, and inside an 
enormous hutch, she had wood carvings of small 
animals, fish, birds, and even a baby turtle. Shannon’s 
mouth hung open while she studied them. “Oh cool! 
That little mouse looks so real.”  

Winnie slid a key off the top of the hutch and 
unlocked the glass doors in front. She handed it to 
Shannon. “Here you go. He’s a cute little rascal, isn’t 
he?”  
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The three of us stared at the tiny wood mouse. I 
raised my eyes to the upper shelf which held a bunny 
and an eagle on a perch. “Noble does good work. I’m 
impressed.” 

“He’s done a few large items also. Yard art. Hens and 
raccoons. He does caricatures too.” 

“I’d love to see them,” Shannon said. 
“Let me show you.” 
In one of her boxes, Winnie sifted through the 

newspaper wrappings and brought out a set of small 
wooden deer. Their eyes were wide open, bright, and 
silly, like they already had that deer-in-the-headlights-
look. Shannon laughed and Winnie giggled. I asked if I 
could hold one. A chuckle started in my throat, and 
soon all three of us were out of control. Finally, 
Shannon took one and examined it. “These are 
hilarious.”  

“Noble’s done more caricatures than the serious 
wood carvings. I’ve already packed most of them,” 
Winnie said. “I’m not sure how the bear claw got 
downstairs. Don’t think it crawled down on its own. I 
must have had it in my hand, and forgot about it.” 

Shannon handed the claw to Winnie. “Do you think 
Reverend Heflin can make something for me?” 

“Oh, I don’t know. What did you have in mind?” 
While staring off into space, Shannon’s eyes 

twinkled. “Think he could make me a teeny 
basketball?” 

Winnie and I stared at each other. I wondered if 
Winnie was thinking the same thing I was, that 
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Shannon’s request had been an unusual one. Certainly 
unexpected. 

Winnie pinched her lower lip. “I’m sure he could. 
Don’t think it’d bounce much, though.” 

“That’s okay. I wouldn’t be using it for practice. I 
would … well, I would just like to have one.” 

I winked at Winnie. “She’s a basketball player. Good 
one, too. We were hoping she could get on the seventh 
grade team.” 

“I’ll ask Noble about making a basketball next time I 
see him,” Winnie said, closing the glass doors. She 
massaged her elbow again. “I think I’ll ask him to make 
me something too.” 

“What would that be Winnie?” I asked. 
“I’m going to ask him to carve me a new arm.” 
Shannon’s hand covered her mouth. “Oh no, 

Winnie. You wouldn’t want that!” 
“Why not?” 
“You might get splinters.” 
I’ll have to put in my order for a new daughter. 

# 

Judith 

Last night, Shannon's new friend Katie came over. 
Pre-teen girls are not the same as they used to be. Before 
the Internet age, most girls their age studied magazine 
pictures of their favorite stars. Except me. Although I 
did look at pictures, I lusted after my movie idols in 
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private. When I was a teenager, I was too busy running 
my various businesses to spend much time with other 
girls. And none of them knew who my favorite stars 
were. 

While I was preparing the cream cheese frosting for a 
walnut cake, the girls came downstairs to get snacks. I 
practiced my expression of disinterest when Shannon 
opened the pantry, searching for the unknown. She 
held the door open for Katie, then moved to the 
refrigerator. I had a suggestion, but I waited to see what 
they would choose.  

When the urge became too strong, I asked the 
inevitable. “Dahlink, vould you like some gummy 
bears?" 

While wrinkling her nose and placing both hands on 
her hips, she snickered, “Mom, we’re too old for 
gummy bears." She didn't have to say a word—I’d 
received the message from her facial expression.  

“Katie, how do you like the seventh grade?” I asked. 
“It’s fine.” 
“Are you and your family from Bloomington 

originally?” 
“Yes ma’am.” 
“Mom, will that be all? Katie, let’s have Tostitos and 

salsa.” She clucked her tongue. “No gummy bears.” It 
was sad to think my daughter was growing up, 
developing an immunity to my silly ways. But at least 
she’d made new friends here in Bloomington. 

# 
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Judith 

I was looking forward to a nice, quiet weekend, but 
Saturday morning didn’t start out the way I would’ve 
liked. It began with seven or eight giggling girls on the 
porch. They asked to see Shannon. They all seemed to 
be about her age, and I wondered how they got there, 
since I didn’t think they all lived in the neighborhood.  

“Honey, who are your friends?” I glanced at their 
smiling faces. Several of them had pink sheets of paper, 
folded or mutilated from over-handling. 

“Oh Mom, do I have to introduce all of them?” 
After she gave me the cold shoulder, she took every 

one of them to her room. Of course I was curious about 
what was going on up there, but they were relatively 
quiet, so I stayed downstairs.  

Until things got too quiet.  
I snuck up the staircase and listened. Before I could 

hear anything other than pre-pubescent giggles, the 
doorbell rang again. When I opened it this time, two 
young women stood on the porch. The one with three 
pierced earrings asked, “Okay, where is he?”  

In her hand, she grasped one of the pink flyers, 
which I asked to see. “Sure. Here you go.” 

Stunned doesn’t begin to describe what I felt when I 
read the flyer: 

“The rumors are true. Ren Spencer is really here. 
Come and see for yourself and you won’t be 

disappointed.” 
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Our address and a simple, hand-drawn map were 
below.  

The moment I was about to open my mouth and 
stammer, a minivan pulled up in front and honked. 
Behind me, a stampede of wild elephants charged down 
the stairs and exited through the front door.  

The multi-pierced girl asked for her flyer back. “We 
would like to see him for a moment, if he’s not busy.”  

“Where did you get this flyer?” 
“Oh, they’re circulating all over campus. But don’t 

worry. We’re not here because we’re star-struck fans of 
Ren the movie actor. We’re here because he owes us 
seventy-four dollars.”  

“Won’t you please come in?” 
I asked the girls to sit on the couch to give them the 

bad news that Ren was gone. 
“He was here, but he left unexpectedly,” I said. 
“He mentioned he might be leaving. But he really 

shouldn’t welch on a bet like that.” 
The other girl nodded her head in agreement.  
“I don’t understand. Who are you?” 
“I’m Camille, and this is Joy. We’re grad students at 

ISU. We were out one night last week and ran into him 
at this bar we go to sometimes. He was out of cash and 
we’d all had a little too much to drink that night, so we 
loaned him a few. For drinks and a friendly game of 
cards. But he said he’d be back.” Camille smiled and her 
face blushed pink. “Plus, he was a lot of fun, and we 
just wanted to see him again.”  
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“I wish I could help you, but he really is gone. He 
left a couple of days ago.” 

The girls stood from the couch just as Shannon was 
coming down the stairs. She noticed the flyer in my 
hand, and turn-tailed it back up the stairs. “Now if you 
ladies will excuse me, I need to talk to my daughter.” 

At the door, Camille tried one more time. “Do you 
have his address? Maybe we can write to him? Ask him 
for the money? Things are tight with us right now.” 

“I’ll tell you what. Leave me your contact info, and 
I’ll send him an email. I’m sure he’ll take care of it as 
soon as he can.” 

“Okay. Sounds good to me.” 
After they left, I scooted up the stairs to Shannon. 

She lay on her back, knees bent, flipping channels on 
her TV.  

The picture of innocence.  
“You want to fill me in on what’s going on?” 
“No, not especially.” 
“Shannon. Turn off the TV and tell me about this 

flyer. Now.” 
She shrugged, with an expression guaranteed to get 

any mother’s blood boiling. I stomped my way to her 
TV and yanked the plug from the wall. “Shannon, I can 
be nice mommy, or I can be nasty mommy. Which do 
you prefer?” 

She took a cleansing breath, in through her nose, out 
through her mouth. “You won’t be mad? I mean 
madder than you already are?” 

“I can’t promise, but I’ll listen anyway.” 
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“I told the kids at school about Ren and they didn’t 
believe me. I made the flyers so maybe some of the kids 
could come one at a time to see him. Instead Chrissy’s 
mom dropped them all off while she ran errands. Now 
that Ren’s gone, I can’t prove anything, but I did let 
them see the room.” 

I envisioned the magic moment: eight pre-teen girls, 
touching everything in Ren’s room—rolling in his 
sheets and bedspread. Burying their noses deep into the 
pillows, hoping for that lingering scent. I was only 
slightly disturbed that Shannon hadn’t kept our secret. 

“Not only that, none of them believe me about you.” 
“About me?” 
“Yeah, that you used to do the buying for Tiffany 

Bradford and all those others.” 
“Didn’t you show them your autograph hound?” 
“It’s in storage, remember?” 
I sat next to her in her bed, pausing a moment. 

“Lately, you’ve seemed kind of sad. I mean, since Ren 
left.” 

“I do miss him, but also, I just found out Jasmine 
can’t come for my birthday. She has to go with her 
father to Sydney.” 

“I’m sorry honey. Kinda hard to compete with 
Sydney. But you can still be with the other girls. How’s 
Katie these days?” 

“We had a fight.” 
“Tell me all about it.”  
I only half-heartedly listened to Shannon’s story. But 

the most important thing I learned was she needed my 
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intervention. I sat upright, with a devilish idea. 
“Shannon, you know what we need? For your birthday 
party, we need a sleepover with me as the guest speaker. 
I’ll try to arrange a live chat or something with Tiffany 
online, and I’ll tell the girls some of my Hollywood 
adventures. Would that help?” 

Slowly, she smiled, staring across the room. Then she 
hugged me. “Yes, Mom! Oh thank you.” Then, her 
smile faded. “But didn’t you sign those forms?” 

“You mean the confidentiality agreements? Yes, one 
for each client. But I can still talk about general things, 
like delivering emergency clothing to sound stages and 
how expensive some accessories are.” 

At that moment, I realized how much more 
important my daughter was to me than the bed and 
breakfast. I decided to close all new reservations for a 
while, and only rent to Leonard Morley and occasional 
weekend guests, so we could have more quality time 
together. Ah, the drama of a twelve-year-old’s life. 
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Chapter Eight 

Shannon 

Dear Journal, 
Things are going a little better now. Mom is still waiting 

for the guy to finish our suite, but I heard Winnie say he 
had to have his appendix taken out. There are so many 
rooms at this place, it won’t matter if we stay where we are. 
I like my room.  

When Winnie told us about the man’s appendix, I 
remembered that game from when I was little, called 
“Operation.”  Mom and I used to play it together. Last 
night, I snuck it out of my closet and tried it myself. She 
could never get the wishbone out without setting off the 
buzzer. I tried it again, but I guess I’m not as good at it as I 
used to be. I kept quiet. I didn’t want Mom to know I was 
playing such a baby game at my age. 

I cannot wait until I’m thirteen. I wish Daddy could be 
here for my party, but then he might be bored with me and 
my friends anyway. We are going to have an awesome 
party. A private chat with Tiffany! She can tell us all about 
her new album and I heard she went to Jamaica once with 
Leo DiCaprio. He’s really hot.  

# 

Judith 
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Contact with Ren was sporadic, but we’d worked out 
a system of expenses and salary via telephone and 
email that suited everyone. One of the helpful perks is 
Ren offered me a guaranteed salary. He feels that even if 
we have a shortage of guests, my time and effort in 
keeping the place up is worth a monthly paycheck. 
“You work hard,” he told me during one of our 
conversations.  

“At least as far as you know.” I grinned at my own 
joke, although it was really true. “I’ve always been a 
hard worker.” 

“So have I,” he said. “In fact, I’m a work-in-
progress.” 

I told him I was looking forward to meeting the new 
Ren the next time he came to Illinois.   

Since Bloomington’s a college town, Winnie had 
informed me we would have a wide selection of visitors 
from everywhere, and to expect just about anything, 
ordinary or not. In the past, she’d had every type of 
guest from college students posing as young marrieds, 
to Olympic-hopeful cyclists, who insisted on sleeping 
with their bicycles.  

Winnie also gave me her emergency repair Rolodex. 
No matter what kind of repair I might need, she’d 
compiled the quintessential master list of repair 
professionals—everything from electricians to roofing. I 
trusted her to know which repair people were the best, 
and I hoped it might be a while before I needed one. 

She also recommended an honest car dealer. She 
invited her friend Reverend Noble Heflin to the house, 
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and we sat in the living room discussing Friddle Motors, 
which the Reverend promised would give us the best 
deal in town.  

Winnie introduced us, and both Shannon and I 
shook hands with him, complementing him on his 
wood carvings. Reverend Heflin had thin arms, and his 
bushy silver eyebrows overpowered his pale blue eyes. 
“I bought my last two vehicles at Friddle,” he said. 
“Maybe we could go in the next couple of days. I’ll see 
to it that they treat you like royalty.” 

His offer was genuine, and a couple of days later, 
Shannon and I went with him to the dealership. At 
first, we walked around, looking inside the cars, trying 
for a whiff of that new car smell from outside the 
windows. I’d already studied the choices on their 
website, so I knew we would be in and out in a hurry. 
As a salesman approached, I whispered to Reverend 
Heflin, “I’m so glad you’re here, Reverend. How can 
someone cheat me with a man of the cloth standing 
next to me?”  

 “I wish you would call me Noble,” he said, touching 
my arm. “And, I’m sure you won’t be cheated here.” Of 
course I believed him. But only to a certain degree. In 
the past, car salesmen have tried to take advantage of 
me, so this time, I would be business only.  

Soon, the salesman approached us. He wore an 
Italian suit, professionally tailored to his well-
constructed physique. “Reverend.” They shook hands. 
Noble’s bony, wrinkled hand contrasted with the 
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smooth young skin of the salesman. “Reverend, I hope 
things are going well with you.” 

“Smooth as a baby’s backside.” 
I was comforted knowing the salesman and Noble 

were already acquainted. The salesman’s voice made me 
tingle. Deep. Resonant. An accent of European 
extraction, but I couldn’t pinpoint the location. He 
turned to me. “Bonjour. Welcome to Friddle Motors.”  

I’m guessing French.  
“Good afternoon. I already know exactly what I 

want, so this shouldn’t take long.” I swallowed. 
He frowned at me. “Take your time, Cherie. Please, 

allow me to introduce myself. My name is Paul 
Gustave.” He took my hand and kissed the back of it. 
“You must be new in town.” He never broke eye 
contact with me. 

“From LA. I sold my last car before we left there, so I 
don’t have a trade-in.” 

“Beautiful. What is your name, Cherie?” 
“My name is Judith Collington. This is my daughter, 

Shannon.” 
He gave a short bow and smiled. “Enchante’, 

mademoiselle.” 
I stared for a moment, wondering if Paul was being 

sincere, or.... 
Suddenly, I felt like a fool. His accent wasn’t even 

consistent. I’d been swept in by this snake, and I jolted 
myself back to reality.  

I turned to Noble. “May I see you a moment? 
Alone?” 
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Grabbing Shannon by her coat sleeve, we moved 
away from Paul. “Noble, I don’t mean to be 
unreasonable, but how can you be so certain I’ll get the 
best deal here? How well do you know Paul?” 

Noble removed his hat and pinched the crease in the 
top. “So he’s a bit unbalanced. He’s my sister’s boy. 
Don’t be too hard on him. Yes, it’s all an act, but he’ll 
give you a good deal, I promise.” 

“Is his name really Paul Gustave?” 
“Yes, that’s his real name. My sister’s first husband 

was a Frenchman.” 
“Should I go on like I don’t suspect a thing?” 
“If you want to save a bundle.” He winked at me. 
When Shannon and I drove off the lot later with our 

brand new minivan, I turned to her, buckled into the 
cushiony back seat. “Actors are everywhere, Shannon. 
Let this be a lesson to you.” 

“Yeah, I almost believed him too. What a fake.” 
“Fake is right. That’s one of the reasons I never dated 

actors. You can never be certain if they’re sincere or 
not.” 

“Mom, are you ever gonna let me go on a date?” 
“Later Shannon. Much later.” 
It surprises me how quickly my daughter yearns to 

grow up. I want her to enjoy these pre-teen years, and 
all she wants to do is skip over them to late 
adolescence.  

If it were me, I’d give anything to get those years 
back.   
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# 

Judith 

In LA, I took an occasional Pilates class, so I asked 
Winnie if she knew of a class close by.  

“I’m not sure what that is, but nowadays, they have 
a class for just about anything.” 

As we stood in the laundry room, I handed Winnie a 
new box of detergent. Her straight silver hair sparkled 
under the fluorescent lights.  

“It’s a type of exercise. Lots of stretching and weight 
bearing using your own arms and legs.” 

“I could stand to lose a few,” Winnie said, patting 
her hip. “But you, Judith. You don’t have an ounce of 
spare change on you.” 

I didn’t want to argue with Winnie, but since 
Shannon and I had arrived in Bloomington, I’d become 
adept at camouflaging my extra pounds. As I slid my 
sweatshirt sleeves up my arm, I realized the weight gain 
must have been due to a variety of factors— moving to 
a colder climate, lack of regular exercise, eating my own 
delicious gourmet creations.  

“Judith, do you remember the Rolodex? With the 
emergency repair numbers?” 

“Yes, I remember.” 
Winnie poured a scoopful of detergent into the 

washer. “There’s one person in there you might want to 
call. A young plumber named Eddie Montclaire. He’s 
done work on some of the plumbing here, and I believe 
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he also goes to the gym in his spare time. Orville’s 
Health and Fitness. Maybe he can tell you whether 
there is such a class there.” 

“Thanks. I’ll try tomorrow.” 
Somehow the sound of Orville’s Health and Fitness 

sounded too small-townish. I wondered if they had ever 
heard of Pilates. If not, I’d also done step aerobics in the 
past, and even Zumba when it first became popular. 
Like anyone, I have my trouble areas, but overall, I 
guess I still have an attractive figure.    

As Winnie closed the lid on the washer, she picked 
up my basket of clothes from the dryer. “You’d like 
Eddie. He’s gorgeous. I don’t mind an occasional 
plumbing fiasco with someone like Eddie around.” 

I stared at Winnie, hoping she wouldn’t try to fix me 
up on a blind date. Some of my most recent dating 
catastrophes involved blind dates. 

“Judith, how about I fix you and Eddie up on a blind 
date?” 

I should be a mind reader. 
“It sounds tempting, but don’t you think I have 

enough on my plate right now?” 
She smiled and grabbed my arm. “That’s exactly why 

you need a good distraction. Someone to take your 
mind off the other plate-fillers.” 

A few minutes passed before I answered her. I told 
myself I was too content to launch into a new 
relationship. Still, I knew I needed to take the exercise 
class before I gained one more ounce. 
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“I’ll just look in the phone book for the number to 
Orville’s, okay Winnie? But thanks for trying. Maybe I’ll 
meet Eddie there on my own. Just out of curiosity, what 
does he look like?” 

“Does the phrase hunk-a-licious mean anything to 
you?” 

“Winnie, I’m wondering why you haven’t asked 
Eddie out yourself.” 

“To be honest, I would if not for one thing. He’s the 
son of one of my closest friends. It would raise a few 
eyebrows if I did. But now, you and Eddie. You would 
make a charming couple. Can I give him your number 
Judith? Make an old woman happy?” 

Through my smile, I wished I was more open about 
my dating disasters. Even though I wanted to let 
Winnie know as an explanation for my reluctance, I 
was a pre-teen again, keeping my private thoughts 
private. Of course, if we ever had any clogged pipes, I 
might have to slip on a nice dress. 

# 

Judith 

On Winnie’s last morning, Shannon and I prepared a 
big breakfast and invited Noble to join us. He arrived 
with gifts in hand. He gave Shannon her teeny carved 
basketball, and she giggled in delight, rolling it between 
her hands like a wad of biscuit dough.  

Then, it was my turn. 
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“I made a little something for you too, Judith. As 
you begin your new adventure at the Innstead.” 

I scratched my temple, and grinned. “Thank you so 
much Noble. It was very sweet of you.” 

As I unwrapped the small package, I gasped at the 
quality of the work. He’d made me a hand-carved 
replica of the front of the Innstead, with the tall 
windows and the Victorian roofline. “This is just 
beautiful. Thank you so much.” 

I reached to him and kissed his cheek. When I did, 
he blushed. He smelled of aftershave and toothpaste.  

“If you notice, it has a hanger on the back, so it can 
be hung on the wall, or set up on a table.” 

“How clever,” I said. “Thanks so much.” I removed a 
small framed picture from the wall and hung up the 
new carving in its place.  

“Spruces up the kitchen, doesn’t it?” Winnie said. 
I spooned some cheesy potato casserole into a large 

bowl and put it in the center of the table. As I sat and 
put my napkin across my lap, I waited for the bowl to 
be passed back to me. The cook is always the last to eat.  

Winnie scooped a healthy portion onto her plate. 
“Judith, this smells heavenly.” Shannon drank half a 
glass of orange juice in one gulp, then as she was 
setting her glass on the table, she misjudged and spilled 
it. Noble soaked it up with his cloth napkin. I thanked 
him and sipped my coffee. “Noble, your carved 
creations are just wonderful, but do you ever sell 
them?” 
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“No, I’ve always just done my carving as a hobby. It 
relaxes me.” 

Shannon poured herself more juice. “But you could 
make a ton of money if you sold them. I know a bunch 
of kids at school who would buy some of your little 
rabbits and mice.” 

Winnie sprinkled salt on her potatoes. “Noble, you 
could raise money for new hymnals or pew cushions or 
any of a dozen other church projects.” 

“I don’t know, I’ve never thought of it as a way to 
raise funds.” 

“Whether you sell them or not,” I said, “I’m still one 
of your biggest fans.” 

“Thank you Judith.” 
“You’re welcome.”  
Everyone continued eating. Soon, most of the food 

was gone. 
“Would anyone like seconds on eggs or potatoes?” I 

offered. 
My stomach was full. But not too full to come up 

with another entrepreneurial idea. “Noble, would you 
mind if I set out a few of your things for guests to see? 
We could set up a little tent card that says, maybe, 
‘Noble’s Carved Creations’. Just see if you get any 
interest.” 

Noble sat and stared for a moment. “Alright. Maybe 
a couple of the rabbits and a turtle or two.” 

“Great. The worst that can happen is people just pick 
them up and set them back down. The best is, you 
might get some orders for additional work.” 
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“Mom, should I take some to school and show the 
kids?” 

“No honey, we’ll just start slow with the items here, 
maybe on one of the living room tables.” 

“Ok. But no bear claws. They’re too scary.” 
Noble wiped his hands on his napkin. “Shannon, 

don’t you like my bear claws?” 
“I do, but I like the little animals better.” 
With Winnie about to depart, it gave me a sense of 

satisfaction to know I was about to take over the full 
bed and breakfast operation. Even if I couldn’t own it, I 
could still make many of my own decisions. I smiled, 
content with my new job.  

# 

Shannon 

Dear Journal, 
We have some weird neighbors around here. Heidi, that 

lady who lives behind us came to the back fence the other 
day. She had her hair in cornrows, with little colored beads. 
And her lips were puffy, like she’d walked into a closet door. 
She asked me if we had any of those latex gloves, like 
doctors wear. I said I didn’t think so. Then she went away. I 
was so glad. 
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Chapter Nine 

Judith 

Beginning after supper, I prepared for our guaranteed 
guest, Leonard Morley. He arrived in time to interrupt 
Shannon’s homework routine. “Good evening Mr. 
Morley.” 

“Leonard, please.” 
“Of course. Will you be joining us for breakfast in 

the morning?” 
“I may have to let you know when the time comes.” 
Leonard’s round face and small, round ears were 

endearing. He was jolly-looking, but not fat.  
“Will you still be staying with us once a month?” 
“As long as my employer sees fit. I suppose Winnie 

mentioned my occupation?”  
“She said you were a corporate trainer, for banking 

professionals.” 
“That’s correct. I’ll just pop up to my room now. You 

won’t even know I’m here. It’s been a pleasure. I’ll say 
good night.” 

Leonard was, in fact, one of the quietest people I’d 
ever met. So quiet, I forgot he was staying at the bed 
and breakfast. I’d also forgotten all about Winnie’s 
warning. “Lock your doors at night,” she’d told me.  

At one a.m., I awoke to the sound of someone in the 
kitchen. Cabinet doors rattled, while silverware clanked 
together. I tiptoed downstairs to the doorway, and 
peeked around the side to see what was going on. 
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Leonard was dressed in pajamas and slippers, but with a 
barbecue apron strapped around his middle. In one 
hand, he held a spatula, and in the other, an oven mitt 
holding my plate of pork chops.  

“Excuse me Leonard, but I don’t think they’re 
defrosted yet. I’ll be cooking them tomorrow in the 
crock pot with some seasonings and vegetables. Won’t 
you please wait until then?” 

With a clatter, he dropped the spatula on the floor, 
then his hand covered his mouth. “Oh dear, I’ve done 
it again, haven’t I? Sleep walking.” He handed me the 
plate of chops. While examining his attire, he tore off 
the apron and folded it neatly before placing it on the 
table.   

“That’s alright, we can make it a cook-out instead, if 
you wish.” I could smell the sauce-covered chops now.  

Leonard rubbed his hands together. “Please forgive 
me.” 

“Don’t worry, please…” But he’d gone back up the 
stairs before I could say another word. My first 
encounter with Mr. Leonard Morley had been 
interesting. He seemed like a harmless sort of fellow, 
and I hoped he would soon get that sleep walking 
under control.  

# 

Judith 

106 

  



When Winnie was all packed, Shannon and I carried 
her boxes to the front door. Her son and daughter-in-
law would be arriving soon to pick her up. Winnie had 
told me she didn’t like her daughter-in-law.   

 “She’s got a tattoo on her lower back, which would 
be fine, but she wears those darn low-rider jeans, just to 
show it off.” While Winnie spoke, she wrinkled her 
nose. “It’s embarrassing if I’m out with her in public 
somewhere, and she bends over the baby in the stroller. 
I guess I’m not impressed much by body art.”  

“I’m not either, Winnie. I don’t know what I would 
do if Shannon snuck around and got one. Wouldn’t it 
be nice if you could take a pill that would make a tattoo 
go away? Maybe even change the design or color to suit 
your mood? Or disappear and return?” 

Winnie stared at me, shaking her head. “You know 
something Judith? You are one of the most creative 
people I’ve ever met.” 

“Thank you. I guess I am, but I didn’t get it from 
either of my parents. My mother was a medical 
transcriptionist, although later on, she worked with 
children. She’s retired now. And my father was a 
sportscaster on local radio. He passed away ten years 
ago.” 

“I’m sorry.” 
“My father loved us very much,” I said. “He instilled 

in us a sense of adventure—to not stay in any one place 
too long. While we were growing up, we had to move 
several times because Dad would get job offers in 
different markets.” 

107 

  



“Unlike me. I grew up fifteen miles from here.” 
We entered the living room and Winnie sat by her 

boxes. I grabbed a magic marker and marked one of her 
boxes ‘FRAGILE’. “Actually, my mother is creative in 
one way. She invents games for disabled children. 
Once, she made a board game called ‘King Tut’. It had 
pyramids and hidden tombs on it. Little hieroglyphs 
and pottery.” 

“She sounds like an interesting person. Maybe I’ll get 
to meet her some day.” 

“She loves to travel, too. She’s mentioned flying out 
here to see the Innstead. Right now, she’s in Boca 
Raton.” 

Finally, Winnie’s son and daughter-in-law arrived 
with their two children. I decided when Winnie was 
safely settled in the front seat, pulling away with all her 
boxes, I would call my mother. Mom and I hadn’t seen 
each other for about six months. Since we have plenty 
of room at the bed and breakfast, I would invite her to 
visit. I wouldn’t say she’s the last person I would like to 
have visit us, but she is at times difficult to get along 
with.  

And, she smokes Marlboro’s. 

# 

Ren 

Lisa just left for Texas, and I already miss her, even 
though I know she’s only visiting family for a few days. 
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We’ve been working on our relationship, and things are 
improving, but also, we’ve been working on the guest 
room at the ranch. She does all the decision-making. 
That’s where Lisa outshines them all— choosing fabrics 
and paint colors. My job is to carry in the materials 
from the car after she buys them. Then, I get to paint 
and hang wallpaper. Ren’s Home Improvements, at your 
service.  

In addition to the guest room, I’ve been busy with 
my properties. I know a lot of the responsibility falls on 
me, but I’m blessed with a stable of accountants and 
bankers. It’s not easy keeping everyone happy, but I do 
my best. I know in the past, I’ve been rotten to a lot of 
people.  

Including Judith.  
She’s been doing a great job running the bed and 

breakfast for me. Just the other day in the mail, I 
received a gift from Shannon. It was a carved wooden 
basketball about the size of a grapefruit. I emailed her 
to thank her.  

Lisa has been trying to get me to sell the bed and 
breakfast, but for some reason, I want to hang on to it a 
while longer. I don’t think that’s such a crazy idea. 
Besides, I’ve enjoyed my talks with Judith. We’ve 
spoken on the phone a few times recently, and instead 
of being businesslike, she’s becoming a friend. We talk 
about Shannon and about favorite L.A. restaurants. The 
nice thing is, she never asks about Lisa, and I never 
volunteer, except to say we’re happy.  
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On our last phone call, Judith and I discussed the 
role I just auditioned for. I didn’t get the part, but Lisa 
never wants to talk about Hollywood, whereas Judith 
doesn’t mind.  

Even if Lisa and I talk about different things than 
Judith and I do, I still think Lisa and I belong together. 
I love her. These past few weeks, Lisa has helped me see 
the error of my ways, and I’m drinking a lot less. I’m far 
from perfect, but Lisa has been a positive influence in 
my life. Something I guess I’ve needed for a long time. 

# 

Judith 

 For a week now, the roads had been passable, but I 
was beginning to tire of the ten-foot high snow 
mounds next to the driveway. Car exhaust and soot 
covered the outer edges of what was once clear, pristine 
white. 

When a car pulled into the driveway, I thought at 
first it might be a new guest. I opened the door and a 
bubbly, cheerful fifties-ish woman with dimples, 
squeezed out of her car and charmed her way inside.  

“Hello, Mrs. Collington? I’m Kimberly Myron, the 
assistant principal from Shannon’s school. We met on 
her first day, remember?” 

We shook hands. “Very nice to see you again Mrs. 
Myron. Please come in. Is anything wrong with 
Shannon?” 

110 

  



“Oh no, nothing wrong at all. In fact, she’s a darling 
girl.”  

“I’m about to start lunch. Would you care to join 
me?”  

“Thank you no. I can only stay for a few minutes.” 
She adjusted her too-tight skirt and followed me to the 
kitchen anyway. For some reason, Mrs. Myron’s gaze 
traveled all over. The staircase, other doorways, out the 
back of the house.    

Opening the refrigerator, I offered her a glass of 
lemonade, which she declined, while keeping watch on 
the doorway. 

“Mrs. Collington, the reason I’m here today is 
because we like to get to know the parents of our new 
students. As soon as someone moves into the area, we 
go out and visit the home, just to spend time with 
them.” 

“That’s very nice of you.” 
“Yes, well, Shannon is a sweet girl. All her teachers 

just love her too. And she gets along so well with the 
other students.” 

I was beginning to wonder if we were talking about 
the same Shannon. “Thank you. Raising a daughter 
these days can be a challenge.” 

“I’m sure it’s one you and Mr. Collington take 
seriously.” 

When Mrs. Myron’s eyes refused to meet mine, I 
couldn’t resist any longer. “Are you looking for 
someone?” 
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She snapped to attention. “Why no. I’m not looking 
for anyone.” 

“I just wondered. You seem a little distracted.” 
Mrs. Myron chuckled with an artificial smile. Then 

she checked the kitchen doorway one more time. 
“Ren’s already gone, Mrs. Myron.” 
“He is? I mean ... Ren who?” 
“You know who. Ren Spencer. Isn’t that who you 

really came to see?” 
As she covered her mouth with her hand, she 

giggled. “I’m sorry to’ve bothered you Mrs. Collington. 
It’s just that, well, I’m going through the change. Wait 
till you get there. Unruly hormones! You know?” 

“It’ll be our secret.” I winked at her.  
At the door, she stopped to add one more thing. 

“Shannon really is a lovely girl. I want you to know 
that. Wish we had a dozen more just like her.” 

“Thank you again. Are any other faculty coming 
from the school?” 

Mrs. Myron giggled again. “You know, I don’t think 
they will be. It seems I’m the only one who has a thing 
for Ren Spencer.” 

“That’s okay. You and about a million other women 
worldwide.” 

Myself included. 

# 

Shannon 
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Dear Journal, 
When Ren answered my last email, he said he misses me 

and Mom. He even misses Illinois! That’s weird. He told me 
all about his dogs on his ranch. I wish I could see them. He 
says Colorado is nice. I told him maybe someday I could 
visit him there.  

Ren said maybe he could fly out for my birthday, but I 
don’t think it’ll work out. He says he’s awfully busy right 
now. Something about the buildings he owns. Katie said she 
saw a picture of him on TMZ, but she missed what they 
were saying about him.   

# 

Judith 

At Winnie’s retirement party, (held in the Innstead 
living room), her immediate family arrived, ready to 
celebrate. Shannon and I made sure we had everything 
ready well in advance. We’d invited Leonard Morley to 
join us, but he declined. 

The only member of Winnie’s family I was dying to 
meet wasn’t even there—her nephew Rick. However, 
Ditzie-Lou was, and she made a point of pulling me off 
to the side with Winnie. “I want to apologize for my 
husband’s lapse in judgment.”  

My educated guess was that Rick’s wife spent a lot of 
her time apologizing for her husband’s behavior.  

“We were pretty surprised, especially considering the 
individual who won the poker game,” I said. 
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“Oh, you mean that movie star? Pffft. He’s not my 
type anyway.” 

For some reason, I had a tough time remembering to 
call Ditzie-Lou by her real name.  

Noble raised his glass for a toast. “Here’s to my 
friend Winnie. Laughs at all my good jokes and forgives 
me for the bad ones.” 

On the hearth, a pile of gifts waited for Winnie to 
open. I gave her a beautiful crystal picture frame with a 
photo of the Innstead, and a generous gift certificate for 
Bergner’s. She seemed excited about moving into the 
retirement community near the mall. She would enjoy 
having someone wait on her hand and foot for a 
change.  

With the party underway, I hadn’t noticed our 
neighbors had come to the front door. Heidi and Mitch. 
Heidi was dressed in a low-cut sweater and short skirt, 
and Mitch wore a Hawaiian shirt tucked inside his 
freshly starched and pressed khaki’s. Behind them was 
another surprise guest, who I recognized immediately 
from his dark, shoulder-length, shredded spaghetti 
dreadlocks. Heidi’s brother, Warren. 

Mitch found Winnie and approached her, offering 
her a Bay-go Man business card. Heidi gushed over me, 
as if I was her best friend. “It’s wonderful to see you 
baby-doll!” 

“Welcome.” I said, with a nod and a smile. 
“This is my brother, Warren. You haven’t met him 

yet, have you?” She winked at him, and pushed him 
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toward me. I shook Warren’s hand and immediately felt 
a chill. 

“Warren’s a regular entrepreneur, aren’t you 
sweetie?” 

“Yeah.” 
“He wants to start his own business. Go on, tell 

Judith all about it.” 
“Warren, I’d like nothing more than to listen to your 

future plans, but I need to get more ice for our guests, 
so why don’t you follow me into the kitchen and we’ll 
talk there. Shannon? Can you help me please?” 

Busying myself in front of the ice-maker, I tried to 
ignore Warren as he stood with his mouth open, staring 
at me. He tugged on the front of his Scaleybark 
Memorial Gardens polo shirt—one size too small—and 
jerked his head to get the unruly dreadlocks from his 
eyes. “Heidi never told me how pretty you are.” 

“Uh…thank you.” 
When Warren spoke, I felt sorry for him in a way. It 

isn’t his fault his front teeth are too long and his upper 
lip is too far from his lower. He uses his teeth to 
pronounce his m’s and his p’s. 

A dreadlocked beaver comes to mind. 
“So, what’s your new business venture?” 
“Well, you may not know this, but I’m head 

landscaper at Scaleybark Memorial Gardens. I’m 
planning on starting my own landscaping business.” 

“Residential?” 
“No, for the area funeral homes.” 
“How nice.” I cringed to myself. 
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“Then later, when I save enough and finish my 
correspondence course, I want to own my own funeral 
parlor. Death’s a booming business.” 

Was that saliva spray I felt on my arm? As if on cue, 
Shannon sneezed. “Gesundheit.” I said. 

Just then, Heidi entered with an empty glass. “Is the 
ice ready yet?” 

“Sorry to keep you waiting.” 
“Anyway, as I was saying, I’d like to own my own 

business some day, and well, Heidi said maybe you 
could give me some pointers, seeing as how you own 
your own business here.” 

If they only knew. I glared at Shannon to keep quiet.  
“Plus, I wanted to ask you if you’d care to go with 

me Friday night to Single Sounds.” 
“Excuse me?” 
“Single Sounds. It’s the singles’ group I belong to. 

Every Friday night, we meet at Danvers Fire Station and 
everybody sings around the piano and listens to the 
latest CD’s. Some people even have headphones.” 

Heidi bulldozed her way into the conversation again. 
“You should go, Judith. You could use an evening out.” 

“But I can’t leave Shannon alone at night.” 
Even though I knew Shannon could handle things 

herself, I had to play up her innocence. Unfortunately, 
she didn’t play along. “Mom, you’ve left me alone lots 
of times.” 

“I don’t know, Warren. I just wouldn’t feel 
comfortable.” 
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“Baby-doll, would it make you feel better if I stayed 
with her?” 

Was I ready for Heidi LaFleur to spend quality time 
with my daughter? Was I ready to be alone with baby 
brother Warren?  

“Come on, Mom.” 
“Heidi, I wouldn’t want to impose.” Clearly, I had no 

way out of my dilemma. Besides, if it was a singles club, 
maybe I’d meet someone else. “How about this ... I’ll go 
with Warren Friday night, and Shannon can stay at 
home with the burglar alarm on. If there’s any trouble, 
she can call you to come over, okay Heidi?”  

“That suits me, how about you, Shannon?” Heidi 
curled her arm around Shannon’s shoulder. “Maybe we 
can get together another time.” 

Grabbing Heidi’s glass, I filled it with ice. I would’ve 
preferred to fill her glass with hemlock. 

Out at the party, the sound of people talking and 
laughing suddenly diminished to silence. When I 
became too curious, I returned to the living room, 
where Leonard Morley stood dressed in a towel and 
bathing cap, holding a Bic razor in one hand and a can 
of shaving cream in the other. I tried to sneak up 
behind him so I wouldn’t wake him. Unfortunately, 
Warren couldn’t keep quiet. He burst into a laughing 
fit, snorting and slapping his knee. “Nobody told me 
this was a costume party!” 

When Leonard woke up and realized where he was, 
he crossed his arms to hide his bare chest, and blushed 
a brilliant shade of red. I followed him upstairs. Behind 
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me, the stunned guests began laughing and twittering, 
until the noise returned to its pre-Leonard level. 

“Anything I can do to help?” I asked him. 
“No. I’ve never been so humiliated.” He set down his 

razor and shaving cream and covered up with a robe. 
“I’ve been under a great strain lately with my 
employer.” 

“I’m sorry. I’ll come back and check on you in an 
hour or so. Are the guests disturbing you? Should we try 
to be quieter?” 

“No, please don’t change anything on my account. 
Enjoy your festivities.” 

“Why don’t you get dressed and join us? We’d love 
to have you.” 

“Oh no, I couldn’t. Not after the way I just appeared 
in front of all those people. I’d be mortified.” 

“Well, I’ll leave you then. But if you change your 
mind, you’re more than welcome to join us.” 

After I left Leonard and closed his door, I returned to 
the guests downstairs. Our towel-clad guest was the 
topic du jour for the rest of the party. I only hope he 
couldn’t hear from up in his room.  
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Chapter Ten 

Judith 

My mother called me when I was asleep. Dreaming 
about Shannon’s first date. I thanked her for waking me 
from a nightmare.  

“What was he like, Judith?” 
“Who?” 
“The boy in your dream. Shannon’s first date?” 
“Oh Mom, he was awful. Twenty years old, and in 

jail for car-jacking.” 
“Oh my, that does sound like a nightmare. You still 

want me to come for Shannon’s birthday?” 
“Yes! I know she’d love to have you. Come a few 

days early, and you can help me get ready.” 
In a couple of days, Mom arrived at the airport and 

we went immediately out to lunch. When we hugged, I 
remembered how I never got any of Mom’s height, and 
her fair skin is even lighter than mine. 

“How’s my granddaughter like the Midwest?” 
I poured dressing on my salad. “She’s adjusted 

beautifully. No more cigarettes, thank God.” 
Mom removed a Kleenex from her purse and turned 

away to blow her nose. Afterwards, her nose was bright 
red, which contrasted against her white freckled skin. 
“For myself, I’ve tried those patches, hypnosis, you 
name it. Nothing works.” Mom sipped her water. 
“How’s your love life?” she asked.  

“Not much different from last time we talked.” 
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“You know, I never understood how you were 
surrounded by so many good-looking men in 
Hollywood, and never found one you liked.” 

While spreading margarine on my bread, I frowned. 
“I dated a few men there after the divorce, but I tried to 
stay away from film stars. I still do. An actor is nothing 
more than a man with an approval complex. 
Constantly seeking approval from others.”  Even as I 
said it, it sounded like a worn out cliché, never updated 
for my current circumstance.  

“Judith, everywhere you go you can find people who 
seek approval. It’s just that some have to seek it in a 
more public forum than others.” 

I shrugged. “I agree with you, but I still don’t trust 
most actors. How can you ever be certain of their 
sincerity?” 

“The same way you do with any man. It’s called 
mutual trust.” 

I stabbed a hunk of tomato with my fork. “Mom, 
you can’t expect me to change years of habits with one 
quick lunch.” 

“I know Judith. But at least I’ve given you something 
to think about.” 

After we finished eating, we picked Shannon up early 
from school. A grandmother and granddaughter 
together is a precious sight. I took several pictures of 
the two of them. Maybe my mother was right about 
dating actors, but then we were back to my old habits 
of not dating anyone for the time being. It’s easier 
being uninvolved. 
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# 

Shannon 

Dear Journal, 
Mom did it again. She invited Grandma to come to my 

party without even asking me first. There’s no way she’s 
spending the night with the rest of us! We won’t be able to 
make each other faint or call boys we like and hang up on 
them. We won’t be able to do anything private. Not with 
Grandma right there watching and listening. It’s too gross to 
imagine! I love her, but a grandma just does NOT belong at 
a sleepover. Plus, we want to stay up all night. Who wants 
their grandma to join them for that? 

# 

Judith 

When the night arrived for Shannon’s birthday 
sleepover, I called Tiffany to make sure everything was 
set for the live chat. She said she didn’t mind 
participating. “Anything to help Shannon.” 

I removed the Chex Mix from the oven while we 
talked. “The girls should be here in about an hour. 
We’ll set up the chat ahead of time, so they can just 
start right away. I hated to, but I had to ask my mother 
to leave the girls alone during the sleepover. She 
wanted to show them how to bake cookies.” 

“A grandmother at a sleepover? How gross.” 
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“I think she understands now.” 
“I wish I was in a better mood, though.” 
“More script problems?” 
Tiffany didn’t speak for a moment. “No, this time it’s 

men problems.” 
I sniffed the zesty mix then slid it into a serving 

bowl. “My advice to you is stay as far away from men as 
possible. Get your head straight.” I was thankful Ren 
was no longer in town to influence my decision.  

“It’s not that easy, when the attraction is like—so 
strong.” 

I snitched a peanut from the Chex Mix bowl. “Is this 
someone new, or one of your older romances?”  

“I’d rather not say who. He’s someone I used to see 
off and on. We decided long ago to keep our 
relationship a secret. He said it would be bad for both of 
us if the media ever found out.” 

“Now you’ve got me curious.” 
“You know how it is Judith, being in the spotlight all 

the time.” 
I opened a bag of Cheetos. “Since I’ve been here, I’ve 

been focusing more on my daughter than on men. 
That’s one reason I planned this party for her.”  

“I wonder if I’ll ever be a mother. If I’ll ever have a 
sweet daughter like yours.” 

“Thank you Tiffany. I consider that a compliment. 
I’m sure you will someday. You’re still young. There’s 
plenty of time. Are you in love with this man?” 

“I think so, but he’s never said he was in love with 
me.” 
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“You know what Tiffany? If my career with the bed 
and breakfast doesn’t work out, I can always give advice 
to the lovelorn.” 

“And I’ll be your biggest customer.” 
I crunched a couple of Cheetos. “I better get moving 

here, to get ready for the girls. Shannon’s still upstairs 
fixing her room. She’s growing up so fast, I hardly 
recognize her.” 

“Bye Judith. I’d love to come visit you sometime in 
your little bed and breakfast.” 

“And Shannon and I would love to see you again. 
When you’re done filming, we’ll plan something.” 

“That would be like—so cool.” 
After I hung up, I opened my email. I had a message 

from Tom. His email said he would call later to wish 
Shannon happy birthday, and he sent Shannon’s check 
for her cell phone. As ex-husband’s go, he was one of 
the nice ones. He sent her so many nice things for her 
birthday. I almost wished I was turning 13 again.  

If I had to choose one thing I missed most about 
Tom it was how helpful he was with Shannon. He 
never complained about stinky diapers, burping, or 
runny noses, the way some of my girlfriends’ husbands 
did. His downfall was as a husband. His business and 
his daughter came before me, and that’s what 
ultimately broke us up.  

I’d met him at a safe driving class when I was only 
nineteen. Yes, I’ve been known to exceed the posted 
speed limit on occasion. During a break from class, we 
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met and chatted over a pot of prehistoric coffee and a 
plate of air-dried vanilla-creme sandwich cookies.  

“My name’s Judith.” 
“I’m Tom. You come here often?” 
“Not as often as I probably should. Somehow I never 

get caught. Except last week.” 
“So was that you we just saw in the video, following 

the Camaro too closely?” 
“Hey, if you don’t close up the space, someone will 

jump in front.” 
“Since when do they wait for a space?” 
I liked him right away, and we dated for exactly six 

months before we got married. He had the silkiest hair 
I’ve ever had the pleasure to run my fingers through. 
Even so, silky hair on a man doesn’t make up for other 
flaws.  

The one annoying habit I never learned to accept the 
entire eight years we were married is he’s overly 
cautious. Tom’s the type of person who buys tornado 
insurance. And we never lived outside of LA.  

At one time, we owned three digital cameras, all 
alike. “Just in case one is stolen,” was his reasoning. 
When he accepted the overseas position with Xerox, we 
knew our time was short. He became less attentive to 
me, and more to his sales quota. Can I help it if I crave 
to be adored? All or nothing at all? 

Our relationship now centers around Shannon, as it 
should, and he also has a habit of showing up 
unexpectedly. Drives me nuts. Once, he showed up 
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while I was scrubbing my bathroom. I met him at the 
door with the bowl brush in my hand.  

Currently he’s in a relationship with someone new. 
I’m happy for him. I want Tom to be happy.  

It’s been a while now since I’ve had a man truly “in 
my life”, but that doesn’t necessarily mean I’m 
enthusiastic about it.  

# 

Judith 

“Mom, do you hear anything?” 
My mother and I sat together on the living room 

couch at 1:30 a.m., listening to nine pre-teen girls being 
far too quiet. Only moments earlier, they’d been 
gathered in the kitchen, mixing and stirring some 
concoction in a tall glass. The girls had enjoyed the live 
chat with Tiffany, so maybe they were finally settling 
down to sleep. 

“Was I ever this quiet when I was Shannon’s age?” 
Mom smiled. “Maybe we better go up and check on 

them.” 
We never made it up the stairs. Once the screaming 

started, all nine of them came charging down the 
staircase, in a mass of arms and legs. Shannon was in 
the middle of the pack, out of breath. “Mom, come 
quick. Kristen just threw up.” 

Flashing through my mind were visions of the ER 
and frantic explanations to unsuspecting parents. 
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Shannon and I bolted up the stairs, while the other girls 
stayed behind in the living room with my mother, 
screaming and clutching their faces. Shannon’s voice 
was still agitated. “She’s in the bathroom, but she won’t 
let anyone in.” 

“Did she make it in there … on time?” I asked. 
“Don’t worry. She didn’t throw up on the floor.” 
I stood outside Shannon’s bathroom, listening, but 

all I could hear was water running. “Kristen, are you 
alright?” 

A petite, feminine voice answered me. “Yes, I think 
so.” 

“May I come in, honey?” 
Without an answer, Kristen opened the door. The 

first thing I noticed was she’d sprayed Shannon’s air 
freshener. LOTS OF IT. I could barely breathe, choked 
by an overpowering mix of flowers. But, Kristen seemed 
perfectly fine. “Everyone out.” I pulled the arms of both 
girls out of Shannon’s room and into the hall, where I 
could breathe. “Now, who can tell me what 
happened?” 

Shannon and Kristen locked eyes. Then Shannon 
finally answered. “Kristen drank something that … 
didn’t go down very well.” 

“What was it?” 
“We dared her.” 
“To drink what?” I was getting nervous now. 
“Just some things from the refrigerator. But we 

didn’t think she would throw up.” 
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Then I remembered. The mixing and stirring in the 
kitchen. Shannon finally confessed. The girls had made 
a witch’s brew of pickle juice, Tabasco sauce, lemonade, 
and chocolate milk.  

I didn’t want Shannon’s party to end badly. But I 
decided we better call Kristen’s parents just to let them 
know. “Maybe you better get your things and go home 
for the rest of the night.” 

“But Mom, she can’t go home just yet.” 
“Why not?” 
Shannon’s face turned white. “There was more to the 

dare than just drinking the pickle juice mix.” 
“Oh, and what was that?” 
“Um, Mom, you’ll have to get all the rest of the girls 

back up here, because…” 
I crossed my arms, demanding Shannon finish her 

sentence. 
Instead of Shannon finishing it, Kristen did. 

“Because we all switched bras with each other, and now 
I have to find out who’s wearing mine.” 

# 

Judith 

By the time Friday night arrived, I’d tried every way 
possible to gracefully back out of my date with Warren, 
but he was coming to pick me up no matter what. To 
ensure there would be no second date, I’d instructed 
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Shannon to call me every twenty minutes on my cell 
with some sort of problem regarding the B&B.  

As I stood in front of my mirror, I combed my hair, 
but did nothing else with it. I left my part crooked and 
wore the rattiest sweatshirt I owned. For an extra touch, 
I put on my painter’s overalls. No perfume, no make-up 
and no interest in going out with this guy, but I was 
already committed. Shannon met me in the living 
room. “Oh Mom, you’re horrible!” 

“Good. That’s exactly the look I was going for.” I felt 
guilty about the ruse, but sometimes I have to go 
beyond the call of duty. 

“Those overalls! The only thing missing is you need 
your two front teeth blacked out.” 

“Now, Shannon. Be nice. We don’t want to insult 
anyone.” 

When Warren arrived, all I had to do was remind 
Shannon a couple of times about calling me if she 
needed “ANYTHING”, and to expect me home early. 

“Have a great time.” 
“Don’t forget to set the burglar alarm!” 
Warren juggled his car keys. “Bye, um ... Sherry.” 
“Shannon,” she corrected him.  
In front of the porch, Warren’s two-tone restored 

1970’s-ish Monte Carlo engine idled, with the 
passenger door still open, so all I would have to do is 
step in like Cinderella. I closed my own door and he 
jogged to the driver’s seat as if the world would come to 
a catastrophic end if he dawdled. “Shouldn’t take too 
long to get there. I’m really excited you came tonight.” 
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My mind wandered to a bill I forgot to pay, which 
was vastly more entertaining than my current 
circumstance.  

When we arrived at the fire station, only a few other 
cars were there ahead of us, and Warren’s was the nicest 
car there. As predicted, my cell phone rang. “Hello.” I 
tried to act surprised. 

“Mom, you better come home right away, there’s a 
fire on the stove.” 

I climbed out of Warren’s car. “Oh! How terrible. Are 
you okay? I told you to be careful with those 
marshmallow treats!”  

“Okay Mom. Bye.” 
Our first phony call had gone well. Warren stared at 

me as if I had a wart on the end of my nose. I shrugged. 
“She’s not very experienced in the kitchen.” 

“Well, I’m sure if she needs help again, she can call 
Heidi.” 

Inside the building, the fire truck was spit-polished 
and shiny, and an imposing elephant in the living 
room. Five or six balding men in tight T-shirts and ill-
fitting pants gathered around a piano, singing. I was 
beginning to wonder if I was at a single’s club meeting 
or an Osmond Brothers reunion.  

Warren took my arm and pulled me into a corner. “I 
guess the girls aren’t here yet. Usually, after the girls get 
here, things really start to jazz up.” 

As the saying goes, what did that make me? 
Chopped liver?  
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Soon, the back door clanged open and three ladies 
entered, dressed in short skirts and one in tight jeans. I 
could barely see their faces under their make-up. One 
had on what appeared to be a double set of false 
eyelashes. 

The men stopped singing and joined the ladies to 
welcome them to the group. Even from across the 
room, perfume filled the air. 

My cell rang again, and I answered. 
“Mom, I’m not sure about this, but I think there’s a 

man outside.” 
“Well, here’s what you need to do. Go to the 

kitchen, and grab a frying pan….” 
“No Mom. This is real. There’s a man at the front 

door and now he just knocked.” 
“Is the porch light on?” I could hear the anxiety in 

her voice. 
“Yes, but I’m too scared to go to the door.” 
“Where are you now, honey?” 
“I’m in the closet with your umbrella. Now he’s 

walking around the side of the house, peeking in the 
windows. I can just see him through the crack in the 
closet door.” 

“It might just be a guest looking for a room, or…. 
Shannon, here’s what you need to do. Hang up and call 
Heidi, then if you need to, call 911. Just let Heidi in the 
back door. I’m on my way home right now.” 

When I tried to hang up my phone, it got tangled up 
in my sleeve, and I dropped it on the concrete floor. 
“Warren. Take me home. Now!” 
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“But we just got here.” 
“My daughter needs me. There’s a man wandering 

around outside the house.” 
He shrugged and said good-bye to the Osmonds, 

then we left, arriving home in twenty minutes. As we 
pulled up in front, Warren reached under his seat and 
pulled out a can of WD-40.  

“A weapon? Is that supposed to reassure me?” 
“Have you ever accidentally squirted this stuff into 

your eyes?” 
Before I could answer, I was already out of the car, 

slipping my key into the front door lock. This was one 
time I wish Shannon’s father had been here with her. 
Although, Tom would’ve insisted she not be left alone 
in the first place.  

Instead of seeing my daughter crouching in fear in 
the closet with a wire hanger for a weapon, (ala Jaime 
Lee Curtis), she was seated at the kitchen table, talking 
to a man. The moment I recognized the back view of 
Ren Spencer, Shannon jumped from her chair. 

“Mom! Look who’s here!” 
Ren whirled around, then stood up to greet me. 

Instead of a simple handshake, he whisked me into his 
arms and swung me around. As he let me back down, 
he finally noticed my attire. “You shouldn’t have 
dressed up just for me.” 

My reaction to him was different. “You look 
fantastic!”  

It came out before I could stop it. He did though. His 
hair was shorter, he’d slimmed down a bit, and his 
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lovely neck was clear from stubble. Like a walk-on part, 
Heidi made her entrance into the kitchen from the 
adjoining powder room, in time to maker her 
announcement. “Judith, you never told me you had 
such… famous friends.” 

I watched in horror as Heidi turned on her twenty-
five year old routine. Her voice became breathy. She 
stuck her tongue between her lips and licked, 
suggesting who knows what, and this time, using more 
than her arms to adjust her boobs. If she’d had the 
chance, she probably would’ve perched in Ren’s lap, 
but at the moment, he was still standing.  

Behind me was a stunned mullet; Warren. “This is 
Ren Spencer, Warren.” 

“We thought you were a burglar,” was all he could 
manage, while staring at Ren’s face and shifting back 
and forth on his feet.  

“I was just about to break in. Until Shannon 
recognized me and finally opened the door.” 

Heidi swayed her hip to one side. “That’s when I got 
here too. With this.” She presented us with her weapon 
of choice—a Black ‘n Decker Drill/Driver. “It’s all I 
could find on short notice.”     

I rolled up my sweatshirt sleeves, realizing I needed 
to offer coffee or snacks to everyone. 

“Ren, do you have any luggage?” 
“No, I’m not staying here. I’m at the Chateau Hotel 

under an assumed name.” 
“Don’t be silly.” I said. “You can stay here.” 
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Ren tilted his head to one side, with a slight shrug. 
“Judith, I’m not alone. Lisa’s here with me. She’s 
waiting in the hotel room.” 
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Chapter Eleven 

Shannon 

Dear Journal, 
I am so glad Ren’s back. He’is starting to look more like 

his old posters. He’s all cleaned up. Heidi was so funny. 
When I called her, she came to the back door with that 
electric drill, and her eyes were big like she thought I was 
being attacked. But it was just Ren. She sure was surprised 
we had a famous actor peeking in our windows. As soon as 
they met each other, Heidi sort of changed. She started 
acting silly around him. She started messing with her hair 
and touching her lips with her fingertips. But at least now 
that Heidi knows, we don’t have to try to hide him anymore. 

# 

Judith 

Okay, so I don’t need a man. Especially this one. He 
wants to introduce me to his girlfriend and they want 
to spend one night at the Innstead. Not a problem. I’m 
not sure why only one night, but I can be a gracious 
hostess for a few hours. I’m anxious to meet Lisa 
anyway, just to satisfy my own curiosity.  

To prepare, Shannon and I are going to do double 
cleaning duty. Also, we’ll plan an extra-special meal for 
their dinner, perhaps even a late candlelight supper in 
their room. And of course, they get the Tinkerbell. 
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That’s the room most women love. It has fluffy beige 
and deep raspberry pillow shams, lace eyelet curtains, 
and plush buttery carpet so thick, you can lose a pair of 
ankle boots in it. 

“Mom, are you jealous of Lisa? I am.” 
I slid my hands into my Playtex Living gloves. 

“What do you mean jealous? We haven’t even met her 
yet.” 

“Oh, you know. Are you jealous he has a girlfriend?” 
“Not really.” 
God, I hate lying to my daughter. But she just turned 

13 years old. She can’t possibly understand the feelings 
I’m trying to suppress. I am jealous, but that doesn’t 
mean I can’t try harder. When they come to spend the 
night, I could dress in the sexiest outfit I own; a mesh 
sundress with cap sleeve, V-cut in the front and the 
back. I could, but I won’t. It would be too obvious.  

If I really want to be cruel, I could wear a fragrance 
he likes. But without knowing which is his favorite on a 
woman, that plan might backfire on me.  

“Mom, do you think I should take his pictures off 
my wall? I mean, now that we know him, and he owns 
our home and all?” 

“I’ll leave that decision entirely up to you.” 
“When are they coming for dinner and to spend the 

night?” 
I scrubbed the corner of the kitchen floor with as 

much vigor as I could. “In a couple of days.” 
“Wonder what they’ll be doing at the hotel till 

then.” 
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All I did was stare at the wall and clear my throat.   
“Mom, I saw some little flowers out in the yard.” 
“You did? Where?” 
As Shannon and I went outside, the buzzing of a 

weed eater startled us. Around the corner toward the 
front, Warren was already engaged in yard work. He 
shook his long dark dreadlocks from his eyes, and 
turned off the noisy machine. “Good morning ladies. 
Hope I didn’t wake you.” 

I peeled off my rubber gloves. From where I was 
standing, nothing appeared to be growing just yet. “Am 
I paying you by the hour?” 

“No, Winnie used to pay me by the season. Flat rate, 
but we can renegotiate if you’d rather.” 

“No, no. That’s fine. Please continue.” 
Shannon tugged my sleeve. “The flowers are over 

here, Mom.”  
Sticking up in the grass were the colorful petals of 

the cutest flowers I’ve ever seen. “How darling! I 
wonder when Winnie planted them.” 

Warren’s voice startled me. “Tri-color crocuses. From 
bulbs. I planted them. They can take full sun to partial 
shade. Highly vigorous and hearty even in below 
freezing temperatures.” 

“Wow!” Shannon said. “You know a lot about 
plants.” 

“That’s my job.” 
Warren elbowed me in the ribs. “You ever going out 

with me again?” 
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“I don’t think so. Not with you being my landscaper. 
It’s my policy to not date the employees.” 

“Too bad. I was going to take you on a driving tour 
of Scaleybark Memorial Gardens.” 

“Darn. I hate to miss that. Well. Shannon and I have 
lots of cleaning to do inside. Have a nice day, Warren.” 

Saved again from the evil dreadlocks.    
For some reason I thought of Winnie, and how 

much I missed her. I decided when Shannon and I were 
finished cleaning, I would pay a visit to Winnie and 
Thumper in their new home.  

# 

Judith 

On my way to Winnie’s retirement home, my 
thoughts centered on my parents. With Dad gone, I 
would only have to concern myself someday with my 
mother. My brother Perry and I had discussed it in the 
past, and we decided we would take turns caring for 
her. I felt sorry for Winnie, as none of her children had 
agreed to take her in. Retirement for me is so far in the 
future, I hadn’t given it any thought, other than Perry 
helping me set up a retirement plan.  

In the lobby of Winnie’s new home, a booming but 
cheerful Elvis intercom voice caught me by surprise. 
“Hello, and Viva Las Vegas! At two p.m. in the Plaza 
Lounge, come one, come all for Elvis Bingo. Now don’t 
get all shook up, and plan on joining us at the 
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Heartbreak Hotel for a roustabout round of Bingo. We 
won’t be cruel, and you could win a free video of “Fun 
in Acapulco.” 

I decided if Winnie didn’t want to go out for lunch, 
we could always stay in and play Elvis Bingo. 

“Judith! My goodness, you look good.” 
She hugged and squeezed me before I could catch 

my breath. “Winnie, it’s so good to see you.” 
The home was nothing like what I’d expected. 

Instead, it was clean, bright, and cozy. All the comforts 
of home, with modern conveniences. Her room was 
perfect, with a big closet and a private bath. Thumper 
remembered me, smacking my ankles with his tail.  

“I understand you have a rousing game of Elvis 
Bingo planned for this afternoon.” 

“Never a dull moment around here.” 
“Have you made lots of new friends?” I asked. 
“Sure have. I’d love you to meet them.” 
“Where is everyone? Most of the rooms I passed were 

empty.” 
“Most everyone’s gone to a tournament. Extreme 

Paintball.” 
“You’re kidding.” 
“No kidding. Oh don’t worry. They’re not in the 

tournament. Just watching. Our activities director finds 
all sorts of entertainment for us. When Tony Orlando 
was in town last month, a whole group of us went 
down on the activities bus.” 

“I’m glad to hear you like your new home.” 
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She sat on her rocker with her head facing the 
window. “I miss the old place.” 

“You do? I mean, of course you do. I miss you too.” 
“Are you homesick for Hollywood?” 
“Not at all. Before we left there, I couldn’t wait to get 

out here and start my new life. Everyone in that whole 
environment is so phony. Once in a while, I get cards 
and letters from some of the old clients, but generally 
speaking, that part of my life is over.” 

Winnie frowned at me. “Some people spend their 
whole lives running. Never slow down long enough to 
set proper roots.” 

She made me think hard about running. Was that a 
pattern for me? Had I learned that from my father? Was 
I running to something or was I running away?  

“I guess you heard all about Ren and his plans,” she 
said. 

“I know he’s back in town, but which plans?” 
“Him and Lisa. It was on that Entertainment news 

show. About the children’s home they want to re-
build.” 

When my face reflected nothing but a question 
mark, Winnie continued. “According to the news story, 
he and Lisa flew out to Peoria to perform the ribbon 
cutting ceremony before the official ground-breaking. 
Ren’s from there, originally.” 

I was surprised at this side of Ren. What an 
admirable and selfless offer.  

“Rebuilding the children’s home was mostly Lisa’s 
idea. She heard how it was deteriorating and badly in 
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need of repairs and supplies, and Ren has a spare dollar 
or two.” 

“Do you know much about Lisa?” I asked. 
“Not much, but I think she’ll make him a 

challenging wife.” 
“Wife?” 
“It was announced on the same news show as the 

ribbon-cutting ceremony. Ren and Lisa are engaged.” 

# 

Judith 

When have I ever been this happy? What could be 
more joyful than another happy couple waltzing down 
the aisle together in holy matrimony?  

The night of Ren and Lisa began with introductions. 
“Judith Collington, I’d like you to meet Miss Lisa Dawn 
Pillton, my fiancée.” She was wearing a gorgeous spring 
dress, with pink pearls and earrings to match. 

As I shook hands with Lisa, I did a quick inventory 
on assets. Nice body: check. Very Angelina Jolie.  

Skin: Flawless 
Hair: Black and shiny smooth, but short 
Eyes: dark green 
Voice: Ahhhh! That’s where I’ve got her.... I wonder 

how long it would’ve taken Ren’s vocal coach to 
recognize a Texas twang. 

“Welcome to the Innstead Bed and Breakfast.” 

140 

  



“Thank you so very much. You all have such a 
charming place here. Reminds me of my granddaddy’s 
old house in N’Orleans.” She swung her head 360 
degrees for a better look.  

As long as I didn’t have to listen to Lisa talk, I 
thought I might make it through the evening. She 
clung to Ren like pet hair on a sweater.  

Due to altered circumstances, I decided to prepare 
more family fare, with Shannon and myself included, 
rather than the originally planned intimate meal for 
two. “Would you and Ren like a drink before dinner?” 

Ren and Lisa gazed into each others’ eyes, still 
holding hands. In my vivid imagination, I pictured the 
two of them as the bride and groom on top of the cake: 
Lisa in chaps and spurs, with a sleeveless flannel shirt 
and ten-gallon hat, and Ren in a pony tail and tight 
leather pants. The better to show off his rear bumper.  

“We’re fine right now.” Ren said, while pulling Lisa 
into his arms and planting one kiss after another on her 
lips, with little smooching sounds. 

“More Saccharine please?” I smiled at my daughter. 
“Shannon, would you please get me some?” I shrugged. 
“It’s for my ice tea.” 

“Sure Mom.”   
In a few minutes, our guests’ overnight bags were 

moved to the Tinkerbell, and the happy couple was 
seated on the couch, while Shannon and I finished 
final preparations. I stuck my fingers into the cream 
sauce for the French cut green beans, and licked it off. 
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Not enough pepper. I tried to keep my voice as quiet as 
possible. “Did you get a load of her?” 

“I think she’s sweet. Ren seems to really like her.” 
“For some reason, I didn’t think Ren went for 

‘sweet’. I thought he went for the more practical type.” 
“Like you, Mom?” 
“Do you think I’m practical?” 
“Tonight I do. Just look at how you’re dressed.” 
“My button down oxford and jeans are fine.”  
“But it doesn’t exactly show off your figure, does it?” 
“It’s comfortable for cooking and serving food.” 
“I thought you were going to wear that sundress. I 

saw it hanging on your closet doorknob.” 
“I changed my mind.”  
The sundress would keep for another dinner. When 

Tom and I were married, he’d bought me a couple of 
nice dresses, but I eventually gave them away. For some 
reason, all this wedding talk lately has me thinking of 
Tom. 

“Honey, did your dad say much about his girlfriend, 
Grace?” 

“A little. They’re not engaged yet or anything.” 
“What else did he say?” 
“He told me she likes shrimp cocktail. She eats it out 

of those little jars with a shrimp fork. He said she even 
eats it in bed watching TV.”  

Somehow, imagining Tom’s girlfriend sitting up in 
bed eating shrimp cocktail made me jealous. 

“No, I mean what does she look like?” 

142 

  



“I don’t know.” Shannon stared at my face. “Not as 
pretty as you are Mom. I’m sure of that.”  

“Oh my, it smells just wonderful in here.” Lisa 
interrupted our conversation. “May I help?” She fiddled 
with the pot handles on the stove and studied the 
utensil rack above the cutting board. 

“So sweet of you to offer, but no. Shannon and I 
have everything under control.” 

“If you’re sure. I just luuuuuv cooking.” 
When we were all at the dinner table, I opened the 

wine and poured each of the adults a glass, raising 
mine. “Ren. Lisa. I’d like to congratulate you on your 
engagement.” 

We shared a silent toast.  
“Oh my stars, I almost forgot. I brought you and 

Shannon a gift.” Lisa said, reaching to the floor by her 
chair. “I brought you each a little something.” 

She placed a wrapped gift in my hand.  
I stared at it, stunned into silence for a moment. 

“Lovely ribbon, Lisa. And this paper is too pretty to 
unwrap.”  

It was a book. A book of poetry from the Victorian 
age. The cover photograph resembled the Innstead. 
“Lisa, this is very sweet of you. Thank you so much.” 

“I brought you something too, Shannon.” 
My daughter tore open the wrapper to see a box of 

Godiva chocolates. “Thank you, Lisa.”  
“I hope you all enjoy them.” 
I glanced at Ren. I felt guilty for not having bought 

anything for Lisa. 
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Shannon drank a sip of her milk. “When are you 
guys getting married? Can we come?” 

My hand immediately clutched my daughter’s arm. 
“Shannon!” 

Ren picked up his fork. “That’s alright. Lisa, we 
might as well tell them.” 

“Tell us what?” Shannon asked. 
Lisa stood from the table and smiled her best Texas 

grin. “We weren’t going to tell you until later, but Ren 
and I have decided we want to get married here. At the 
bed and breakfast.” 

Now Ren stood as well, reaching for Lisa’s 
outstretched hand. Their eyes held fast to each other. 
“Lisa loves it. We decided it was the perfect place for a 
small, intimate wedding, which is exactly what we both 
want. And, since I do own the place....” 

“Yes, I remember,” I said, trying to remain calm. “It 
is a nice place for a wedding. A friend of mine was 
married here a few years ago.” 

I was filled with little questions, but decided to start 
with the biggest. “Does this mean I’ll no longer have a 
business to run?” 

Lisa chimed in again. “We were hoping you 
wouldn’t mind sort of changing gears. You’ll make the 
same salary as you would as bed and breakfast manager, 
but we just want everything to be perfect for the 
wedding.”  

 “And,” Ren continued, “One way you could be of 
service is to help arrange the wedding and reception. 
Lisa will be back home in Austin most of the time, with 
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wedding showers and taking care of family. It would 
mean so much to us.” 

After that I didn’t feel at all like eating. “Shannon, 
what do you think?” 

I hadn’t noticed, but Shannon was staring out the 
dining room window at the front of the house, 
scowling in confusion.  

“Shannon?” Some of my goose bumps had goose 
bumps. 

“Somebody’s here.”  
I rose from my seat, grateful for the distraction. 

When Shannon and I opened the front door together, I 
couldn’t have prepared for the person on our porch. 
We each uttered only a single word.  

“Tom.” 
“Pippi.” 
“Daddy!” 
Oh God. 
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Chapter Twelve 

Judith 

When fate adds an extra person to the dinner party, 
the hostess with the mostest simply sets another place. 
Fortunately, I had enough food, but I would’ve 
preferred some advance warning, but Tom’s just not 
that way. 

I made the introductions, and once that was out of 
the way, we learned all about football. Gridiron Angels 
had always been one of Tom’s favorite movies, so he 
was enthralled listening to Ren’s retelling of his 
preparation for the role. 

“When I read the script I knew immediately it was 
right for me. I’ve got the build, even though I never 
played football on a team. At the time, I was getting 
five or six scripts per day, but this one just stood out.”  

Tom sat back in his chair and placed his wadded 
cloth napkin on the table. “I saw that movie four times 
altogether. You did all your own stunts, didn’t you?”  

“Yes. Even the scene where I’m sacked by the entire 
front line of the Miami Dolphins.” 

“When you recovered that fumble, the crowd went 
insane. And not just the crowd in the stadium. I mean 
the crowd in the theater.” The men high-fived each 
other like locker-room buddies. “Will you be doing a 
sequel?” Tom asked.  

As if the question made no sense to him, Ren turned 
to Lisa for an answer. She obliged. “Ren and I decided 
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he will not be making any more movies for a while. We 
all want to start a family right away. All the women in 
my family have started having children before they 
turned thirty, and well, I want to do the same. We just 
don’t want Ren to miss the birth and all the excitement 
of a new baby and all.” 

“More wine anyone?” I held up the nearly empty 
bottle. Shannon held up her empty milk glass, but I 
only glared at her. “Honey, you could be a big help and 
bring in the dessert.” 

“Okay Mom.” 
Tom watched her leave. “How does she like school? 

She emails me about it, but I can’t really tell what’s 
going on with her anymore.” 

“Our daughter’s growing up. Now that she’s in 
middle school, it’s more important to her than ever to 
fit in. When school’s out in June, I’m hoping she’ll 
relax more about it.” 

Across the table, Ren and Lisa were involved in a 
private topic, so I asked Tom if we could meet in the 
kitchen to continue our discussion. I poured the coffee. 
“How long will you be home, Tom?”  

He told me he was in the area for a co-worker’s 
bachelor party. I assumed he also planned to visit his 
sister, Callie while he was home. “How is Callie?” I 
asked. 

“She’s great. As a matter of fact, she wants me to stay 
at the farm for two weeks this summer. And she wants 
me to bring Shannon.” 

“Oh wow! Mom, can I?” 
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“I need you here to help with the wedding.” 
“The wedding?” 
“Ren and Lisa are getting married July 9h. Here, at 

the bed and breakfast.” 
Tom’s stared at me. “Why here? He’s loaded. He 

could charter the island of Maui if he wanted.”   
“Shh”. I tried to whisper, so our guests wouldn’t 

hear. “Ren and Lisa want a simple, intimate wedding. 
He mentioned something about family nearby.” 

Shannon finished slicing the chocolate cheesecake. 
“Please Mom? It’s only for two weeks.” 

“I’ll have her back in time for the wedding. How’s 
that?” 

I’m aware of Tom’s rights as a father, but this would 
be a difficult decision. On the other hand, maybe 
handling wedding and reception preparations without 
Shannon around would be easier for me. 

“Okay, you can go. And why not invite Jasmine to 
meet you there? I’m sure she’d just love the farm.” 

Shannon’s eyes lit up at the suggestion. 
When we returned to the dining room with the 

dessert and coffee, Ren and Lisa were no longer there. 
My eyes were drawn to the top of the stairs, where I 
watched them retreat hand-in-hand to the Tinkerbell.   

# 

Ren 
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Lisa and I crawled right into bed, exhausted from jet 
lag. Not to mention the whole crazy evening with 
Judith and her ex-husband. I hadn’t realized until I saw 
Judith and swung her around in my arms, how much 
I’d missed her. Oh, we’ve been corresponding via email 
and phone, but all during my months away, I felt as if 
I’d moved past the attraction. Still, my heart flipped a 
few times when I was around her.  

I don’t know if it’s my feral imagination or not, but 
Judith seemed distant, like she couldn’t get used to the 
idea of me and Lisa. In my correspondence with Judith 
I hadn’t mentioned anything about the engagement. It 
had nothing to do with operating the bed and breakfast 
business. Judith simply told me what I needed to know, 
and we talked about so many other things.  

Okay, I’ll come clean. I truly didn’t want to tell her 
by phone or email. I wanted to explain in person. For 
some reason, I care about how Judith feels.  

Anyway, now Lisa and I are preparing to sashay 
down the aisle together in holy wedded bliss. She’s my 
dream woman. Smart, beautiful, and she knows how to 
get to the heart of the matter. Pulls no punches with 
me and tells me off on a regular basis. How could I not 
be in love with her? 

# 

Judith 
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When Ren and Lisa finished breakfast in the 
morning, I called Tom’s hotel and asked if he’d like to 
spend the evening with Shannon; perhaps take her to a 
movie and dinner. “We already chose a restaurant last 
night. I’m picking her up right after school in a few 
days.” 

I stuck my hand on my hip. “I’m sure one or the 
other of you would have told me eventually.”  

As I was rinsing the coffee pot, Ren snuck up behind 
me in the kitchen and I yelped.  

“Sorry. Do I have your attention?” 
“Yes.” I waited for my heart to return to my chest. 

“Your body guard did the same thing to me, when he 
was here. Where’s Lisa?” 

“She’s upstairs packing. I wanted to talk to you for a 
moment. Alone.” 

“Sure.” I set down the coffee pot and crossed my 
arms in front. I’m not sure what I was expecting, but we 
were alone for the first time since he returned.  

“There’s something we didn’t get to talk about last 
night.” 

“And what was that?” I couldn’t help noticing his 
eyes, and the way they floated to my waist, my hips, 
and then back to my face.  

“Your salary.” 
I dropped my arms and stuck my hands in my jeans 

pockets. “You’re right. The last time we discussed this 
was when you first took over as owner.” 

“I feel it’s my duty to take care of you.” 
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“Are you this involved in your other investment 
properties? Or do you just pay the bills and go on your 
merry way?” 

Ren leaned on an elbow against the counter. “The 
reason I’m more involved now is because the moment 
Lisa laid eyes on this place, she absolutely fell in love 
with it.” 

The same thing happened to me. I pretended to 
smile. 

“We could get married anywhere, but another reason 
we decided on here is because it’s also close to my 
grandparents’ place.” 

“So, they live nearby?” 
“About an hour away.” 
I reached up to my collar, fiddling with a button 

hole. “What did you have in mind for my salary?” 
“A bonus,” he said, standing straight. “I’d like to pay 

you something extra for all you’ve done.” 
“What have I done?” 
“You helped me realize where I belong. If it wasn’t 

for you, I might never have returned to the ranch and 
patched things up again with Lisa.” He stared into my 
eyes, then leaned forward and kissed me on the cheek, 
near enough to the edge of my mouth, that I almost 
felt his lips against mine. And he lingered for a second 
or two longer than needed. I felt my body move closer 
to his, but then I remembered, we weren’t really alone. 

My eyes stung with quick tears. I turned away and 
began unloading the dishwasher. “You don’t have to 
pay me anything for that.” I tried to compose myself. 
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Just then, Lisa entered the kitchen and announced 
all was packed. “Judith, did Ren tell you where we’re off 
to next?” 

“No Lisa, he didn’t.” 
“We’re sponsoring a children’s home in Peoria. For 

orphans. We’re off to the old home now, to read stories 
to the little darlings. They don’t know we’re coming, so 
it will be a surprise, and they can get Ren’s autograph.” 

“How nice. And when will you two be back to start 
on the wedding plans?” 

“Ren will be back in about three or four days. But I’ll 
be at home in Austin getting fitted for my gown and all 
the other female trappings.” 

“And what will Ren be doing when he comes back?” 
Ren stepped toward his fiancée, snaking his arm 

around her waist. “I’ll be working with the contractors. 
We want to do some redecorating and tear down a few 
walls.” 

Now, I wished I’d accepted that bonus. 

# 

Shannon 

Dear Journal, 
Last night, Mom and I watched Indiana Jones and the 

Temple of Doom. She cried at the end, but she cries after 
every movie. I think she’s having money problems. She’s 
always looking at websites for college funds and stuff like 
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that. She has one book on her dresser about financing and 
loans. I guess she’s worried about our future or something.  

Now that we live in Bloomington, I told her I didn’t want 
to go to Illinois State after all. I decided I want to go to 
Colorado State, so I can be near Ren. Sometimes, when I’m 
bored, I read my old love stories about him, and they’re just 
so dumb. I can’t believe I ever did that! 

# 

Judith 

Is my daughter finally maturing before my eyes? I’m 
not referring simply to the physical transformation, but 
the emotional one. Recently, I noticed little hints of 
Shannon’s newest foray into consideration for someone 
other than herself. It started after breakfast.  

After she’d finished with the dishes, I entered the 
kitchen for a cup of coffee. I reached for a spoon, and 
noticed something odd resting on the kitchen utensils. 
Normally, spatulas, soup ladles, and wooden spoons 
stand at the ready in a wicker basket. But this morning, 
something was on top of the soup ladle—an inverted, 
empty, gallon-size Ziploc bag. As I reached for the bag, I 
noticed it was still damp inside. I made a mental note 
to ask Shannon about it.  

Later, after she’d finished the dishes, I found 
something unusual in the dish drainer. I noticed three 
or four rectangular Styrofoam plates, roughly six by 
seven inches, all standing in a row, waiting to dry. 
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When I couldn't wait any longer to solve the mystery, I 
found her in her room, loading and zipping up her 
book bag for tomorrow.  

“Shannon, mind if I ask a question?" 
“Sure Mom. I'm done here." 
“I was just curious what the Ziplocs and little white 

plates were for. School project?" 
“No. It’s not for school. I want to help you save 

money, by reusing things you normally would just 
throw away. I rinsed out the Ziplocs after we used them 
for the blueberries, and the little plates were from the 
grocery store. I think they had cookies on them." 

I slowly sat next to her on the bed, and placed my 
hand on the back of her neck. When your newly teen 
child suddenly becomes human, displaying a spark of 
courtesy, you bask in the ray of hope. “Shannon, you 
are the sweetest girl in the world to worry like this, but 
we aren't that bad off. Not yet, anyway." 

“Well Mom, I was just thinking since I'm not old 
enough to earn a paycheck like a grown-up, I could at 
least help you out." 

I was so proud of her, I wanted to shout it to the 
world. “You’re a big help around here. That’s how you 
earn your paycheck,” I said. “Honey, how did you come 
up with these ideas? I mean, to reuse Ziplocs and 
things?" 

She climbed out of bed and walked to her desk. A 
thick hardback book lay on top of her homework. 
“From this. I found it on one of the shelves in the 
Ambassador." 
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I held the book in my hands and read the front 
cover aloud; “Helpful Hints for Saving Money. Lots of 
good ideas in here?" I asked. 

“Yeah, lots of them." She grabbed the book and 
opened it to a dog-eared page. “I want to try this, right 
here." 

As I read the page in question, I cringed at the idea. 
“You mean this one about the homemade hair 
conditioner?  

“Yeah Mom. I'd like to try it on your hair." 
“On mine? Tonight?" 
“Sure, why not?" 
All I had planned for the evening was to lie around 

and read, but I wasn't thrilled about rinsing 
mayonnaise from my scalp.   

“Shannon, how about we do the other one instead?" 
“You mean the hot oil treatment?" 
“If you don't mind." 
Shannon read the paragraph for dry hair treatments. 

“I’ll go get the oil warmed up.” 
When she returned to the bedroom, she told me to 

wear an old shirt and meet her in the kitchen. On my 
way down the stairs, I heard the sound of water, and 
assumed it was the kitchen sink. I was wrong. Shannon 
called me to the laundry room, where one of Winnie’s 
vintage washing machines had crept away from the 
wall with an uneven load. The machine pitched and 
groaned, waiting for human assistance. The hoses from 
the back had become loose, and water sprayed out of it. 
“Mom, what should I do?” 
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“Calm down, honey. Just pull the plug.” 
“But I’m too scared to touch it!” 
Since the floor near the outlet was still dry, I reached 

over and yanked the plug, then reattached the hose 
before more water was expected. “There, you see? All 
fixed.” 

Shannon’s hand lay flat across her chest. “What was 
wrong with it?” 

I reached inside the machine to re-position the 
clothes. “Here, see? Some of the clothes were tangled 
with the sheets, and they all got to one side. All you 
have to do is re-distribute so they’re more even.” 

“But why did that hose get loose?” 
“From the vibration, and because it was so far from 

the wall.” 
Most of the water had drained into the floor drain, 

but Shannon and I decided to use the other washer 
until we could get someone in to repair it. With only 
the two of us, and Leonard Morley as our only 
occasional guest, we wouldn’t need more than one 
washer.  

But why did I have a feeling this wasn’t the last of 
our plumbing problems? 
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Chapter Thirteen 

Judith 

On Wednesday night, Shannon asked if she could go 
to the movies with Katie, and I agreed to play 
chauffeur. Knocking on the bathroom door, I asked 
Shannon if she was nearly ready. “How much longer, 
Shannon?” 

“I’ll be out in a minute.”  
When she emerged, she was dressed in her new 

sweater and a nice pair of jeans. I hadn’t noticed before, 
but her nails were painted multiple colors, with tiny 
specks and stars on them. I held her hand to see them 
closer. “How pretty. When did you do this?” 

“I didn’t, Mom. Heidi did it.” 
“Heidi?” 
“Yeah, remember the other night when you went to 

visit Winnie?” 
“M-hmm.” 
“She came over and we talked for a while. About 

boys and stuff. Then, she said she used to be pretty 
good at doing nails, and she did mine. Aren’t they 
pretty?” 

“Beautiful. What else did you two talk about?” 
She shrugged. “Just stuff. We talked about actors.” 
Hopefully, they didn’t talk about the physical 

attributes of Heidi’s former co-stars. “What about 
actors?” 
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“About how they choose their roles. Like Ren. How 
he started out. And we talked about Heidi’s acting class. 
She said I should take drama when I get to high 
school.” 

“That sounds like a great idea. Remind me again, 
what time your movie starts.” 

“At 7:20.” She had told me the name of the film, 
which I knew was rated PG-13, and we agreed on the 
time I would pick them up. “Shannon, please be out 
front of the theatre by 9:00. I’ll be waiting.” 

“Okay Mom. Can you drop me and Katie off after for 
some ice cream?” 

“If it’s okay with her mom. I’d love to go out for ice 
cream. Tell Katie’s mom I’ll get her home no later than 
9:45. Is that too late for a school night?” 

“No, Mom. Most of my friends stay up until 11 on 
school nights. When are you gonna let me start staying 
up that late?” 

“When you’re old enough to vote.” 
“Oh Mom.” 
At the ice cream parlor, we each placed our orders 

and sat at a small round table. The aromas of hotdogs, 
deep fat fries, and whipping cream reminded me of ice 
cream parlors of my youth.  

Initially, we were the only customers there, until a 
couple of boys entered through the front door. The girls 
giggled and pointed, trying their hardest not to look— 
blushing hot pink. When the boys noticed them, their 
young eyes lit up with recognition. They approached 
the table and one said hello to Shannon. The other one 

158 

  



looked at the floor. Remembering what it was like to 
have my mother around at the wrong time, I decided to 
leave the kids alone and go powder my nose.  

When I returned, I overheard the last of a 
conversation about the movie they’d all seen. But the 
actors names were all wrong. Not the PG-13 movie we’d 
agreed they were seeing. At home later, I confronted 
Shannon. “Tell me about the movie you saw.” 

“It was really good. You should go see it.” 
“Well, give me the details.” 
“I don’t want to spoil it for you, if you ever see it.” 
“Did you sneak into an R-rated film?” 
Shannon blushed again. “Mom, I didn’t want to, but 

when we ran into Eli and Matt, they invited us. I 
wanted to go with everyone else.”  

“Did the movie have a lot of sex in it?”  
“What do you mean a lot?” 
“Gratuitous. More than necessary for the plot.” 
“I don’t know. I was too busy holding hands with Eli 

Jeffries.” 
I should have realized how difficult it is to 

concentrate on more than one form of stimulation at a 
time when you’re only 13 years old. “Do you like him?” 
I asked. 

“Um, well yeah. He’s cute.” 
“What about the other boy? Does Katie like him?” 
“I don’t think so. She watched every bit of the sex.” 
From now on, before and after every movie, I’ll 

demand a detailed synopsis. 
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# 

Judith 

 Sometimes I wonder how different Shannon might 
be if Tom and I hadn’t split up. Would she be more sure 
of herself? Would she have aligned herself with a 
different group of friends? Would she still have been 
obsessed with Ren? 

 No one will ever know the answers to these 
questions, but I can’t help wondering. My own 
childhood was nothing like Shannon’s has been so far, 
but we share one thing in common: two loving parents. 
With Tom back in town, even for a short time, I 
couldn’t help remembering the way it felt to be cuddled 
and cherished. To be desired. But now that he was in a 
relationship and I wasn’t, I felt alone. Not necessarily 
lonely, just alone.  

As I soaked in the bathtub, waiting for the last of the 
water to fill it, I remembered our wedding night. Tom 
and I couldn’t wait to make love. We’d been 
compatible, but never truly passionate. For years, I told 
myself it would get better with time, but it never did. 

After my bath, I dressed in my nightgown and robe 
and called my brother Perry. 

“Hope I’m not disturbing you.” 
“How’s the Midwest?” he asked. 
“It’s not so cold now at night.” 
“Keeps your heating bills down.” 
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“You won’t believe what’s happened since we last 
talked.” 

“Lay it on me.” 
“Ren and Lisa are getting married.”  
“You’re kidding.” 
“Yes. I mean, no. I’m not kidding. I don’t know what 

sort of effect this might have on my future here. Maybe 
I should tender my resignation. Take Shannon back to 
LA.” 

“You know you don’t mean that. You went into this 
thing not knowing whether you’d be able to buy the 
property. You’ve always known there was a possibility 
you’d be nothing more than manager.” 

“I know you’re right,” I said. 
“What does Shannon think of all this?” 
“The future of the bed and breakfast is the farthest 

thing from her mind right now. She’ll be in St. Louis at 
Tom’s sister’s farm for two weeks as soon as school lets 
out, so she’s more focused on that.”  

“Kids don’t ever worry about the same things adults 
do.” 

“Neither do ex-husbands.” 
“Is he there?” 
“Showed up again unexpectedly,” I said. “Supper the 

other night was interesting though. Ren told us all 
about Gridiron Angels.” 

“Considered by some to be his best work.” 
“Perry, how did you and I both end up divorced?” 
He was silent for a moment. “I can only answer that 

for myself. You too, for yourself. I don’t believe there’s 
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some common gene that ties us both to the same 
affliction. It’s nothing more than coincidence.” 

“Maybe,” I said. “But it’s the saddest coincidence we 
share.” 
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Chapter Fourteen 

Judith 

For any couple who desires the epitome of romance, 
it’s hard to top a bed and breakfast. On the weekend, 
we sometimes get calls from couples wanting to 
celebrate anniversaries, or new parents who want a 
night alone while Grandma keeps baby. I hate having 
to politely turn them away.  

While folding sheets in the laundry room, the 
soothing murmur of the monster commercial dryer 
took my mind far away from my realities, including 
thoughts of my maturing daughter. Shannon’s getting a 
feminine figure now. I’d resigned myself to focusing on 
her and the years ahead, to make sure she doesn’t fall 
into any of the traps so many young girls do these days, 
with anorexia or experimenting with drugs. I didn’t 
really want to think about allowing her to date, but I 
knew it would happen soon. At least one of us would be 
dating. 

After folding the last pillowcase, I bent down to lift 
the laundry basket. As I turned around, I screamed 
when Heidi appeared in front of me, ready to tap my 
shoulder. “Oh my God, Heidi. I didn’t know you were 
there!” 

“I’m sorry, baby-doll. I knocked, but I guess you 
couldn’t hear me over the dryer.” 

Heidi’s bosom spilled from the front of her sleeveless 
dress, and she was dazzling in three-inch heels and 
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over-applied make-up. Not to mention over-applied 
cologne. 

“Yes, Heidi?” I asked, perching the basket against 
one hip. 

“‘Yes Heidi?’ Now, how’s that for a neighborly 
greeting? I just came over to visit. By the way, is Ren 
still here?”  

Ah! The real reason for her visit. 
“No, you just missed him.”  
Her shoulders deflated along with her plastic smile. 

“Damn! I’m always late for something.” 
She inhaled and perked back up. “So baby-doll, how 

do you like running the bed and breakfast?” 
“I enjoyed it while it lasted.” 
Her frown was genuine. “Leaving huh? You got 

sacked?” She patted my shoulder in consolation. 
“No, not at all. You could say I’ve been rehired in 

another capacity. Now I’m helping to plan the wedding 
for Ren and Lisa. Did you see the announcement on the 
news?” 

“Oh yeah. You kidding? When an eligible bachelor 
like Ren’s taken off the market, that’s a major 
development. So you’re helping with the wedding. Bet 
that’ll be a big job.” 

“I’m hoping it won’t be too difficult. They only want 
a small intimate gathering. Keeping the paparazzi away 
will be a bigger challenge, but Ren’s hiring someone 
else to handle that.” 
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“Well, how can I help? Years ago, I used to do all the 
girls’ nails before filming. Maybe I can do Lisa’s nails 
the night before the ceremony.” 

“Shannon showed me what you did with hers. They 
look fantastic. I’ll ask about you doing Lisa’s. Would 
you like to stay for a cup of my world famous Innstead 
decaffeinated brew?” 

“Love to. By the way, did Winnie ever tell you how 
this place got its name?” 

I poured us each a cup. “No, she didn’t. I wanted to 
change it, but....” 

Heidi yanked a chair away from the table and 
plopped down in the seat. “You know Winnie used to 
be married, right?” 

“Yes.” 
“She and her husband—Frank was his name; they 

didn’t get along sometimes. Frank wasn’t too swift 
when it came to compromising. They were trying to 
decide what to call this place, and she had the most 
darling name for it. You know the trellises along the 
outside of the house? With the English ivy? They used 
to be covered with roses, and she wanted to name the 
place ‘The Sweet Smell of Success.’ Frank said, ‘I’d 
rather call it anything than that stupid name.’ So 
Winnie had to give up her idea, and the only thing 
they could agree to call it was the Innstead.” 

“That’s sad. I like her idea better. I love the trellis 
with the English ivy though. It gives this place part of 
its character. You can just see a woman in a long dress 
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and fancy hat in the early 1900’s giving instructions to 
the gardener in how she’d like it planted.” 

“Those were the good old days, weren’t they?” 
“M-hmm.” 
Heidi noticed the wood carving on the wall. “How 

cute. Where on earth did you find it?” 
“It was a gift. Reverend Noble Heflin made it for me. 

Do you know him? Winnie’s friend?”  
 “Sure do. After Winnie’s divorce, he used to come 

here all the time to see her. I knew he did wood 
carving, but I never knew he was so good.” 

“Tell me Heidi, how are your acting lessons coming 
along?”  

She clasped her hands and her eyes opened wide. 
“Did I tell you? I got a part in a play! I’m so excited. I 
only have eight lines, but at least it’s a start. I play an 
old-bitty nurse of all things. Can you believe it?” 

“That’s wonderful. When’s opening night?” 
“We’re planning late June if all goes well. I’d love it 

if you came, Judith. And if Ren’s here then, I’d love for 
him to come too.” 

“We’ll try. I think he’ll still be around at that time. 
We’re working on some interior construction of this old 
house. Practically an excavation. Ren’s the owner now, 
in case you haven’t discovered that on your own.” 

“I had a feeling.” She smiled and winked at me. “Not 
a bad looking boss if you ask me.” 

I couldn’t help it. I smiled, too. A big, silly grin, 
which I promptly covered with my hand.  
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“Go ahead and cover your mouth, baby-doll. Your 
eyes give you away. I guess I can tell Warren to forget 
it.” 

“Forget what?” 
“He’s got it bad for you, Judith. But, you know, I’ll 

have to give him a good reason.” 
With my head facing my lap, I tried to find the 

nicest way to let her know Warren is not my type. “I’m 
afraid I’m just not very fond of dreadlocks.” 

“Then clearly, you’re not right for each other. He 
spends all his time on his hair. More than I do on mine. 
In fact, I’ve never seen a man so taken with his own 
hair.” 

Heidi drank the last of her decaf and placed the 
empty cup in the sink. “I need to get home. When’s 
that sexy boss of yours coming back?” 

“Soon.” 
After Heidi left, I remembered the rest of my spring 

and summer things were still in the storage unit. I 
decided it was time I did some excavating of my own. 

# 

Judith 

With my boxes cluttering up my room, I wanted to 
dig through some of the items before Shannon and 
Tom returned from the movies. I sat on my bed 
clutching a thick sweater around me. We had a freeze 
warning tonight, sort of one final blast of winter. 
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 I’d saved my Bride-to-Be diary and flipped through 
some of the pages. Tom and I only had a couple of 
months to prepare, so some of my entries were of a 
frantic nature—probably the beginnings of my inability 
to make decisions.  

Among other things, I’d had trouble deciding on 
hors d’oeuvres, exit music, and centerpieces. One of our 
biggest disagreements was whether or not to allow 
children and babies at the ceremony. I wanted things 
quiet and subdued, while Tom preferred a family 
atmosphere.    

One entry reminded me of how naïve I’d been at 
nineteen. Tom and I had registered at several 
department stores, having spent hours and hours 
choosing china patterns, silverware, guest hand towels. 
But when the gifts were all assembled and I did 
inventory, I only had a third of what I needed. Nothing 
was a complete set, and I hadn’t anticipated that. 

Lisa won’t have such a problem. Even though the 
wedding itself will be small, she’ll never have to 
concern herself with saving-versus-spending. I can’t 
figure her out. She’s obviously not marrying Ren for his 
money. She has her own. Maybe she loves him. And 
there’s nothing wrong with wanting to start a family 
right away. Tom and I did, and if I had it to do over, I 
wouldn’t change one thing. 

The door downstairs told me Tom and Shannon had 
returned from their night out, but I stayed put. I 
wanted to allow them time together. Shannon must 
have had another idea, because she came flying up the 
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stairs to find me. After only a few seconds, my goose 
bumps returned. “Mom! Come quick. There’s a flood in 
the laundry room.” 

At first I thought one of the ancient washing 
machines was acting up again. But since I hadn’t been 
washing clothes, it was clear something else was the 
culprit. A flood reached from the wall that backs up to 
the kitchen, under the dryers to the middle of the 
laundry room floor. And the drain wasn’t doing its job. 
At all. 

Tom wasn’t setting the best example for how to 
manage a crisis. He was sprinting to and fro, grabbing 
towels, and trying to move the dryer away from the 
wall, while spouting off instructions. “Judith, turn off 
the main valve! Find the valve! It’s coming through the 
wall from the kitchen.” 

If we had water leaking in the kitchen as well, that 
would be dandy.  

After three or four minutes, I found the main valve, 
shut off the water, and examined the mess under the 
kitchen sink. I handed bottles and containers to 
Shannon, one at a time, until the bottom of the cabinet 
was empty, but drenched.  

“Pippi strikes again,” Tom said, while handing me 
old rags from the laundry room. As I stuffed them into 
the cabinet, I growled to myself. Stay calm Judith. Just be 
glad he’s here to hand you the rags.  

“You’ll have to get a plumber in here as soon as 
possible. You have no way of knowing how long that 
water was running before we discovered it.” 
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Tom is also renowned for his brilliant deductions. 
Finally, the rags were in place. A damp musty smell 

tingled inside my nose. “Shannon, would you please 
hand me the emergency Rolodex?” At least I could 
redirect my disgust to a professional. I found Winnie’s 
recommended emergency plumber and called the toll-
free number, connecting with an answering service. 
“Yes, hello. I was wondering if someone could come 
out tonight. We have what appears to be broken pipes. 
We have the main valve shut off right now, but I’ll pay 
whatever it takes to have a repair done tonight.” 

“The only person available at this hour is probably 
gonna be Eddie Montclaire.” 

The one Winnie had suggested. She’d said he was the 
son of a friend, and works out at the gym. Mr. Hunk-a-
licious. 

When the arrangements were all set, the three of us 
continued cleaning up the wet areas. Soon, the doorbell 
rang, and I hopped up to answer it. I blinked a couple 
of times at the vision in front of me. Dark hair, deep 
eyes, aware of his power over women and devastatingly 
gorgeous. “Hello, I’m Eddie Montclaire.” 

Every woman has her “type”.  
Eddie is mine.  
Of course I checked for a wedding ring, and Eddie’s 

hand was bare. “Please, come in. It’s right this way.” He 
followed me to the laundry room, and I was vaguely 
conscious of his eyes on my rear view.  

He went right to the problem, setting his toolbox on 
the shelf. “Where did you first notice the water?” 
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“It’s flooding in through the floor here, but most of 
the water seems to be in the kitchen. It’s this way.” 

I showed Eddie the flooded kitchen cabinet and he 
looked under it with a flashlight. He stood for a 
moment and motioned for to me to stoop down next to 
him. “See the hole?” 

“Is it mice?” I asked. 
“No, this is what happens from water pressure when 

your pipes burst. My guess is you have galvanized 
piping inside these walls, and they’ve deteriorated. 
They’ll have to be replaced.” 

“Can you do it tonight?” 
“No, I’ll need the daylight, and I’ll need some copper 

piping and transition adapters. But it looks like it’s the 
hot side, so we can shut off your hot water heater, and 
that way you’ll still have your cold water.” 

I shivered thinking of taking a cold bath. 
“How much will all this cost?” 
Eddie just stared into my eyes. Nothing is sexier than 

a man who can’t concentrate on his work because he 
finds you beautiful. “Excuse me?...” he mumbled. 

“Will it cost much?” 
We stood together. “I won’t know until I get in there 

and see whether we should go ahead and replace all the 
old galvanized piping.”  

“Could you give me a rough estimate?” Just the labor 
alone would be fairly expensive, but I knew Pigskin 
Investments could afford it.  

“Your husband at home?” 
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“As a matter of fact, my ex-husband is here now, 
visiting our daughter. But he’s going back to his hotel 
in a few minutes.” 

He smiled, obviously delighted I wasn’t married. 
“Would tomorrow at ten a.m. be a good time for you?” 

“That would be perfect.” We could hammer out the 
financials later.  

Eddie returned to the laundry room and lifted his 
tool box from the shelf. “So Winnie doesn’t own the 
bed and breakfast any more?” 

“No, we have a new owner now. A corporation 
headquartered in Colorado.” 

“I see.” Eddie fixed his stare deep into my eyes again. 
He must be an “eye” guy. 

As I walked him to the door later, my temperature 
rose again. I no longer needed my sweater. I watched 
him drive off in his plumbing truck, and decided to call 
Ren in the morning.  

I hoped Ren wouldn’t ask for a bid from any other 
plumbers. I’d already found the one I wanted.  

# 

Judith 

By noon the next day, Eddie wasn’t yet finished with 
the pipes and we were beginning to get hungry. All 
Shannon and I had eaten for breakfast was Pop-Tarts 
with juice.  
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“Mom, what do you think we should do about 
lunch? I’m getting hungry, and Eddie’s still down in 
the kitchen. I was gonna make myself a peanut butter 
and jelly, but I I’ll have to step over him.” 

I laid my hairbrush on my dresser, checking my face 
in the mirror one more time. “Maybe I can go out and 
pick up something for all of us. Let’s go ask him.”  

When we entered the kitchen, Eddie was on his back 
with his head under the sink, long legs extending out 
into the room. The only thing visible was his chest to 
his toes, and what a view. When an opportunity 
presents itself, I don’t fight it. I hated to interrupt him. 
“Eddie, excuse me, but I was going out to pick up some 
lunch. Would you like anything?” 

He scooted himself out from under the cabinet. 
“Thank you, but I try not to eat during a job like this.” 

I almost asked if he needed any help, but my 
plumbing skills are close to nil. He undressed me with a 
set of powerful eyes, and stood for a moment. “I 
wouldn’t mind a drink though. Got anything cold?” 

“There’s plenty of cold water!” Shannon said, 
laughing. 

I moved closer to Eddie, then turned toward the 
fridge. “We have Coke and milk. I also have a 
decaffeinated herbal ice tea.”  

Shannon stepped up to bat. “My mom’s a real good 
cook. And she makes a great breakfast in bed!” 

Eddie actually blushed. He cleared his throat. “How 
do you feel about Cuban food?” 

“I’ve never had Cuban.” 
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“Ah, then you’ve never been to Paella Cubano’s” 
“Tell me more.” 
“Allow me to describe it to you. Their specialty is a 

boneless marinated chicken breast with grilled onions 
and melted mozzarella. It’s served with a delicious 
yellow rice, and fried sweet plantains.” 

“Please stop, I’m getting hungry.” 
“Is that a ‘yes’?” 
“What was the question again?” Our eyes answered 

everything. 
“I’ll pick you up tomorrow at seven.” 
“Okay.” I smiled at Eddie and was rewarded with his 

return smile.  
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Chapter Fifteen 

Ren 

At the orphanage, Lisa and I spoke at the Board of 
Directors’ meeting about our plans to rebuild the 
facility. Everyone was excited about our donation to the 
cause. Afterwards, Lisa asked me, “You’ve never felt so 
worthwhile, have you, darlin’?” I told her I couldn’t 
remember another time I’d felt that way. She was right. 

I called Judith to tell her we were on our way back to 
Bloomington, but she wasn’t exactly talkative. When I 
asked her if anything was wrong, she just said she was 
tired, and there’d been some sort of plumbing fiasco, 
but it would soon be repaired.  

While we were loading the rental car, Lisa told me 
more of her plans for transforming the bed and 
breakfast into our perfect little wedding chapel. I 
listened, but for most of the trip back, I was thinking 
about being with Judith. What would it be like to work 
on the house with her, and not get too… friendly? I 
already knew the answer. Like an episode of Survivor. 

But what better way to prove to Lisa I’ve changed?  

# 

Judith 

In the morning, the deep, grating vibration of a 
chain saw jolted me awake. I pulled up my blinds to see 
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a man with a baseball cap, trimming tree limbs in the 
back yard. My first thought was Warren was starting 
early again, but even from this distance, the absence of 
dreadlocks told me otherwise. 

I threw on a sweater and shlumped downstairs. 
“Excuse me,” I yelled from the back porch. “Do I know 
you?” 

The man turned to face me and removed his cap. 
“Good morning Judith.” 

At first, I just blinked.  
It was Warren.  
Warren was bald. 
He turned off the saw and approached me, rubbing 

his hand over his un-tanned bare scalp. “Shaved it off. 
God, it’s cold without a hat.” He shivered and re-
capped his head. 

“Warren, why?” 
He inched his way closer and lowered his voice. 

“Heidi said you don’t like dreadlocks, so I took care of 
that problem. Now will you go out with me?” 

Poor Warren. He has no idea how much worse he 
looks bald. “Wouldn’t you know? I’m seeing someone 
else these days. We have a date tonight.” 

“Oh well.” He exaggerated his shrug. 
I felt responsible in a way. Responsible for Warren’s 

baldness. I wondered how long it would take him to 
grow his hair back. In a few seconds, the chain saw was 
back in motion, and Warren returned to what he does 
best— trimming and grooming.   
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Shannon joined me in the kitchen. “Mom, what’re 
you gonna wear tonight on your date?” 

I stared into her eyes, trying to gauge her level of 
interest. “Do you think I should wear the v-neck one? 
The one I didn’t wear to Ren and Lisa’s dinner?” 

“Yes, I do. You should wear it. You look really hot in 
it, Mom.” 

“I do?” I asked, while leaning forward to check my 
reflection in the toaster. 

“Eddie’s cute, Mom. How tall do you think he is?” 
“Oh, I don’t know. Maybe 5 foot 11 or so.” 
“About the same as Ren,” she said. 
“You know every detail about Ren Spencer, don’t 

you?” 
Shannon giggled. “Yeah, I do. I even know on his 

ranch, they have land mines all around the inside edges 
of the fence to keep stalkers out.” 

“No, they can’t do that honey. Where did you hear 
such a thing?” 

“On his website. Keeps people from climbing the 
fence. It says so.” 

“Shannon, that’s a hoax. I’m sure it’s meant simply 
to scare his fans from trying.”  

She covered her mouth, with wide eyes. “You think 
so?” 

“Sure, it has to be. How could he ever have any 
friends over? Have parties? What if he has any pets, like 
a dog?” 

“Oh yeah, he does have dogs. Two of them. Kate and 
Petruchio.”  
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Shakespeare. How could I have missed that? “There, 
you see? You wouldn’t want anything to happen to 
them, now would you?” 

“Mom, can we get a dog?” 
“I’ve thought about it, but I’d much rather have a 

cat.” 
“Ren’s allergic to cats.” 
“I don’t want to know one more personal thing 

about Ren Spencer.” 
“Why not?” 
“Because my sweet daughter, he may be famous, but 

he’s still just a human being who puts his leather pants 
on one leg at a time, just like everyone else.” 

Besides, good or bad, it’s infinitely more interesting 
to find out about a person by spending time with him.  

When Ren returns, I’ll probably be learning more 
about him than I need to know.  

# 

Judith 

When Shannon saw me all dressed for my date with 
Eddie, she gave me two thumbs up. “Oh my God, you 
look fantastic. Not too much ... you know, cleavage. 
Just right. Much better than the overalls and 
sweatshirt.” 

“Thanks. I’m taking this shawl too, in case it gets 
cool later.” 
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“Mom, with someone like Eddie around to keep you 
warm, you might not need it.” 

“Shannon, where do you learn these things?” 
She didn’t need to answer me. She learns it just by 

being alive. Kids grow up too fast these days. “Come 
give me a hug.”  

The doorbell made its announcement, and I was 
down the stairs and ready to go. When I opened the 
door, I expected to see Eddie and his plumbing truck, 
but instead, the ringer of the bell was Ren Spencer, 
standing in the doorway with his luggage and a smile.  

And roaming eyes.  
“Wow.” When he said it, his voice had a sexy growl 

to it. He cleared his throat. “I mean, I must have the 
wrong house. I’m looking for a mousy redhead named 
Judith.” 

“Please come in. I’ll tell her you’re here.” 
As I stepped aside to allow Ren in, he studied every 

inch of me, head to heels.  
Slowly. 
Extra on my neckline. “Do you have a vacancy, 

Miss?” It took me a moment to compose myself. Then I 
grinned. “We’re full right now. But try the Red Roof 
Inn. I heard they’re running a special. Free continental 
breakfast for every movie actor.” 

“I don’t eat breakfast. I just go to bed and when I 
wake up, it’s time for lunch.” 

“Ren!” Shannon sprinted and leapt into his arms.  
Like long lost friends. I decided that was a good 

thing. She’d already removed his big posters from her 
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wall, but she’d left some of the smaller pictures. Johnny 
Depp had replaced Ren as her newest obsession.  

“When you told me about the plumbing, I booked a 
flight,” he said, setting down his luggage. 

I wrapped my shawl around my shoulders and 
touched up my lipstick. “In case you’re wondering, I 
have a date tonight.” 

Staring at Shannon and Ren, still standing close 
together, I was about to ask, ‘Is it safe to leave you two 
alone?’, but instead, I heard a sports car drive up to the 
front of the house. “And he’s here now, so you’ll have 
to go.” I shooed them away so Eddie and I could greet 
each other in privacy.  

Eddie’s reaction to the way I looked was nearly the 
same as Ren’s. That was twice in one night I blushed 
head to heels. 

# 

Ren 

God help me, but Judith was stunning in that dress. 
I’d never seen her looking so radiant, with her shiny 
red hair curving just under her jaw, and the sexy 
neckline on her dress, showing off two milky white 
mounds. For a minute, I thought I’d rung the wrong 
doorbell, but clearly I was not mistaken.  

I tried to figure out why I never knew before she had 
a figure, but then I realized up to this point, the entire 
time I’d been with her she’d been dressed in casual, 
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loose-fitting clothes. You can’t expect me to see 
through fleece. Judith is shorter than Lisa by about four 
or five inches, but it’s what she does with that petite 
physique that makes all the difference. A whole lot of 
woman packed into five foot four inches. I’ll have to try 
to just concentrate on the task at hand and keep busy.      

It’ll take every bit of strength (not to mention acting 
chops) to keep my feelings to myself. Keep them, and 
somehow if I’m lucky, eradicate them. 

# 

Judith 

The warm May night reminded me of California. 
Eddie was stunning in his ivory Giovanni linen blazer 
and slacks. He was every inch the gentleman; holding 
doors for me, guiding the small of my back with his 
hand.  

We noticed the delicious smells from the restaurant 
even from the parking lot. Paella Cubano’s was 
decorated like an indoor Cuban garden, with palm 
trees, arched doorways with vines hanging from a 
lattice ceiling. Honeycomb shades served as wall-
coverings.  

Half-way through our appetizers, his blazer was 
history which gave me a better opportunity to enjoy 
the muscle shirt beneath. 

Eddie has one of those rare deep voices that vibrates 
down to your bones. Our conversation may have been 
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minimal, but our eye contact was spectacular. We did 
manage to talk about some additional plumbing we 
might have him do. I also asked him if he still goes to 
the gym. “What’s the name again?” 

“It’s Orville’s Health and Fitness.” 
I giggled at the name.  
“Orville Princeton, Jr. is the owner. He’s from a 

wealthy family. Old Bloomington money. Owns a lot of 
real estate.” 

“Really? I was going to take a Pilates class, but I 
never looked into it. I’ve gained a few pounds since 
arriving here, and I need to tone things up.” 

I blushed when Eddie examined exactly where I 
might have gained my few pounds. By the time dinner 
was over, I think Eddie’s eyes had undressed me a 
dozen times. Unfortunately, he’d also undressed every 
other female in the place. 

While waiting for our dessert, Eddie twisted the stem 
of his wine glass. “Your ex-husband still in town?” 

“No, he left. He went to a bachelor party.” 
Eddie smirked, as the mention of bachelor party must 

have sparked a memory for him. “Dangerous activity.” 
“Have you been to a few?” 
“I’ve given a few. All my friends are married, but I’ve 

never… found the right girl.” 
“I’ve only been married once. But, I’ve decided 

marriage is over-rated.” 
Eddie smirked again, and included wiggling 

eyebrows. “It has its advantages.” 
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The waiter asked if we were ready for our dessert. I 
rolled my eyes at the idea. Eddie asked the waiter to 
give us a moment. “Judith, I want you to try the 
caramel custard with coconut. It’s not to be missed.” 

After all the talk about losing weight, I decided to 
allow him to order the dessert, and offer him most of 
my share. When the dessert arrived, we each held our 
spoons, and Eddie allowed me the first bite. I closed my 
eyes, allowing the flavors to melt into my tongue. 
“Mmm, now that’s delicious.”  

I opened my eyes, just as another couple passed our 
table. Eddie’s eyes were riveted to the woman’s legs. He 
watched her until she was out of range. Then he smiled 
at me as a sort of apology. “Sorry Judith. You were 
saying?” 

“Marriage. I think far too much emphasis is placed 
on it, for true happiness.” I shrugged. “True happiness 
is a fleeting thing.” 

His tongue swirled the custard from his spoon, 
teasing me with the image he must have known it 
invoked. Then, he leaned toward me and lowered his 
voice. “With the right person, true happiness can last 
all night long.”  

 As warm as I felt with that last statement, I realized 
Eddie was moving too fast. This was my first date since 
we’d moved to Bloomington, and as ready as I was to 
date, I wasn’t quite ready for Eddie.  

Practical Judith. 
When I didn’t answer him, he glanced around the 

room. Seated at the bar were two long-legged young 
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women in short skirts. Eddie watched them for a while, 
alternating with more suggestive glances at me. I 
decided Eddie needed a set of blinders on him if we 
were ever going to make it through dessert. 

 I faked a yawn. “You know what? I didn’t realize 
how late it is. And you know what else? I spoke with 
the owner of the bed and breakfast, and we decided to 
get a few other bids on that additional plumbing.” 

“That’s bad news Judith. I was looking forward to 
working on your pipes. I hope you’ll still be using my 
services.” 

“We’ll let you know.” I made sure to give Eddie my 
best smirk. 

Next time, I’ll ask for a wrinkled, tobacco-chewing 
senior citizen for my plumbing needs.  
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Chapter Sixteen 

Judith 

The morning after my dismal date with Eddie, 
Shannon asked me how it went.  

“We’re going to need a new plumber.” 
“Huh?” 
“Didn’t I ask you not to say ‘huh’ around grown-

ups?” 
“Boy, are you a grouch.” 
I was still in my robe and slippers. My uncombed 

hair looked and felt like cotton candy.  
“Shannon, did you hear a noise?” 
“I think it’s Warren again. I heard something 

outside.” 
“I thought he was done for a while.”  
My curiosity was too strong, so I clutched my robe 

against me as I stormed outside to find the source of 
the noise. I decided it would be good for Warren to see 
me looking like a witch.  

The noise intensified. The sound of splitting wood 
and creaking nails met me as I came around the corner 
of the house by the driveway. My beautiful trellis was 
in pieces. Standing in front of it with a giant crowbar 
was a man dressed in jeans and a hard hat, with an 
orange and black bandana hanging down the back and 
sides of his neck like a bad haircut.  

A few cusswords came to mind, but instead, I yelled, 
“What on earth are you doing?”  
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The man turned to face me. “Good morning Judith. 
Lisa said I should tear this down first thing this 
morning. She wants to replace it with an archway with 
gardenias and a garden bench. I’ll need you to call 
someone to haul this stuff away.”   

“Ren, no! I love this trellis. The English ivy is so 
gorgeous.”  

I guess even from thousands of miles away, Lisa’s in 
charge here. I gasped at the sight of the shattered lattice 
and twisted ivy. Ren stepped back from the wall and 
frowned. “I’m sorry. I had no idea how much it meant 
to you.” 

“That’s alright. It’s just that…I wasn’t expecting 
something like this before I’ve had my first cup of 
coffee. Would you mind if we sit down and discuss the 
plans? No more surprises, okay?”  

“Sure. I’ll be right there. Just let me wash up and put 
on a clean shirt.” 

As we sat in the kitchen, Ren produced a long list of 
Lisa’s requests. Most items were clear, but a few 
required further explanation. “What’s this one about 
remove and replace the dining room draperies?” 

Even Shannon objected to that one. “Yeah, Mom 
and I spent hours picking out these drapes. Now Lisa 
wants us to tear them down?” 

Ren encouraged the list from Shannon’s vice grip. He 
re-read the items. “This is Lisa’s list, but maybe we can 
compromise on some of these,” he said. “She has very 
strong images in mind for how she wants the wedding 
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and reception, and it includes a few changes inside and 
out.” 

Then, I snatched the list from Ren. “So these are 
things she wants?” I wanted to ask whether any of the 
decisions were Ren’s too, but I chose to keep quiet. 

“Yes, they are her ideas. She’s been planning her 
wedding since she was Shannon’s age. She said the bed 
and breakfast is almost an exact replica of what she’s 
always dreamed of. A Victorian home with a grand 
staircase.” 

Why did I suddenly feel like I was back in Tiffany 
Bradford’s bedroom, holding her hand through her 
every crisis? “And what about this other one? She wants 
all this done by the week before the wedding?” 

“We want a safety cushion, just in case something 
goes wrong.” Ren cleared his throat. “But, I don’t think 
we’ll have any problems do you? I mean, what could 
possibly go wrong?” 

Where have I ever heard that question before? 

# 

Judith 

Since Ren knew nothing about how my date went 
with Eddie the plumber, he wasn’t at all put-off by my 
request for other job bids. I’d placed the calls to three 
other local plumbers, who promptly came by and one-
by-one, studied the situation, and repeated the same 
mantra: “Ma’am, I’d like to bid on the job, but I’ll be 
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honest. This just ain’t my area of expertise, if you know 
what I mean. You know who’d be best for a job like 
this? Eddie Montclaire. He’s got more experience with 
old homes like this one.” 

 I had no proof, but I couldn’t help wondering if 
Eddie might be president of the plumbers union, local 
#27 and had tipped off the other men with a gratuity.  

In a situation like the one I found myself in, I 
decided to involve Ren. I showed him the temporary 
repair job, explaining the additional work needed.  

“Don’t worry about a thing. Consider it done.” 
“What’d you have in mind?” 
Ren flipped open his cell phone and made a call. 

When he was finished, he told me we can expect 
someone in the morning.  

“Who?” I asked. 
“I don’t know. I only know it won’t be Eddie, and 

he’ll be the best one licensed in this county. And we 
won’t have any more problems with our plumbing.” 

“It must be nice to have unlimited funds at your 
disposal.” 

“It’s nice, but money isn’t everything Judith. Not by 
a long shot.” 

# 

Shannon 

Dear Journal, 
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Today after school, Ren finally beat me at poker. So far, 
I’ve won seventy-five cents. Mom was asleep again, so when 
he won, he didn’t get loud like I usually do. Mom slept right 
through it.  

The other day, I snuck my Operation game out again. I 
practiced on it for about an hour, and I even timed myself. I 
wish Ren could play that with me, but I’d be too 
embarrassed to ask him.  

Ren said he’s enjoying himself here. He likes working on 
the house and checking off the things on Lisa’s list. I told 
him I wanted to help too, and he said he’ll try to find 
something for me to do. I’ll be so glad when school’s out. 
Then we can play poker more often.    

# 

Judith 

Last night, I made a batch of double chocolate 
brownies and tapped on Shannon’s door to let her 
know. She was on the floor on the other side of her 
bed, and when she saw me, she fell back and hopped to 
a standing position. I couldn’t see what she was up to, 
but at least she wasn’t smoking again.  

“Shannon, what’s wrong? You don’t usually jump 
out of your skin when I knock on your door.” 

She stood next to her bed, shoving something under 
it with one foot. “I thought my door was shut tight.” 

I crossed my arms and that only made Shannon roll 
her eyes.  
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“What are you up to in here?” I asked, creeping 
toward her bed. I bent at the knees to reach for 
whatever it was, but she jammed an elbow into my ribs 
and shoved it further out of reach. She wasn’t angry. 
She was blushing. “I… I don’t want you to see it.” 

“See what?” 
Her embarrassment continued with additional 

blushing and a slight hesitation to her voice. “Don’t 
laugh, okay?” 

“I won’t laugh. I’ll be nice.” I bit my lip. 
Reaching under the bed, she slid out a box. I 

recognized the red letters immediately. The game 
called, “Operation.” The old board game we used to 
play together. “Oh, honey! I thought this was still in 
storage,” I said, reaching for the lid. I set the whole box 
on her bed and lay on my stomach, motioning for her 
to do the same. “Let me go first.” 

“Really, Mom?” 
“Really, dahlink.” Shannon actually giggled.  
I picked up the tweezers and pinched them together, 

while Shannon returned all the game pieces to their 
proper places. I played for a couple of minutes, which 
took all my concentration. First I took out the charley 
horse, then the butterflies in the stomach. No problem. 
When I got to the spare ribs, Shannon bounced on her 
tummy just like when she was a little girl. “Stop!” I 
giggled. “I was hoping you wouldn’t remember.” 

“Aha. But I do remember,” she laughed. “You can 
never do the spare ribs. Because I always bounce.”  
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By that time, Shannon was already off the bed and 
heading for the door. I sprinted after her, both of us 
laughing uncontrollably, reaching her in the hall just 
outside Ren’s door. I gripped her by her upper arms. 
Ren opened his door, and his expression immediately 
changed to that of a mischievous boy.  

Shannon tried to escape and sneak into his room, 
but he laughed too, holding tight to his nearly closed 
door.  

“Please! Mom’s trying to kill me.” 
Ren finally opened his door the rest of the way, but 

not to let Shannon in. He left his room and helped me 
instead by grabbing Shannon’s other arm. With 
Shannon kicking and screaming, we dragged her back 
to her room. When Ren saw the game on the bed, he 
let go of Shannon’s arm. “Operation!” he said, 
grinning.  

I told him I could never extract the spare ribs 
without setting off the buzzer, because Shannon always 
jiggled the bed.  

“You mean, extract it with your fingers?” 
“With the tweezers,” I said. “Don’t they use tweezers 

in Illinois?” 
“Oh we use tweezers alright. But not with our 

fingers.” 
Ren kicked off one of his loafers. “Allow me.” 
Shannon and I watched while Ren sat on the edge of 

Shannon’s bed and peeled off his right sock. “Anybody 
can do an operation with their fingers.”   
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He moved the game to the floor, and wiggled his two 
toes, like he was warming up. He reached down and 
stuck the tweezers between his toes, and wiggled some 
more, adjusting them just the way he wanted. He 
stopped and asked for more light, so Shannon turned 
on an extra lamp in her room. Both of us snickered 
continuously as we watched. 

He re-positioned his body so he could see what his 
toes were doing down there on the floor.  

 Shannon and I got into a giggling fit. We held 
hands and danced around the room like a couple of 
pre-schoolers. Soon, we stopped dancing, because I 
wanted to watch. I was skeptical, to say the least. 
“There’s no way he can do the bread basket. It’s worth a 
thousand points.” 

Ren stopped his toe surgery and stared at me. “May I 
have a little courtesy please?” 

I held my breath and watched. Ren’s eyebrows 
knitted, and he chewed his tongue. He stuck the 
tweezers into the bread basket, and the room went 
silent. I blinked, and the next thing I knew, he’d 
removed the teeny bread. Using his toes. He held the 
bread in the air with his foot. “You were saying…?” 

Shannon laughed so hard she had to hold her 
stomach. “Dr. Spencer, how much do you charge for a 
butt lift?”  

“Shannon!” 
Ren snickered and retrieved the tweezers from 

between his toes. “Your turn.” 
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When he handed me the tweezers, I gulped. I didn’t 
even think I’d be able to get the tweezers to pinch, let 
alone maneuver them to do the organ removal. “Let me 
practice first,” I requested, still giggling.  

“No practice, Mom,” Shannon insisted. “You have to 
do it the same as Ren. Just sit there and try.” 

I told Shannon that wasn’t fair, since she’d obviously 
been practicing before I came to her room, even if it 
was the normal way. She stopped smiling and made a 
face at me.  

“What?” I asked. 
She motioned toward Ren and leaned close to me to 

whisper. “I didn’t want him to know.” 
“Honey, there’s nothing wrong with pulling out 

your old games once in a while.” 
Ren stepped forward to add his advice. “Never stop 

playing games. It’ll keep you young.” 
“He’s right honey,” I said. “Look at the two of us. 

We’re both in our thirties. Playing old games reminds 
us of happy times from our childhood.” 

“Besides, do we seem like two old people to you?” 
Ren asked. 

Shannon smiled at him. “Well, not too old.” 
Meanwhile, I returned the pieces to the game board. 

Ren asked why a piece was missing. “Where’s the 
broken heart?” 

Shannon and I stared at each other. She frowned, 
which meant I would have to explain to Ren what 
happened to the missing game piece. 
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I took a deep breath. “The last time we played this 
game, Shannon was about eight or nine years old. She’d 
asked me about Tom. About how we broke up. She was 
just old enough to understand.” 

Then, Shannon continued the story. “Mom and I 
decided right then we would never use the broken heart 
piece, because grown-ups don’t like reminders of their 
broken hearts. We threw it away. Forever.” 

I glanced at Ren. He was staring at my face, 
especially my eyes. At that moment, we connected as 
adults, as if we were alone in the room. His eyes 
glistened and my throat went dry. People have their 
hearts broken all the time, and maybe that’s the one big 
thing that connects us. Ren reached for my forearm, 
giving it a little squeeze. Then, with a faint blush, he 
dropped his arm back by his side.  

The room suddenly seemed too small. I cleared my 
throat. “Maybe I’ll try my toes another day, Shannon. 
Everyone is invited downstairs for double chocolate 
brownies.” I smiled a crooked smile. 

Ren and Shannon left, but I stayed behind a 
moment, thinking of my broken heart stories. When 
Ren had squeezed my arm, I know he meant it as a 
connection from one friend to another. For a second or 
two, I imagined it meant more. But then I remembered 
Lisa.  

The best thing I could do would be to shrug off my 
negativity and indulge in some double chocolate 
brownies. I put on my happy face and made my way 
down to the kitchen.  
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# 

Judith 

A frequent sight around the house is Ren, dressed for 
construction, with his cell phone stuck to his ear. He’d 
lost his Bluetooth, so while he was hanging the new 
wallpaper in the powder room, I went to Wal-Mart and 
bought him a new one. Otherwise, I decided, he may be 
accomplishing the work, but with his head bent to the 
side, the finished product would now be hanging at a 
ninety-three degree angle.  

Now that our plumbing is repaired, we’ve had plenty 
of time to work on some of Lisa’s other requests. 
Decision-making for Lisa doesn’t seem to be an issue, 
the way it is for me. Fortunately, Lisa knows exactly 
what she wants, so things are going well in that respect. 
I’ll email her color and design choices, and she turns 
them around within an hour or two. She’s beginning to 
trust my judgment.  

Shannon has been a tremendous help too, searching 
through wedding websites and bridal magazines. Last 
night, I knocked on Shannon’s door. She was sitting 
cross-legged on her rug, leaning against the bed. “May I 
come in? I want to show you something.” 

“Sure, Mom.” 
She laid down her June Bride magazine. 
“I found my wedding pictures. Not the ones in the 

album, but a separate set I took, with my own camera. I 
haven’t looked at them for years.” 
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“Let’s see.”  
I sat next to her and passed her the pictures one at a 

time. “This is my train laying across the bed before I 
put it on. Here’s a picture of one of the cakes at the 
reception. One of two big cakes.” 

“It’s beautiful. What kind was it?” 
“This is the tiramisu cake. You never tasted anything 

like it. The cake layers were brushed with espresso 
syrup, and the entire surface was covered with a buttery 
cream cheese frosting and sprinkled with ground 
chocolate. Then, the other cake was just ordinary white 
cake.” 

“Which one did you like best?” 
“No contest. The tiramisu.” 
“What in the world is this picture?” 
“It’s your dad kissing the camera, with white cake 

frosting smeared on his mouth.” Blurred and messy. I 
told Shannon it was one of my favorites. 

“Why is it a favorite?” 
I stared at the picture for a moment, then tucked my 

knee under me. “I don’t know. I guess it’s a favorite 
because it reminds me of how young we were. And how 
childlike.” 

“Mom, how will I know the first time I’m really in 
love? What does it feel like?”  

I paused a moment, to put the words together in just 
the right way. “You’ll know, because it won’t be the 
same as hanging someone’s pictures on your wall or 
giggling with your girlfriends. It’ll feel like you can look 
deep into your lover’s eyes and speak to each other, like 
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you’ve known each other your whole lives. But, when 
you do speak, you’ll still be able to talk about 
everything, telling all your secrets.” 

Shannon gave herself a hug around her middle. 
“Being in love sounds scary.” 

“It is honey. It’s always scary opening up to another 
person. Unless it’s someone you know you can trust.” 

“Did you trust Daddy?” 
“Of course I did. I still do. He’s a very trustworthy 

guy.” 
“Think you’ll ever get back together?” 
“No. Not now. Now that he has Grace.” 
“I still think Lisa and Ren are going to make a perfect 

couple. Don’t you?” 
“Only time will tell, honey. After all, my mother said 

the same thing about your dad and me.” 

# 

Judith 

With all the reminiscing, I tossed in bed for an hour 
before I could go to sleep. A recurring memory for me 
was keeping me from relaxing enough. As a fourteen-
year-old, I had my first major crush. The first is always 
the hardest to forget. 

During the summer months between my ninth and 
tenth grades, I volunteered at an elementary school 
summer program near home. My position as “teen 
assistant” was to help the director, a middle aged 
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woman named Mrs. Wertz, and the assistant director, 
Jeff, supervise the school children while they played 
softball or climbed the playground equipment in the 
school yard. 

I used to go early, as soon as the building was open. I 
loved being the first one there. That way, Jeff and I 
could be alone. Jeff was gorgeous. He was 6’1” tall, with 
blond wavy hair and a perfect shape. Perfect for what, I 
didn’t know at the time. He would be entering his final 
year in college that fall, studying Physical Education on 
a Track and Field Scholarship.  

Jeff came to the school each morning dressed in 
running shorts, tank top and sneakers, ready to go for a 
run every afternoon, after the kids were gone. I loved to 
gaze at the blond curly hair on his forearms and legs, 
but I had to be discreet. I was smitten and didn’t care 
how many girlfriends he had back in college; I figured I 
had the advantage now.  

Each morning, we would share coffee from an old 
Mr. Coffee, and sometimes Jeff would bring a box of 
powdered donuts, offering some to me, but I always 
declined. Sometimes, we talked about my 
entrepreneurial abilities. I consistently tried but failed 
to resist staring into his ocean deep eyes, which he 
rolled up into his eyelids when I did.  

“Do you like school Judy?” he asked. “I hated high 
school, but college is different.” 

“I guess so, some of the classes are hard, like Science 
and Literature, but I do okay if I study.” 
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“Studying always came easy for me,” he said. “I’m 
not too smart, but for some reason, I just seem to 
remember what I study, especially if I cram the night 
before.” 

“I don’t think I’ll be going to college.” 
“Why not? You’re a smart girl.” 
“I don’t know. Maybe I just want to travel. My 

brother Perry wants to travel. He’s a senior, and all he 
talks about is the trip he’s gonna take next summer to 
Spain.” 

“Judy, you know what you need?”  
I couldn’t wait to hear the answer.  
“You need a trip away from this town.”  
“I do?”  
“I have to go day after tomorrow to pick up some 

sports equipment from Grayson’s in Centerville. Why 
don’t you come with me? I’ll take you out for some 
frozen custard after. Sound good?” 

My fourteen-year-old heart soared far above the 
clouds somewhere in the stratosphere. Of course I 
didn’t tell my mother. 

Finally, the day arrived. Early that morning, after 
we’d put away our coffee mugs, I was setting out a 
game of checkers for the kids. I felt a tap on my 
shoulder and turned to see Jeff. Next to him was a 
beautiful, young East Indian girl. 

“Judy, we have a new teen assistant starting today. 
This is Mala.” 

I nodded my head and said “Hi” to the new 
assistant.  
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“Why don’t you show her around and introduce her 
to some of the kids, okay?” Jeff said. “I’ll talk to you 
later, Mala.” 

I stared at the petite, slender girl and asked her how 
old she was.  

“I just turned nineteen two weeks ago.” 
Her voice was sweet, lilting like a marshmallow 

melted over coals; gooey and dripping off the stick. She 
had a tiny but perfectly proportioned figure with a 
turned up nose.  

I wanted to know whether she was in college or high 
school, so I asked. “What grade will you be in next 
year?” 

“I’ll be a sophomore. I go to school with Jeff,” she 
said, while continually smoothing the sides of her short 
hair behind her ears, where it refused to stay. 

To me, she didn’t look old enough to be in college, 
but I believed her. 

During the next few hours, every time I saw Mala, 
she was standing, sitting, or talking with Jeff. It drove 
me crazy. I didn’t want Jeff spending so much time 
with another girl, when he would be taking me into 
Centerville in just a little while.  

When I was in the equipment room later getting a 
softball mitt, I overheard Jeff talking to Mrs. Wertz. 

“Listen, do you think you and Judy can run the 
checkers tournament this afternoon? I’m taking Mala to 
Grayson’s to pick up the goal nets and knee pads.” 

“I thought you said you were taking Judy.” 
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“Oh, well I was going to, but one of Mala’s relatives 
lives just down the street from Grayson’s and she 
wanted a ride to visit her. Plus, I forgot to give Judy the 
parental permission slip.” 

“Have you told Judy yet? I think she was really 
looking forward to it.”  

“No, why don’t you tell her? I need to go run and 
get gas first.” 

When I heard what Jeff said, I bolted from the 
equipment room, out the doors to the back parking lot. 
I leaned against the outside wall of the gym between 
two poles.  

After I finished crying, I said my first cuss words, 
ever. But, they weren’t directed toward Jeff. I was angry 
for having allowed myself the vulnerability of the 
crush. 

When I remember that summer, I believe the Jeff 
incident shaped me and how I deal with men. It made 
me stronger, and much more self-reliant. As a teenager, 
I didn’t have a clue, but now, I know better. I know not 
to count on others to validate me as a person.  

But Jeff still could have taken me for that frozen 
custard.  
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Chapter Seventeen 

Judith 

On the dining room table, I spread out the stencil 
books for Ren. “Did Lisa say she would prefer this fairy 
floral in purple pastel or this violet and green fruit leaf 
vine?” 

Ren scratched his temple. He picked up the book and 
held it close enough to see. “Is this for the border above 
the dining room?” 

“Yes, it is. Remember she said she wanted bright and 
colorful?” 

“I remember the conversation, but not the final 
decision. We may have to call her.” Ren reached for his 
cell phone.  

“Wait Ren, I remember now. Didn’t she say she 
wanted the one that reminded her of an apple 
orchard?” 

“You’re right. So it must be the one with the vine.” 
“Okay, I’ll order it today. We’ll have it overnighted. 

Did you see the envelope that came for you yesterday?” 
“Yes, I did. Thank you.” 
“You’ve been getting a lot of them lately.” 
He pulled out a chair and sat, leaning back and 

stretching his long legs in front. “My agent sent me 
another script. He thinks it would be perfect for me.” 

Excited to hear of this development, I sat across from 
him. “What’s it about?” 
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“It’s a drama about a man who wants to leave a 
marriage, but the wife makes things more and more 
difficult for him. Not only for the divorce, but for his 
future after the divorce. So he has an affair with a 
beautiful co-worker.” 

“Will you have to audition?” 
“They’ll expect me to, but I don’t think I will.” 
“Why not? It sounds like your agent’s sent you a 

good one.” 
He stroked his short beard. “Lisa doesn’t want me to 

commit to any films just now.” 
“Won’t you even discuss it with her first? Before you 

turn it down?” 
Staring into my eyes, his lips tugged at a small smile. 

“Can I wait to see who’s playing the part of the 
beautiful co-worker first?”  

“Better watch out. Wonder who’ll play the part of 
the bitchy wife.” 

“Have you ever done any acting, Judith?” 
I interlocked my fingers in front of me. “Ah! I’m 

crushed. I’m the first person you thought of for the 
part.” 

“Actually, I was thinking of you for the beautiful co-
worker.” He winked at me.  

“I did a commercial once. Took hours just for a 
thirty-second spot. It only aired for a week and a half.” 

“Was this in the LA area?” 
“The filming was, but the spot aired in a small 

community in Riverside County. I never even got to see 
myself on TV.” 
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“I don’t like seeing myself much on TV,” Ren said. 
“Then change the channel! By the way, who’s your 

agent?” 
“For years I was with William Morris, then one of 

their agents branched out on his own. His name’s 
Hunter Blackburn. He’s collecting a fairly decent roster 
of actors now.” 

“Does he think you can get this part? Do you know 
who you’ll be up against?” 

“Kevin Costner, Bruce Willis, Richard Gere, the 
usual.” 

“So this is a part for an older actor?” 
Ren inhaled in annoyance, crossing his eyebrows. “I 

guess you’re right. I knew someday I’d be considered for 
the more mature roles, but I just didn’t think it would 
be this soon.” 

“Nothing wrong with being a character actor from 
this point forward. Besides, look at how enduring 
someone like Harrison Ford has been. He never seems 
to go out of style.” 

With that, I got a reticent smile out of Ren. 
But I assured him, I would not be auditioning for the 

role of the bitchy wife. 

# 

Judith 

Following a lengthy phone call, Ren met me in the 
living room.  
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“Judith, I just got off the phone with Lisa.”  
“Yes?” 
“We never got around to talking about the movie 

role. She found a picture in one of those wedding how-
to websites of an altar you can build inside the house. 
She wants us to build one.” 

“An altar? Inside? Do you have the website link?” 
“In my room, but I remember the dimensions. It’s 

eight feet wide but we can make it as tall as the ceilings 
allow.” 

“But where will we put it?” I asked. 
Ren stood in the middle of the living room, gazing at 

the two biggest walls. He extended his arms in front of 
his chest, setting his sights through a frame shape with 
his fingers and thumbs. “I don’t see where we can, 
other than here.” He pulled on his work gloves, still 
stained and dusty from our latest project. 

“You mean next to the dining room entrance? The 
wall isn’t big enough.” 

“Not next to the entrance. Instead of the entrance. 
We’ll just get some framing and drywall, cover the 
entranceway and build the altar here.” He made a 
gesture of filling in the invisible wall. “You can still 
enter the dining room from the kitchen. Everything’ll 
be fine.” He stopped and scowled at me. “You worry 
too much, Judith.” 

With my hands on my hips, I stuck my tongue out 
at Ren. He grabbed for me and I ducked. And ran. But 
with his long legs, he caught me in the laundry room, 
arms surrounding me in a playful bear hug clutch. 

205 

  



While he squeezed most of my breath out of me, I tried 
to scream, but inside I was laughing too hard.  

One of his gloves covered my face and mouth. “Give 
me that tongue! Give it to me!” I wasn’t about to stick 
my tongue out again, not with his nasty gloves ready to 
grab it. I could taste the dust from the smell alone. All I 
could do was shake my head and wiggle loose, but he 
had me tight. “Ren, let me go or I’ll....” I kicked and 
tried to elbow myself free. Finally, when he loosened 
his grip on me, I decided he must have run out of 
energy. “I didn’t realize how strong you are. For a girl, 
that is.” 

I couldn’t allow that one to go by unnoticed. I stuck 
my tongue out again, but he just chuckled at me. Then, 
with my hands on my hips, I twisted my spine, for the 
‘crrrack’.  

“What was that?” 
“Sometimes, I have to ... it’s like cracking your 

knuckles.” 
Ren grabbed me again around my middle again, 

giggling like a kid. “I’ll crack your back for you.” This 
time, I wiggled free easily. I noticed how the previous 
minutes’ activity had made both of us break out in a 
sweat, huffing and puffing air, hearts pounding.  

That’s when I noticed. Ren Spencer has a beautiful 
smile. 

It took a minute, but I finally caught my breath 
enough to continue speaking. I couldn’t resist asking 
him a personal question. “Ren, I’ve hardly ever seen 
your real smile on screen. In your movies, when your 
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movie character smiles, it almost never looks the same 
as it does in person. Why is that?” 

Ren wiped his forehead with the back of his gloved 
hand. He was still out of breath, but he answered. “The 
easy way to explain would be that it’s hard to smile a 
genuine smile on command. But there’s another reason 
too. When you’re in a film, you’re giving away a little 
bit of your soul. It’s forever. Eternally available on DVD. 
I want to keep some of myself for me.” 

“You know, that makes perfect sense.” 
“I don’t know why it wouldn’t. Have I ever not made 

sense?” 
“Do you really want me to answer that?” 
“Well ... no.” 
“Let’s get to my laptop and figure out this altar,” he 

said. 
I offered to stop and get us each a cold drink. Then 

we agreed to meet upstairs and look at the website. 
Carrying the drinks up the stairs, I wondered what I 

would see in his room. For the past several days, he’d 
been holed up in seclusion. When I entered his room, I 
looked for a place to set down the drinks. Contracts, 
legal documents, and empty overnight envelopes 
cluttered his desk and part of the floor. He instructed 
me to keep my hands off.  

“More movie scripts?” 
“No, just paperwork for a couple of my properties. 

I’ve got an office building off I-10 that’s going through 
some legal hassles. The lawyers are costing me my 
grandchildren’s inheritance.” He ran his fingers 

207 

  



through his hair. “There’s some kind of lease dispute 
with my anchor tenant.” He sat at his desk, and I stood 
behind him fingering one of the five-part forms. A 
sticky note with an arrow and red X covered the lower 
right hand corner.  

Until Ren mentioned it, I hadn’t realized how 
inconvenient it must be for him to be in Bloomington. 
We’re on a first-name basis now with the Fed Ex 
delivery driver, but I know Ren must wish he was home 
instead of where he is. 

Quick as a flash, Ren grabbed a small black object 
and stuffed it into his pocket. I assumed it was the same 
object he’d been clutching while in Shannon’s room 
that day. He stared up at me over his shoulder. “What’s 
that look for, Judith?” 

“Look?” 
“Like you feel sorry for me.” 
“I didn’t mean to give you that look, but you’re 

right, I am sorry. Sorry you have to live your life in two 
places like this.” 

He scooped up a couple of documents and stacked 
them together. “Done it for years. On film sets. You 
have a home away from home for months at a time. 
That’s part of why we each get our own RV when we’re 
on location.” 

I grabbed a used glass and a coffee mug he’d left on 
his dresser. “I guess I like all my things where I can 
reach them.”  
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“I’ll be back home soon. The longest I was ever on 
location without a break was nine weeks for Gridiron, 
but I was seeing someone at the time, so that helped.” 

Before Ren referred to “seeing someone”, I hadn’t 
wanted to ask him much about his private life, but now 
the door was opened…. “Not long ago, I visited your 
website. Learned a lot about you.” 

“RenSpencer.com? My friend Seth runs it for me. I 
don’t think he’s had time to update it recently, though. 
Just had a baby daughter.” 

“I remember what that’s like. It seems like yesterday 
Shannon was an infant.” 

He opened his laptop and clicked on the wedding 
link. Maybe that opening in the door just closed again. 
“Here’s the picture, and you can send away for the 
architectural plans.” 

“It looks fairly complicated. But elegant. Should I 
scout around for a contractor?” I asked, sipping my iced 
tea. 

Ren studied the plans for a moment. “Looks like 
more than I can manage. I’m good, but not that good.” 

“A man of many talents.” 
“Where’s my cold drink?” he asked. 
“Right here. Anything I can do to help? With all 

your paperwork?” 
“No, I appreciate it, but mostly it involves me 

signing on the dotted line. As soon as you find a 
contractor for the altar, I’ll sign that one, too.” 

Somehow, he’d diverted my attention away from his 
private affairs, and back to the wedding. Ren was 
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probably so accustomed to having reporters and media 
people ask him questions and shove microphones into 
his personal space, he may be naturally hesitant around 
everyone.  

I decided I would find a contractor after lunch.     

# 

Ren 

What a trooper. Ever since Judith found out she’s no 
longer bed and breakfast manager, but wedding planner 
for two people she hardly knows, she hasn’t 
complained once. While we were playing “Operation,” 
she really seemed to be enjoying herself. And that day 
we were playing “eat my dust”, she was a lot of fun. In 
fact, we’ve had more fun than I’ve ever had with Lisa. 
But Lisa’s the type to complain if she breaks a nail, or 
gets a little scratch. Prissy is the word.  

Who ever said marriage was supposed to be all about 
fun and games, anyway? Marriage is a serious 
undertaking, for serious-minded people. Why else 
would I have waited so long to get engaged? I wanted 
to make certain I’d found the right woman. One who 
was dead serious about our commitment.  

Sometimes Judith veers toward the odd side, anyway. 
I mean, come on. Cracking your spine, the way most 
people crack their knuckles? At least her daughter’s 
half-way normal. She’s got a murderous poker face. I let 
her win once in a while, just so she enjoys the game, 
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but she’s learning much too fast how to beat me. Right 
now, it’s our secret, but I remember being Shannon’s 
age, and how hard it was to keep any kind of secrets. 
You’d be better off just telling your mom ahead of time, 
so you don’t get caught out in the rain without your 
Ace of hearts.  

# 

Judith 

While studying Winnie’s choices in the emergency 
repair Rolodex and remembering Eddie, I decided I 
would try to find a contractor the old fashioned way. I 
found one in the Yellow Pages I thought might be 
good, and paid a visit to their office. After running a 
few errands, I parked in front of the one-story, plain 
brick building. I opened the heavy steel door and 
entered the front office. It smelled of sawdust and 
carpet glue.  

Several men rushed back and forth to a secretary’s 
desk. She was an older woman with a faint mustache, 
shouting her orders at the men. “Give me your forms. 
Right here in this stack.” 

I decided to sit on a waiting area couch until she was 
finished with her paperwork. As I sat, I gazed around 
the room. On a wall above a long table, a sign read, 
“Applicants, please read! Important information!” A 
tray held a stack of applications, with a jar of pens next 
to it. In the fine print under the Important Information 
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notice, I read the rest of the story: “If you’re on parole, 
please be sure to include the name of your parole 
officer, your release date, and length of incarceration.” 

On my way out the door, I decided maybe Winnie’s 
Rolodex was a good idea after all.   
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Chapter Eighteen 

Judith 

Ren was nearly finished with the wallpaper in the 
powder room. “How does it look?” I stood in the 
middle of the room and examined his handiwork. “I’m 
impressed. How do you know how to do so many home 
décor projects anyway? I would have expected you to 
just pay someone to do this type of thing.” 

He took me by the shoulders and steered me out into 
the kitchen. “Why is it so surprising that I know how to 
hang wallpaper? Lots of men know how to hang 
wallpaper. To be honest, it was the only job I could find 
when I first got out to LA. I did interior painting and 
hung drapes for rich women. Plus, I’ve been helping 
Lisa around the house.” 

Ren’s face was starting to show some wear ‘n tear— 
red rimmed eyes, droopy eyelids.  

Standing just outside the powder room door, 
something on the kitchen wall caught my eye. “What’s 
that? It looks like some sort of smudge.” 

He raised his arm to touch up the spot, and groaned. 
“I can’t quite reach it.” 

I offered to get the step stool for him, but he 
declined. Then, he twisted himself double to jump to 
the spot. When he came back down, he snapped his 
arm back and clasped his shoulder with his opposite 
hand. He growled at me. 

“What’s wrong? Did you pull something?” 
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“I think so. Or it’s a muscle spasm. I get them every 
once in a while.” His voice sounded gruff. 

“Oh, I know how painful those can be. Why don’t 
you soak in the tub?” 

Ren nodded. “You’re right. Sometimes that helps.” 
On the way upstairs, I glanced at the grandfather 

clock. It was close to lunchtime, and I’d promised Ren a 
ham sandwich. “Do you want me to hold off on your 
sandwich?” 

“No, bring it up when it’s ready. I’ll eat while I 
soak.” 

“Okay, will do.” 
After a while, I heard him turn off the tub water, just 

as I was slicing the sandwich in two. I carried it upstairs 
on a tray with some of his favorite barbecue chips and a 
soda. His bedroom door was slightly ajar, and inside, it 
was silent. At first, I thought he might have fallen 
asleep in the tub, so I tip-toed into the room and left 
the tray on his bed. Just as I was leaving, his voice made 
me jump. “Judith, is that you?” 

“Yes, your food is on the bed.” 
“I’ll bet it’s lonely all by itself. Bring it in to me, 

would you?” 
I didn’t have to imagine what I would see inside the 

bathroom.  
I knew.  
I would see a grown man, to whom I was already 

attracted, stretched out in a claw foot tub. His hair 
would be steam-soaked, his face flushed. His chest hair 
would be floating in and out of the water with each 
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rapid inhale, and he would say my name once in his 
husky voice, and I would lose my composure and drop 
the ham sandwich on the tile floor.    

“I’m coming.” I said as I turned the doorknob.  
“I’m ready.” 
When I opened the door, the room was steamy, but I 

could still see well enough to notice what I’d forgotten.  
The claw foot has a shower curtain.  
“Where would you like the sandwich, Ren?” 
“Could you hand it to me through the curtain, 

please?” 
“Sure. How’s your shoulder?” 
He’d taken his first bite, so he had to talk through 

his chewing. “Iss better, thangs.” 
“Well, I’ll go now and let you soak a while longer.” 
Above the tub, the metal rings slid across the curtain 

rod. I dared only look up, not down. “Judith, I’m down 
here.”  

As I turned to face him, only his head and shoulders 
were out of the curtain. “Could you do me a big favor?” 
he asked. “If you could get my cell phone and find a 
good masseuse who does house calls, that would be 
terrific.” 

“Do you really want one more person to know 
you’re here?” 

He cringed and gripped his shoulder again. “Not 
especially, but have you got any better ideas?” 

“No.” He didn’t need to know any of my better 
ideas. 
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“I just need a good rub down. Anyone can do it. I’ll 
walk you through.” I guess I was about to become 
‘anyone’. 

He finished his sandwich and reached out for his 
towel, on a stool next to the tub. It was just out of 
reach, so I retrieved it for him and looked the other 
way. “Judith, if my bed’s clear, I’ll just lay on my 
stomach and tell you where it hurts, okay?” 

“I’ll do my best.” 
Ren kept his towel around his waist, and lay face 

down on his bedspread, toes hanging off the foot of the 
bed. “First, could you please dry off my back with one 
of those other towels in the bathroom?” 

I sat, not moving for a second.  
“Anything wrong Judith?” 
“Well, yes. As a matter of fact. I was just thinking 

how things have changed since you first arrived. You’re 
much nicer now.” 

“Thank you. I’ve been working on it.” 
“Really?”  
“Yes, with Lisa’s help.”  
Nicer, yes, but sometimes I missed the old grouchy 

Ren. I brought the towel in from the bathroom, and 
blotted his shoulders and back. The other one was still 
wrapped around him just below his waist.  

Ren’s arms were by his side and his face was turned 
away from me, so he couldn’t see anything but the 
wall. His voice was becoming more quiet, as he relaxed 
and sank into the mattress. “Lisa’s a good woman. She 
knows what’s best for me.” 
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After I rubbed my hands together so they would be 
warm, I took a breath and screwed up my courage.  

“I’m ready now, Ren. Where do you want me to 
start?” 

“My right shoulder. Near the top.” 
Leaning over him, I started with my fingers, then 

pressed a little harder, conscious of his reaction—
careful not to hurt him.  

“Ahhh, that feels better. Very good. Mmmm.” His 
deep voice was all throaty, and I wondered how I could 
continue. His shoulder felt good, muscular with light 
hair. I wanted to press my nose against his skin and 
breathe him in. I tried to think of other things, like the 
weather, the construction work, or Heidi and her 
former occupation, but that wasn’t the best idea either.  

After only a moment, I noticed his breathing.  
It was faster.  
“Judith, you can reach me better if you’re sitting on 

me.” 
“Where? You mean straddle you?” 
“That’s where it feels best.” 
Why were my eyes searching the room, as if I might 

find someone to ask for approval? Ren continued to 
dole out instructions. “You can really press hard if 
you’re on top, really dig in to my shoulder.” 

I adjusted my shorts, so I could climb over him, but 
his damp towel was in the way. I wanted to help him, 
but I was beginning to feel more awkward. “Remove the 
towel, if you need to. I’m not shy.” 

“No, that’s okay, I’ll just sit on top of it.”  

217 

  



With my knees bent to fit across him, his upturned 
hand brushed my skin, sending warmth through me. I 
wished I could ignore how smooth and tanned his skin 
was, or how warm, or how my bare hands were craving 
to massage his entire back. I thought of how many 
other women would sell their souls to be where I am 
right now. Being this close to him, I couldn’t help 
noticing the scent from his soapy bath, or how a fine 
sheen of goose bumps now covered his skin. Mine too. 

As I massaged his shoulder, he told me how good I 
was with my hands, moaning softly, and I thought he 
said something about “Waldo”, but I must have been 
wrong. Soon, his voice lapsed into silence. He fell asleep 
under my touch. I couldn’t decide whether I was 
insulted or flattered.  

But I did know I was craving a salty snack again. I 
grabbed his tray from the bathroom, and munched on 
barbecue chips all the way back to the kitchen. 

# 

Judith 

Later, at night, Shannon was in bed, but I heard Ren 
in his room, talking on his cell phone again. Most of 
Ren and Lisa’s conversations now (the ones I 
accidentally overhear) are congenial, as they finalize 
plans for the reception. I was pleased with the job I’d 
done, planning minute details, charting and graphing 
my progress on my laptop. We’d emailed digital 
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pictures to Lisa of our redecorating progress, and she 
was happy. 

After my shower, I decided to check my emails, 
while sitting up in bed. Tom had written, requesting 
certain items for Shannon’s two-week stay at the farm.  

He also said he and Grace had broken up.  
I called him. 
“Tom, I’m sorry to hear about you and Grace. Do 

you want to talk about it?” 
In our relationship, I’d always been the one to 

launch emotional discussions.  
“I broke it off with her,” he said. 
Now I knew I wouldn’t be consoling a jilted male, 

but the jilt-er. “Really? Not like us. I was the one who 
asked for the divorce. I initiated the separation.” 

“I remember.” 
“Tom, that’s so unlike you. You must have changed 

since we were together.” 
“What do you mean?” 
“When we were together, you were always, I don’t 

know, such a softie. You could never stand up for 
yourself, or your true feelings.” 

 Tom was silent. It’s true though. Early in our 
relationship, I think Tom was so eager to please me, he 
over-compensated at times. Maybe because I was 
already pregnant so soon after we got married, he 
wanted to make things pleasant for me. After Shannon 
was born, that’s when things changed. 

He finally answered. “Apparently, that’s no longer a 
problem for me. Are you seeing anyone now?”   
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“No. There’s just no time. I’m too busy.” 
“Is Ren still there?” 
“Yes, he’s still here. There’s a lot left to do to get 

ready for the big event.” 
“Wonder how long it’ll last.” 
“Their marriage? Who knows? But they seem very 

much in love.” 
“Isn’t that what everyone said about Tom Cruise and 

Nicole Kidman?” 
“Don’t be nasty.” 
“Those Hollywood actors are all a bunch of 

phonies.” 
Normally, I’m not prone to sudden fits of rage, but I 

do know when to step in and defend a friend. “You’re 
so wrong. An actor is a very real person, with likes and 
dislikes, family, problems, hopes, and dreams and 
plans. The crap they feed us in the news is only there 
for negative publicity.” 

“You mean, Ren’s not a drunk who gets thrown in 
jail with motorcycle gangs?” 

“Everyone’s allowed a few mistakes. Even you, Tom. 
Just let me know when you’re coming for Shannon, will 
you?” 

“I’ll call when I’m an hour away. Will that be 
sufficient?” 

“Fine. Good night, Tom.” 
After I hung up the phone, I paced all the way out in 

the hall, down the stairs to the front porch. I sat in a 
rocker and rocked hard, until I eventually calmed 
down. A moment later, the door creaked open, and 
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Shannon stood in front of me in her robe and flip flops. 
“Mom, are you okay?” 

“I’m sorry honey, did I wake you?” 
“You were pretty loud.” 
“Come give me a hug. I got mad at your father. But 

you’re right, I should have kept it quiet.” 
Shannon sat near me and slid her toes in and out of 

her flip flops. “Mom, Jasmine has a boyfriend now. His 
name’s Ryan. He’s all she ever talks about. I’m afraid if 
she just talks about him every minute, we won’t have 
much fun at the farm. Should I try to get a boyfriend 
too?” 

I chuckled, but kept it quiet. “Why give yourself the 
extra headaches? At your age, you should keep things 
simple. Love will come along when you least expect it, 
not when you go out looking for it.” 

“I guess you’re right.” 
“Shannon?” 
“Yes Mom?” 
“Want to share a bowl of chocolate mint chip ice 

cream with me, before bed?” 
“No, I better not. I have to watch what I eat, if I’m 

gonna find a guy when I least expect it.” 
We hugged, and she smiled. I decided to pass up the 

ice cream too. You never know when the right guy 
might show up at your door. 
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Chapter Nineteen 

Shannon 

Dear Journal, 
Mom is starting to act funny around Ren. Sometimes, she 

has one of those funny smiles, like when you try not to 
smile. It’s like she has some kind of secret she’s not telling. I 
don’t know what’s going on, but Ren is getting more nervous 
about the wedding, so maybe that’s it. He keeps looking at 
the wall calendar. We hardly ever play poker any more, due 
to all the paperwork in his room.  

Katie finally got to meet him, and the whole time she 
was with him, she had her hand over her mouth. Plus, she 
cried. She kept shaking all over until he talked her into 
calming down. He’s pretty good at that.  

# 

Judith 

“Mom, where’s Ren?”  
“I think he’s just finishing his shower.” 
“Oh. He said he wanted to read my history paper 

one more time before I left this morning.” 
I glanced at the time, and realized Ren might have to 

read Shannon’s paper after school. Out front, the bus 
driver honked. “See you this afternoon, honey.” 

Dressed in a thin robe and my pink fuzzy slippers, I 
stood in the living room, studying the new artwork Lisa 
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had ordered. A gorgeous framed watercolor of a spring 
garden. Wanting to see how it would look on the wall, I 
removed the corner protectors and lifted the artwork 
against the freshly painted wall. Even though the thick 
wooden frame and glass were heavy, I knew I could lift 
it by myself.   

A sudden loud knock on the front door startled me, 
and I dropped the print on my foot, screaming and 
hopping immediately to the couch. “Just a minute.” I 
called out. Ren rushed down the staircase, dressed only 
in his boxers. “I heard a thud. You alright?” 

While clutching my throbbing foot, I nodded. “I’ll 
live. Someone’s at the door. Could you please get it?”  

“Whoever it is can wait. Lie back, and stick this 
under your foot.”  

I reclined, while Ren lifted my foot to place a pillow 
under it. Then, he slid another pillow under my head. 
He knelt beside me, as if I was an injured child. “Does it 
hurt much?” 

“Much better already. Thanks.” This was a new side 
of Ren I’d not seen before. Attentive, caring. Sweet.  

The not-too-patient person on the porch knocked 
again, this time louder. Almost pounding. Ren marched 
to the door, swinging it wide open, with me in clear 
view. “What is it?” Ren bellowed. 

Like a bad dream, a bright camera flashed. Then 
another. The paparazzi had finally arrived, cameras at 
the ready. Ren and I unwittingly treated them to a 
series of pictures in living color—Ren in his boxers, and 
me, wearing only a robe, laying out on the couch like 

223 

  



Cleopatra in waiting. Ren slammed the door and locked 
it. His eyes were wide with alarm. “Now I’m screwed.” 

I sat up, mindful of my foot. “They got me in the 
pictures too.” 

“I’ll need to call Lisa before … the tabloids.” He 
plopped into an armchair, with his head in his hands. 
Meanwhile, I tried hobbling over to him. “I’m sure 
she’ll understand. Won’t she?” 

Ren leaned into the back of the chair. “No, you don’t 
understand. Just last night, we were talking on the 
phone. About you. She’s worried about us being alone 
all the time.” 

“That’s silly. I mean, isn’t it?” 
Ren stared, but didn’t answer. With all the time Ren 

and I have been spending alone, I can see how Lisa 
might jump to the wrong conclusion. It’s not surprising 
that I’m a source of jealousy for her. After all, I am 
stunning.... 

“Would you like me to call her? Explain what 
happened?” 

“No, that’s alright. Let me handle it,” he said. 
“You’re sure?” 
“I’m sure. I’ve been dealing with Lisa a lot longer 

than you have.”    

# 

Ren 
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 This has GOT.  TO.  STOP. I’ve absolutely got to 
get my head back where it belongs and stop thinking 
about Judith. For God’s sake, I’m going to marry Lisa, 
and that’s all there is to it. No more massages. No more 
tabloid pictures. No more staying up late at night 
thinking about the tiny hairs on Judith’s temples, or 
the way she links her pinky fingers together when she’s 
concentrating on something. Where’s my resolve? My 
endurance?  

I knew this would be difficult, but it’s too late now 
to find another place for the wedding. The 
announcements have been printed, and the 
redecorating is well underway. Maybe I need to see Lisa. 
After all, if she were here, I’d be doing a lot more than 
missing her. I’d be able to express my affection to the 
woman I plan to marry.  

How about a phone call? This time, without Judith 
anywhere nearby.  

# 

Judith 

This morning, Ren came to breakfast with an 
announcement. “I talked to Lisa last night, and she’s 
fine about the tabloid pictures. At least they didn’t 
reveal the address. Just somewhere in a small town in 
central Illinois.” 

“What a relief.” 
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“Also, she’ll be here this afternoon. This was 
originally planned anyway, only now it’s just 
accelerated by a week or two. Then, the two of us will 
be gone to Peoria for a few days, and she’ll be flying 
home again to work on the bridesmaids’ dresses. She 
wants to be with them for their fittings.” 

I flipped one of Shannon’s pancakes in the frying 
pan. The kitchen smelled of batter, butter, and syrup. 
“How nice. So she’ll be able to see what we’ve 
accomplished so far.” 

“Judith,” Ren said, with a lopsided grin, “I think 
she’s coming to see me.” 

“Oh, you’re right.” Of course she was coming to see 
Ren. Not the redecorating progress. I shrugged. 
“Shannon, do we need more milk? Shannon loves her 
milk.”  

“Speaking of accomplishments,” Ren continued, “I 
didn’t get as far as I would have liked on the stenciling. 
I got one wall done in the living room, and I won’t be 
able to finish it until Lisa’s gone again. I hope you 
don’t mind if I leave the materials in the corner of the 
room.” 

“No, Ren. I don’t mind at all. In fact, I’m surprised 
you even asked.” 

“Why are you so surprised all the time? You’re 
surprised about my decorating abilities, about how 
friendly I’ve been. Listen, it’s not easy being nice all the 
time. Goes against my nature, but I have to do this. For 
Lisa.” 
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“For Lisa.” I repeated, not really knowing where I 
was headed. “What about doing something for yourself 
for a change?” 

“And destroy two months of progress? She’ll leave 
me.” 

“Progress?” 
“Judith, I can’t talk about this now. I need to go 

upstairs and rinse some things out and hang them to 
dry.”  

He’s rinsing things out and hanging them to dry? I miss 
the old Ren. The one who demanded everything his 
way. The one who left late at night and borrowed 
money from college girls to stay in a card game. I even 
missed the scraggly neck whiskers.  

“Shannon, the bus will be here in a few minutes. 
Better get cracking.”  

“I wish I could be here to see how Lisa likes 
everything we’ve done,” she said, washing her hands in 
the sink. 

I grabbed a potholder from the drawer. “I only hope 
she doesn’t ask for too many additional changes. Ren 
might get angry with her if she does.” 

“No Mom. Ren’s not like that any more.” 
I turned off the stove burner and removed the last 

pancake. “You know what? You’re right. I wonder why 
he’s so different than he was before?” 

“Oh Mom, don’t you know that’s what love does to 
a person?” 

“Shannon, go to school.” 
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Although Ren’s personal affairs are none of my 
business, I had to admit I was still curious. Maybe after 
Lisa goes back home, I can get him to talk. 

# 

Judith 

When Ren brought Lisa from the airport, I was in the 
laundry room, folding towels. Lisa and I hugged each 
other like reunited best friends. “You look great, Lisa.” 

Several weeks in Austin had strengthened Lisa’s 
twang. “Thanks Judith. And thanks for everything 
you’ve done for me. You’re such a devoted worker. 
Because of you, Ren and I will have the most 
memorable wedding and reception that ever was.” 

“Well, Ren’s done the majority of the work. Would 
you like a few minutes alone? Or walk around the place 
and see all the progress?” 

The enamored love-birds faced each other and 
smiled. Ren leaned his forehead against Lisa’s. “We’d 
like a few minutes alone, but not to examine the 
decorating.”  

“You know, I have some shopping to do anyway. I’ll 
just leave you two for say, two hours?” 

Lisa giggled. “No, we don’t have that much time. 
Ren dear, aren’t we expected in Peoria at four?” 

“Yes.” He cleared his throat and stood next to Lisa. 
“We’ll be leaving here in forty-five minutes.” 

228 

  



Before I could say another word, the two of them 
sprinted upstairs like a couple of teenagers. I wrote a 
note and left for a walk.  

After one half-trip around the block, I ended up in 
front of Heidi’s house. As I stood in the driveway, I 
realized I needed to talk to someone, and even though I 
would never think of Heidi LaFleur as a confidant, I 
walked right up to her front door and knocked. 

When she greeted me at the door, a pair of granny 
glasses dangled from the end of her nose, and a 
stethoscope circled her neck. “Hey there, baby-doll! 
Come on inside. Can I fix you a drink or something to 
eat?” 

“Or, you could take my pulse.” 
“Oh, you mean these.” She chuckled, removing her 

glasses and stethoscope, laying them on an end table.   
“I was just rehearsing my part for the play. Please sit 

and you can watch. Oh, wait, I’m sorry. You didn’t 
come over to see me rehearse.”   

“Well, no I didn’t, but I’d love to see you rehearse 
your play.” 

She smiled and put her glasses and stethoscope back 
on, adding a nurse’s cap over her wild flock of hair. “Let 
me set up the scene for you. Two doctors, Dr. Ralph 
Victor and Dr. Stephanie Belomowitz are discussing a 
patient, Mrs. Rosemary Fricker. Belomowitz wants to 
operate, and Victor wants to try an experimental 
medication, without the patient’s knowledge. Now, I’m 
the old bitty nurse, Abigail Meeks, and I overhear this 
discussion, so I run to the next patient room and spill 
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to the new head nurse, Peter Prissman. So, here goes. 
And Judith, you read Peter’s part, okay?” 

I watched as Heidi became Abigail Meeks. Her voice 
was urgent and breathy. “Peter, I must talk to you right 
away!” 

I cleared my throat, preparing to become Peter. “Not 
now, Miss Meeks. Can’t you see I’m busy inserting a 
urinary catheter?” 

“I’m sorry, but you must listen. Just now, I overheard 
the chief of surgery and the new brain surgeon 
discussing the patient in room forty-seven.” 

“I’ll be done here in a minute, nurse.” 
Heidi set her script on her lap. “Then, I go to the 

nurse’s lounge and wait for Peter. Which is you. So you 
come in and put one hand on your hip.” 

I entered the scene with all my enthusiasm. “Miss 
Meeks, I’ll have to ask, in the future, please don’t 
interrupt me when I’m working on Mr. Badcock. Now, 
what is so urgent that it couldn’t wait?” 

Before Heidi could get her next line out, she stopped, 
noticing I couldn’t keep a straight face.  

“Heidi, who wrote this dialogue?” 
“Isn’t it great? I’m so proud of Mitch. He’s always 

wanted to be a playwright.” 
“Mitch wrote this?”  
Probably between Winnebago customers. 
“Didn’t I tell you?” 
“No, you never told me.” 
“That’s because I didn’t want you to think they were 

playing favorites with me. I didn’t get this part just 
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because my husband wrote the play. I got it through 
my acting ability alone. I auditioned and got the part, 
just like all the other actors. And did I tell you the play 
is going to be outdoors? Sort of. It’ll be in the band 
shell at the park. Summer Theater.” 

“That should be exciting.” 
“Shall we continue?” 
I glanced at my watch. “No, I really have to go. I’m 

sorry. Are you free for dinner tonight? Shannon and I 
are going out for ribs.” 

“I’d love to. What time should I be ready?” 
“I’ll call you, and we’ll drive over and pick you up in 

the minivan.” 
“Should I dress up?” 
“Heidi, dress any way you like. You always look 

great.” 
“Baby-doll, you’re as sweet as they come.” 
Maybe I was becoming more sweet natured than 

before. But sweet or not, I was looking forward to our 
dinner out. I deserved a respite from decorating and 
painting.  

And, I needed to be away from reminders of Ren.  

# 

Judith 

Shannon and I were almost ready to leave to pick up 
Heidi. On her dresser, Shannon had spread out ten or 
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twelve different pairs of earrings. “Mom, which ones 
should I wear?”  

“Can you narrow it down to two or three for me?” 
She turned to me with a quizzical expression. “Mom, 

what’re you gonna do after I grow up and leave home? 
You’ll need a husband, just to have someone to make 
decisions for you!” 

After a moment’s thought, I answered. “Who needs a 
husband? I’ll just use your magic eight ball.” 

She rolled her eyes. “Sure, Mom.” 
Shannon finally asked me to choose between the 

aquamarine and the gold. I said the aquamarine 
coordinated better with her top.   

I reached for her hand. “Shannon, honey. I’m proud 
of you for agreeing to let Heidi come with us. I was 
expecting you to kick up a fuss.” 

“Why? I like Heidi. She’s nice. She’s a little weird 
sometimes, but nice.” 

I collected my keys, purse, and sunglasses. “The 
minivan will be hot until the air conditioner cools 
things down.” 

“Mom, I’ll go start the engine, okay?” 
“Good. I’ll be out in a minute.” 
As agreed, I called Heidi to let her know we were on 

our way. She said she would be watching for us from 
her window. A minute to two later, we were in her 
driveway. 

Since I never know what to expect with Heidi and 
her fashion choices, Shannon and I waited for her to 
emerge from the house. We weren’t disappointed. She 
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was dressed in lace-up dress sandals, a body hugging 
sleeveless wrap-around dress and an arena-sized Navy 
blue straw hat. After she turned to wave good-bye to 
Mitch, she also added her sunglasses for that blend-
into-the crowd sort of look.  

She shimmied into the front seat. “Hi girls! I can’t 
wait to dig into those ribs. What’s the name of the 
place again?” 

Shannon clicked her seat belt in the back seat. “It’s 
called ‘Ribs and Ruckus’. It can get sort of wild at night, 
but the ribs are just too good.” 

“Shannon, you didn’t tell me it was a wild place.” 
“But Mom, when I ate there with Katie’s family, it 

was on a Wednesday night and it wasn’t too loud. I just 
remember the waitress said something about how wild 
it gets on weekends.” 

“Oh, then I’m glad it’s only a Thursday.” 
Seated around a circular booth, we had a perfect 

view to the bank of video games lined up against the 
back wall. A variety of teen boys were vigorously 
manning the machines. “Mom, I wanna see which 
video games they have, okay?” 

Heidi giggled. “Mind if I join you?” 
Of course, Shannon was glad to have Heidi’s 

company. “Order me a lite beer, would ya baby-doll?” 
“Sure.” 
After the waitress came and took our drink orders, I 

spent the next several minutes watching some of the 
other customers playing video games. Not only were 
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children and teenagers playing, a few grown men even 
played on the pinball machines in the next section.  

Some of them were making a ruckus of their own. A 
man in a green Army jacket and ugly boots was 
guzzling a beer while his companion with a nose ring 
and three huge tattoos kicked the pinball machine they 
were playing. Then, I heard loud cussing and Shannon 
and Heidi happened to see them, too. 

When the one with the tattoos glanced at Heidi and 
Shannon, he elbowed his companion. 

I didn’t like the sneering looks he gave Heidi, or the 
way he presented a crooked, evil smile to his friend. 
Heidi noticed their sneers and sideways glances, as well. 
She squeezed Shannon’s arm and dragged her to the 
table. With a look of determination, Shannon tried to 
wrench herself away. “Ow! That hurts.” 

Once they returned to the booth, Heidi kept her gaze 
focused on the table surface. She sat near the edge of 
the bench, ready to catapult herself at the earliest 
provocation.  

“Heidi, what’s wrong?” Shannon asked. 
The men approached our table. The one with the 

Army jacket scratched his neck before he leaned close 
to Heidi. “S’cuze me, Miss. Ain’t we met before?” 

Heidi only raised her eyes a split second while she 
answered, “I don’t think so.” 

“Maybe I’m confuz’n you with somebody else, but 
damn, if you don’t look familiar.” 

Then, the other one leaned into our table. His 
deodorant had failed sometime last February. “Yeah, we 
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both think you look familiar.” His eyes widened to drive 
home his point. Then the men snickered at each other, 
and stared at Heidi again. 

“Well, you must be mistaken.”  
“I never forget a face.” He winked at me. “Or a 

body.” 
Heidi pushed the men aside on her way to the ladies’ 

room, while Shannon just stared at the men in front of 
us.  

“What’s your name little lady?” 
Shannon didn’t hesitate. “Would you please leave 

now? Nobody here wants to talk to you.” 
The men looked at each other, then at Shannon, and 

at me before they left the table. Instead of going back to 
the video games, they left the restaurant and a few 
minutes later, we saw them drive off.  

I was never so proud of my daughter. 
“Shannon, that was magnificent. I’m very pleased 

with the way you stood right up to them. I’m also glad 
they’re gone, aren’t you?” 

“Yeah Mom. They were gross.” 
In a few minutes, Heidi returned to the table. I could 

tell she’d been crying.  
“What’s wrong with Heidi, Mom?” 
I didn’t get a chance to answer. Heidi did that for 

me. “Darlin, sometimes I just get sad, that’s all. But I’m 
fine now. Let’s get us some ribs, okay?” 

Shannon didn’t ask for further details, and I didn’t 
volunteer any. She opened her menu, and Heidi and I 
did the same. Even though I’d lost my appetite for ribs, 
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I ordered a plateful. I can only imagine what Heidi 
must be feeling, but hers was not a situation I would 
care to know first hand.  

The waitress returned to bring us some bread sticks. 
She stared at Heidi too. “You don’t remember me, but 
I’m Muriel. I saw you at rehearsal the other night with 
my boyfriend. He plays Dr. Victor.” 

“Oh, you mean Norman Burke.” 
“Yeah, Norman. You were terrific.” 
“Yes, I do remember you. Good to see you again, 

Muriel.”  
Heidi smiled and we placed our orders. I’d never seen 

anyone able to display such a wide range of emotions 
within only ten minutes.  

Heidi LaFleur is a class act. 
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Chapter Twenty 

Shannon 

Dear Journal, 
All the kids are talking about what happens on the last 

day of school. They stay home. I’m gonna ask Mom if I can, 
too. Some of us are gonna try to get together at the mall or 
something. Katie says they do this every year. At least from 
now on. Eli Jeffries will be there. I still like him, but 
sometimes I see him holding hands with Stacie from the 
eighth grade. She’s got a C-cup. I sure hope I get bigger 
breasts.  

And I hope Mom says yes about skipping school.  

# 

Judith 

Turning over in bed, I heard a faint tap on my door. 
At first, I thought it was Shannon with a tummy ache. 
It wouldn’t be Lisa. She’d gone to bed early with a 
sleeping pill. That left Ren. I called out in a quiet voice, 
“Come in.” 

Ren stood at the door, wearing a pair of cutoffs and a 
T-shirt. He rushed to the side of my bed. “Get dressed,” 
he whispered.  

In my wildest imagination, I never hoped I’d hear 
Ren Spencer come into my room after midnight and 
whisper to me to get dressed. “What’s up? Something 
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wrong?” I yawned and covered my mouth over a little 
burp. 

He searched in the low light for stray clothing, but I 
would have to find something myself. “Will you please 
tell me why I’m getting dressed at this time of the 
night? I mean this time of the morning?” 

“I need you.” 
Now that’s something I dreamed I might one day 

hear him say. “Are we going somewhere? What should I 
put on?” 

“No, you’re not going anywhere. But be quick, he’s 
waiting downstairs.” 

I opened my dresser drawer for a pair of shorts. 
“Who’s waiting downstairs?” 

“Richard Nickelbach. He just flew in from Chicago, 
and he has to leave for his flight back in 20 minutes. 
But I can’t make up my mind.” 

I entered my bathroom and found a clean T-shirt, 
and finger-brushed my teeth. When I emerged, I was 
dressed, trying to flatten my bed hair. Ren grabbed me 
by the hand and led me to the top of the stairs. “After 
you,” he said. 

Sitting at the kitchen table was a slender, wrinkled 
gentleman with bushy eyebrows. He stood 
immediately, and held out his hand. “How do you do, 
Miss?”  

“Nice to meet you Mr. Nickelbach.” 
Displayed across the table were six or seven jewelry 

cases, each with the Harry Winston logo, filled with 
diamond earrings, necklaces, and rings. Ren sat again, 
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and I stood just behind him. He held up two rings; an 
emerald cut diamond solitaire and a rare pink oval 
diamond. “Judith, do you think she would like a ring or 
a necklace? Or should I get her one of these?” He set 
the rings back into their ring slots and picked up a 
floral motif diamond bracelet. 

I’d been away from jewelry shopping for so long, I’d 
forgotten how difficult it was to choose. I stared at the 
choices, clamping my mouth tight, while my heart 
raced. I rubbed my chin to help soothe my nerves. “I’m 
assuming this is for Lisa.”  

“Yes, it is. I want to get her something as a surprise 
for our first honeymoon night. She said she didn’t want 
anything too expensive.” 

“You mean, it’s a surprise, but she already knows 
about it?” 

Ren stared at me and scowled. “It was her idea.” 
After I scowled back at Ren, I scowled at Mr. 

Nickelbach too. “I’m going back to bed.” As I turned to 
go back upstairs, I heard Ren’s chair legs scrape across 
the kitchen floor. He caught up to me on the middle 
stair step, clutching my arm. “Please Judith. I’m no 
good at this.” 

“You know what Ren? I’m no good at doing your job 
for you. You’re the one marrying Lisa. I’m doing the 
catering, the reception, arranging, ordering, and 
planning nearly everything else. Do you want me to 
hold your hand all through the honeymoon too?” 

He stepped down to a lower step. “Is it that hard to 
just give me your opinion? I trust your judgment.” 
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“You really want my opinion? Any man who has to 
be told to buy a woman a gift—oh never mind!” I 
turned to go up the rest of the way. I half expected him 
to follow me, but he returned to the kitchen. Secretly, I 
hoped he chose the bracelet. Of all the samples, it was 
my least favorite.  

# 

Judith 

This evening, Ren and I had another fight, this time, 
after he returned from dropping Lisa off at the airport. 
It happened because of the request Shannon had made 
a few days ago. She asked if she could skip school on 
the last day, claiming all the other kids were doing it. 

My own school memories rushed forward. “I don’t 
want you to start this so soon, at the end of seventh 
grade.” 

“Start what?” 
“You know. Skipping school.” 
“Oh, come on Mom. Why can’t I? It’s only the last 

day. Nothing happens on the last day. The kids say the 
teachers just sit around, and we get to play video games 
and watch movies.” 

“Don’t they pass out report cards?” 
“Not till the end of the day, and even then, if you’re 

not there, the homeroom teachers just mail them.” 
I took off my slippers and dropped them to the floor 

by my bed. “Shannon, I said no. If you start this now, 
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you’ll continue to do it, and I think you need to be in 
school every day unless you’re sick. No more 
discussion.” 

Although she didn’t say another word, I knew she 
was furious with me. She stayed in her room, and 
ignored me when I tried to engage her in any 
conversation.  

On her last day, Shannon went to school as usual, 
and I reminded her, one more time. “All day! Till three 
o’clock!” I spent the day working on some details of the 
wedding reception, and when it was time for Shannon’s 
bus, instead of dropping her off, I heard it drive by 
outside. I tried to remember if I’d given her permission 
to go to a girlfriend’s house after school, but I clearly 
remember her saying she’d be home on that bus.  

I didn’t have long to panic. Soon after the bus went 
by, Ren’s leased SUV pulled up in the driveway. I 
opened the front door and watched my daughter 
emerge from the back, while Ren stepped out of the 
driver’s seat. Shannon was giggling and excited, a wide 
smile which faded as soon as she saw me. “Thanks, 
Ren,” she said. 

“What’s going on?” 
They entered the living room, and Shannon 

announced she was thirsty, and left for the kitchen.  
“Would you please explain why my daughter wasn’t 

on the school bus this afternoon?” 
Ren tossed his keys on a table. “I picked her up early 

from school.”  
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My shoulders became immediately tense. “You did 
what?” 

“I got back early from taking Lisa to the airport.” 
“You picked Shannon up early?” 
“Yes, and I took her out for an afternoon of bungee 

jumping over the Grand Canyon, followed by a run 
with the bulls in Pamplona.” 

“My God, Ren!” 
“Just kidding. We went for ice cream. What’s the 

problem?” 
“You picked up my daughter without my 

permission.” 
Ren’s face turned sour. “It was her last day. I wanted 

to surprise her. I got her home at the same time she 
usually gets here, didn’t I?” 

 “Look, you and I have to work together on this 
house, but from now on, it’s business only. Our private 
lives stay separate. Is that understood?” 

He crossed his arms. “Lady, if you want me out. I’m 
out!” 

Shannon heard us from the kitchen, and stuck her 
head around the corner, just as Ren was stomping up 
the stairs. Twenty minutes later, he stomped back down 
the stairs with the rest of his things packed and ready. 
“You need me for any reason, I’ll be here.” He handed 
me a business card for the Chateau Hotel in 
Bloomington.  

“Ren, why are you leaving?” Shannon was near tears.  
“Ask your mother.” 
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After he left, Shannon and I talked about what she’d 
done wrong by going around me and sneaking away 
with Ren, and what he’d done wrong by taking her. I 
didn’t have to mention what the school had done 
wrong. It wasn’t a matter of trust. It was just the 
principle involved. 

“Mom, you should have seen Mrs. Myron at school. 
She nearly fainted. Ren came into the office and 
everyone gathered around him for his autograph, but 
Mrs. Myron giggled and turned red as paint! Ren wrote 
a check while he was there too. He paid for our new 
science lab equipment. Over one-thousand dollars.” 

“He did?” I stared at the floor, while thinking this 
through.  

“Everyone in the whole front office cheered when I 
got into his car and we drove off.” 

“You’re still grounded.” 
Tomorrow should be interesting. Ren and I are 

planning to sit down together for a meeting and go 
over the profit and loss statement. I hope we’ll be 
talking to each other by then. 

# 

Ren 

Maybe this is for the best, being away from Judith 
for a while. It’ll be good for both of us. What’s that old 
expression? Familiarity breeds contempt? Once Lisa and 
I are married, will I tire of her, too? We’ve already lived 
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together, and we used to fight once in a while, but at 
the ranch, there are plenty of places to go off by 
yourself and stew. Maybe it’s because the bed and 
breakfast is my property, and Judith is technically my 
employee.  

All I know is if my marriage is going to work, I’ll 
have to commit one hundred fifty percent. I’ll have to 
forget other women, even if they are cute and fun. 

Even five-foot-four redheads. 
Could I have been wrong picking up Shannon from 

school? Maybe so. After all, I’ve been wrong before. 
Once or twice. Usually it’s about women.  

I’m a decent guy. Judith shouldn’t have worried. She 
should’ve known I would never do anything to hurt 
Shannon. Hurting Shannon would be the same thing as 
hurting Judith, and I would never do that, either. The 
whole thing was making me angry all over again. 

# 

Judith 

I finally allowed Shannon to go to Katie’s house for 
the afternoon. She’d been punished long enough, and 
she did admit to wrong-doing by not calling me to let 
me know she’d snuck around behind my back. I gave 
her permission to stay overnight. 

As I opened the door for Ren, he marched in without 
saying a word. Eventually he spoke to me. “May I see 
you, please?” Then we sat together at the dining room 
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table to go over the books. I wasn’t as angry as I was the 
day before, but everything he said was between 
clenched teeth. I thought he was overreacting, and 
soon, I was tense too. After a strained and 
uncomfortable thirty minutes spent on paperwork, he 
was about to leave, when we heard a knock on the back 
door.  

“Must be Heidi,” I said. I was correct.  
Heidi and Mitch. 
Mitch was dressed for work in a short sleeve shirt 

with a necktie. Heidi was in her costume.  
“Hey baby-doll, we just came by to see if both of you 

are still going to the play next week.”  
Mitch inhaled and expanded his chest. “I guess you 

know I wrote it. Thought that part of the old nurse 
would be perfect for Heidi. And now she’s it!” 

Heidi grabbed my upper arm. “I want both of you to 
be there.” She held on to Ren’s hand. “I hope you can 
come too. I’d be so honored to have you at my opening 
night debut.”  

Ren was as shocked as a moth caught in a spider 
web. He glared at me as if searching for an excuse. I 
wasn’t about to help him—I was having too much fun. 
“You know what would be great too, Heidi? If Ren here 
could give you some acting pointers. Maybe you’d like 
him to rehearse with you ahead of curtain time.” 

I glanced at Ren and caught his scowl, his disgust 
with me evident in his eyes. A fine mess I’d gotten him 
into.  
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“Oh would you Ren? That would be super,” Heidi 
said, smiling, her southern drawl becoming more 
pronounced. “I would appreciate that more than you 
know.”   

“Come by later tonight, around seven thirty,” I said. 
“That time good for you, Ren?” I gave him a phony 
smile.  

Mitch stuck out his hand to shake Ren’s. “I have a 
meeting tonight, but Heidi can come over. She’s the 
student anyway, aren’t you Nurse Abigail?” 

I decided this was one evening I could not pass up.  
By 7:30, I’d finished the dinner dishes and I made a 

quick batch of cookies for our guests. When Heidi 
arrived, she entered, looking around for Ren. “Where is 
he?” 

“He’s not staying here any longer. He’s at the 
Chateau now.” 

“Why?” 
“We sort of had a falling out.” 
She sniffed the air. “Cookies?” 
“Mm-hmm. Would you like one?” 
“No thanks. Maybe later. But it smells just wonderful 

in here.” 
With a loud door slam, Ren arrived, entered the 

living room, and stomped straight to the kitchen for a 
glass.  

I followed him. “May I get you anything?” 
Without answering, he stuck the glass under the 

faucet and filled it with water.  
“Would you care for a slice of lemon?” 
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“I’m only here for a half an hour. That’s it. Let’s get 
started.” 

Feeling a need to get out of his way, I returned to the 
living room and sat next to Heidi on the couch.  

He stood in front of us and set his glass on a nearby 
table. Instead of getting involved, I sat back and 
watched and listened.  

“Do you have the script with you?” 
Heidi handed him the dog-eared script. After a quick 

glance, he tossed it on the table next to his glass. “What 
would you like to know?” 

Reaching for the script, Heidi gave a little cough into 
her fist. “I’d like to know how to approach this line of 
dialogue here, where Dr. Victor tries to kiss me and I 
slap him on the face.” 

“How much acting have you done?” he asked. 
Heidi turned to me and blushed. She stuck her 

thumb between her lips and chewed off a piece of 
thumbnail. I nodded and nudged her, with my 
eyebrows indicating she should tell Ren all. 

“Years ago, probably even before you were born, I 
did some adult films. But I’m trying to ditch that image 
now. I’m trying to unlearn everything I learned before.” 

She exhaled as if relieved of a burden. 
One of Ren’s eyebrows flickered, then he went right 

into instructor mode. “Alright then. Here’s what you 
do. Let’s have you stand up, and recite your lines. I’ll be 
the doctor.” 

“Okay.” Heidi winked at me as she stood from the 
couch.  
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Ren said his lines, which he’d memorized in ten 
seconds. “Nurse, I’ve been wanting to tell you since I 
don’t know when. I find you charmingly attractive and 
ever so witty and fun. May I kiss you?” 

“Why doctor, I never knew you felt this way. I’m 
shocked.” 

In a flash, Ren grabbed Heidi by the upper arms, 
yanked her forward until their chests were pressed 
together, then he paused and slid his fingers through 
her hair. He tilted his head and they kissed. When he 
was finished, he stood back and resumed instructor 
status.  

“That’s how it’s done. Any questions?” 
Heidi switched to the next page of her script. “How 

about here, when the doctor and I are talking in the 
doctor’s lounge, and he kisses me again? Only this time 
he’s angry?” 

Ren flipped the script to the appropriate page. 
Holding Heidi in his arms, he chastised her. “Abigail, 
you must never argue with me again, especially not in 
front of the other nurses.”  

Then Dr. Victor became enraged, tilting her 
sideways, and spanking Nurse Abigail.  

“No doctor, no!” 
By this time, Abigail had tried pulling away from the 

clutches of Dr. Victor, but he was the victor. He planted 
a big one on her lips, while Abigail gave it back with 
equal hostility.  

Ren let go of her. “No, Heidi. Much too strong. 
Abigail is a demure, passive woman. She would never 
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fight the doctor. Let me show you what I mean. Judith, 
stand up. We’ll do the kiss again, but now watch how 
Judith doesn’t fight me.  

I stood in front of Ren, and gazed into his eyes. He 
had clearly become another person, and it momentarily 
confused me. When he kissed me, I didn’t fight him. I 
could do nothing but freeze in place. I felt his lips as 
lips. No longer a weapon. I caught his scent and his 
taste, feeling his warm, muscular body against mine, 
unable to turn off my reaction. I allowed it. Then, 
instantly, the kiss was gone. For a split second, Dr. 
Victor reverted to Ren—a barely perceptible realization 
filled his eyes, as if he was categorizing me. Then Ren 
blinked, changing again to instructor, and the moment 
was over. “You may sit down now, Judith.” 

“I see the difference,” Heidi said, while flipping to 
another section of dialogue.  

I left the room, explaining I would like to fix drinks 
for everyone. “Heidi, what would you like?” 

“Nothing for me, thanks.” 
“Be back in a moment.”  
As soon as I was alone in the kitchen, I held myself 

over the table with my wobbly arms and realized how 
fast I must have been breathing a few moments ago. My 
heart was still skipping beats, and I needed a strong 
drink. Unfortunately the strongest thing we had in the 
house was grape juice.  
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Chapter Twenty-one 

Judith 

As I submerged into my freshly laundered 
pillowcases and bed sheets, luxuriating in the 
decadence, I palmed the mattress for the remote.  

With a quick press of the channel button, the 
closing credits of The Poseidon Adventure became a 
German couple preparing fermented cabbage and 
cucumbers in a crock pot. Next channel, HBO. I pressed 
the channel button again, but nothing changed. I 
mashed the button with both thumbs. Still nothing.   

Rather than relinquish my comfortable spot to hunt 
for batteries, I resigned myself to viewing a movie:  
“Next, on HBO, a young man leaves his home in New Jersey 
to play major league football, while turning his back on his 
dysfunctional family. Ren Spencer stars as Casey Garrett, in 
Gridiron Angels.” 

In the mood for torture, I watched the entire movie. 
As usual, I cried at the end. When the first love scene 
came on, I turned off the sound and watched. His co-
star melted under Ren’s touch. What was this acting 
thing all about, anyway? How are some so adept, and 
others, so amateurish. During the scene where he kisses 
and caresses the woman at the party, I stared like a 
hooked salmon, realizing that must be what I’d looked 
like when I was in his arms.  

Then I became angry. Angry because I was a teenager 
again, duped by a desire to be adored. Vulnerable to 
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attack by an unknown quantity. An engaged-to-be-
married unknown quantity. And, he was still mad at me 
for tricking him into giving Heidi her acting lesson. In a 
fit of fury, I clicked off the set and turned over in bed. 
Then, I screamed into the pillow and kicked my legs as 
hard as I could, turned off the light, and slept as deeply 
and soundly as I have in years. 

# 

Judith 

Soon, it was time for Shannon and Tom to leave for 
their trip to the farm. I knew I would miss Shannon 
terribly, but since we were down to the last three weeks 
before the wedding, I sincerely needed the time alone. 
As much as I love her, right now it’s tough keeping up 
with all her activities.  

“Shannon are you sure you have everything you 
need?” 

I watched her check all the zippers in her bag. All six 
of them. “You have a pocket for everything, don’t you 
honey?”  

“Yeah. I guess I do.” 
“I hope you and Jasmine have a great time. Does she 

still have her boyfriend?” 
“She has a boyfriend, but not the same one as before. 

This one’s older. He’s sixteen.” 
“Sixteen? Isn’t she only thirteen like you?” 
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Shannon started at herself in the mirror. “How old 
should my first boyfriend be?”  

“No more than one year older than you. Or younger 
of course.” 

“And Mom, please don’t try to fix me up with some 
boy. I want to find my own.” 

“No blind dates for you?” 
“Never!” 
I can’t blame Shannon for her request. I’ve certainly 

had my share of bland blind dates.  
When Tom arrived, he asked to go through 

Shannon’s bags, to make sure everything was there. 
Shannon stood with her bag over her shoulder. “Oh 
Daddy, I don’t want you looking inside. It’s too 
personal.” 

He stared at me, crossing his eyebrows in confusion. 
I pulled Tom off to the side, trying to remember myself 
at that age. “She’s not your little girl any more. 
Remember, she’ll be seeing her best girlfriend Jasmine. 
They’ll probably be comparing make-up, nail polish, 
and pictures of the latest hottie.” 

In Tom’s eyes, I could see a realization of sorts. Not 
complete understanding of a teenager, but realizing 
how much difference a few months can make. “Did we 
grow up that fast?” 

I held his arm. “We did some of our growing up after 
she came.” 

“You’ve done a wonderful job with her, Judith.” 
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I smiled at him, appreciative of the compliment. 
“Thanks Tom, but you know, I have a feeling the 
hardest part is yet to come.” 

# 

Judith 

The afternoon of the play was difficult but fun. 
Difficult because Ren still wasn’t speaking to me, unless 
it was to say something nasty, and fun because I 
enjoyed watching his avalanche of autograph requests. 
A big girl, about twenty, dressed in bib overalls and flip 
flops stood in front of Ren for two minutes trying to 
remember his name, until someone else clued her in.  

Another young woman with sagging boobs inside a 
thin shirt spent ten minutes telling him about her 
niece. “She should be in the movies. She’s adorable! 
She’s only four, and she knows the lyrics to all of 
Tiffany Bradford’s songs.” 

We sat together on the benches surrounding the 
outdoor stage. I saved an extra program for Shannon. 
On the other side of the audience, Warren appeared 
with a young woman by his side. She wore a hooded 
sweatshirt jacket tied around her hips, and thick-soled 
pink sneakers. It looked as if some of Warren’s hair had 
grown back. He waved at me, grabbed his date’s hand, 
and held it up as if to say, “look what I’ve got.”  

During the kissing scenes between Nurse Abigail and 
Dr. Victor, I tried to hold Ren’s hand just to be silly, but 
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he pulled it away. He was going to hang on to his 
irritation as long as he possibly could, whereas I’d long 
ago moved on.  

At the end of the play when we met Heidi backstage, 
Ren kissed her heavily made-up cheek and we 
individually congratulated her on her performance.  

“Mitch said I was just perfect!” Heidi added, 
whispering, “Of course, he’s been a fan of mine for 
years.” She winked at me and removed her nurse’s cap.  

Standing behind his wife, Mitch leaned to her neck 
and kissed her there, then stood back up. I thought I 
saw a tear in his eye.  

Since Ren and I had driven together, we walked in 
silence back through the park to the car. I searched for 
my keys, but couldn’t find them. “Sorry, I know they’re 
in here somewhere.” 

While Ren waited for me to find my keys, he kicked 
at a stray stone with the side of his shoe, determined to 
ignore me. Finally, I stopped looking for the keys. “Ren, 
don’t you think you’re over-reacting? Are you still that 
angry?” 

He stared at me from across the hood of the car. “I 
thought you were still mad at me.”  

“I was, for a while, but then you started acting like a 
child, pouting all the time.” 

He came to my side of the car. “I don’t want to be 
angry anymore. It takes too much energy.” 

“I agree.” 
Then, he examined his nails a second. His eyes 

changed color, and his face relaxed. “Judith, I need to 
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say something. You know, coming here for me wasn’t 
just a coincidence. I mean, winning the property in the 
poker game was, although when rich guys get together, 
no one ever knows what might be at stake. But when I 
found out exactly what I’d won, I came here as soon as 
I could. Because it’s so close to my grandparents.” 

“I bet they were happy to see you.” 
“I don’t think happy was exactly the sentiment that 

describes it.” 
“Why is that?” 
“Because I hadn’t spoken one word to them for the 

previous fifteen years.” 
“So when was the first time you saw them again?” 
“Remember when Lisa and I came here together the 

first time? And we announced our engagement?” 
“Yes.” I dug the keys out of my purse and opened 

the door locks. 
“When we left the bed and breakfast and went to 

Peoria, it wasn’t just to go to the orphanage. It was also 
to visit my grandparents. But when we tried to see 
them, my grandfather wouldn’t let us into their home.” 

“Oh, Ren. I’m so sorry.” 
We settled into the front seat. “I deserved it. He 

treated me exactly the same way I’ve treated him all 
these years.” 

“Have you tried since then?” 
“We tried again. Lisa and I drove out there, but they 

were out of town.”  
I turned on the engine, so we could run the air 

conditioner.  
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“My grandparents raised me, but not too many 
people know the circumstances. They adopted me from 
the children’s home when I was an infant.” 

“The same home you and Lisa are sponsoring?”  
“Mm-hmm.” 
“I’m sorry your grandparents won’t even see you.” 
“It’s okay. It gave me more time to think. I’m not 

sure how to say I’m sorry after this many years.” 
“So now you would like to go and try to apologize to 

them?” 
Ren raised one eyebrow. “Would you go with me?” 
I took his hand in mine. “I wouldn’t miss it.” 
He gazed into my eyes. This time, Ren was entirely 

and exclusively, himself.  
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Chapter Twenty-two 

Judith 

We drove for an hour past spring corn fields, past 
bleak, rural expanse, and through the suburbs of Peoria 
until we pulled up in front of a black metal fence 
surrounding a large lot. A little concrete fellow holding 
out a lamp on a chain met us at the gate. Massive trees 
covered the entrance to the long driveway, and lined 
the way to the house. The air smelled faintly of roses. 

When we got to the front door and rang the 
doorbell, Ren crooked his elbow in with mine as if we 
were a couple. Or was it for strength? No one answered, 
so I followed him around the side of the house to the 
back, where a brick and wood building stood, almost 
the size of a small barn. “Ren, do you think someone’s 
inside?” 

“I don’t know, but let’s try.” 
A woman’s voice startled us from the back of the 

house. As we turned around, a tall, gray-haired woman 
with a walker stepped into the cement path leading to 
the barn.  

“Nana?” Ren’s voice was hesitant. 
“Ren? Come here sweetheart.” 
He slowly stepped toward the woman, as she reached 

out one hand. She wore turquoise Bermuda shorts, and 
a sleeveless flowery blouse, tucked in at the elastic 
waist. 
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Nana gave a quizzical look, then winked at me while 
addressing Ren. “She’s not the same woman you 
brought last time, is she?” 

As if he’d forgotten I was there, Ren turned around 
and glanced at me. “No, she’s a friend. Judith, this is 
Nana. Nana, meet Judith.”  

We shook hands, and then she reached for her 
walker again, giving me a little wink. “I get a hug from 
you at all Ren? Or did you just come here to introduce 
me to your friend?” 

With no hesitation, Ren leaned over and around the 
walker to hug her. “No cold shoulder this time?” he 
asked.  

“You came at a good time. Archer’s out shopping. 
Come on inside.” 

Ren stood motionless for a moment. Then he peeled 
Nana’s hands from her walker, while simultaneously 
reaching around her and whooshed her up in his arms. 
He carried his sweet, giggling Nana up the steps and 
into the back of the house, like a bride over the 
threshold. I followed up with the walker, but allowed 
them a few moments alone together.  

Once we were all inside, Nana and Ren just sat 
together and held hands. I was the fifth wheel. I wished 
I could’ve vaporized to let them be alone, but they both 
seemed to want me there.  

“Are you sure the two of you wouldn’t like to be 
alone for a while? I’m sure you have a lot to catch up 
on.” 
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Nana stared at me like I was crazy. “Oh no, Judith. I 
have a feeling we’ll be seeing more of Ren in the future. 
We’ll have lots of time to catch up.” She grabbed his 
hand tighter, smiling at him. 

“You have a beautiful home, Nana,” I said. 
The walls were decorated with modern wall 

coverings, with the latest borders and painting textures. 
“You must have a highly skilled decorator.” 

“I did it all myself. Before this surgery. Just got a new 
knee, so that’s why I’m limping around, here.” 

“Ren has been hanging wallpaper at the bed and 
breakfast,” I said. “Now I see where he learned his 
skills.” 

She and Ren stared at each other, confused. “I never 
got a chance to show Ren any of that. He wouldn’t sit 
still long enough.” 

Ren shrugged. “She never knew, but I watched.” 
With a pained look, Ren stared at the hallway. “Last 

time, he didn’t want me here, did he?” 
Nana exhaled an exasperated breath. “With Archer 

it’s different.” 
“This time, you let me in.” 
“He’s still stubborn as ever. I’m a woman. I know 

how badly you want to set things straight.” 
“Where is he?” Ren asked. 
“Out running an errand for me. Left about twenty 

minutes ago. We’ll have plenty of time before he gets 
back.” 

After a moment, Nana tried to get off the couch and 
stand with her walker. Ren held on to her arm and 
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helped. “Judith, would you like to see the rest of my 
decorating efforts?” 

“I’d love to.” Ren smiled at me, and my heart 
melted. I was now able to see a new Ren. This one was 
more relaxed, more at peace. (Even though he was 
fiddling again with the unknown object inside his 
pocket). But he’d told me before we left Bloomington 
he wouldn’t be fully satisfied unless Archer allowed him 
back in his life and agreed to come to the wedding.  

We walked all around the house. Each room had its 
own personality, somewhat like the Innstead. One 
room was filled with Beanie Babies. Hundreds of the 
little characters were lined up on built-in shelves. “This 
is quite a collection you have here,” I said. “I don’t 
think I’ve ever seen this many all in one place before.” 

“I’m right proud of my collection. I have three 
hundred and fifty-seven of them. I have a Brownie the 
Bear here that’s worth a thousand dollars, and a Jade 
Teddy worth seven hundred fifty. People email me all 
the time offering me hundreds for my Righty the 
Elephant, but I’m hanging on to him.”  

I gazed at all the furry creatures. Ren chuckled. “I 
always wondered what you did with the checks I sent.” 

Nana leaned into her walker. “That’s not all I did 
with them. Look at this.” She directed us to a lower 
shelf with a hidden box full of DVD’s. “All your movies. 
Even the ones you had bit parts in.” 

“Oh Nana.” Ren turned red. 
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“Archer didn’t want the checks. He got mad every 
time one came in the mail. But I’m not so proud. I 
appreciated your thoughtfulness.” 

Due to the private nature of the discussion, I felt it 
was time I left them alone. I still knew none of the 
circumstances of their relationship’s demise, but I was 
glad to have been part of the reconciliation. To allow 
them some time, I decided to sit on the back porch, to 
rock in a chair and think.  

On my way to the door, I noticed a chessboard with 
an elaborate set of hand-carved chess pieces. Highly 
polished and with intricate detail, the set was missing 
one piece—a black rook. Then I remembered the small 
mysterious item on Ren’s nightstand at the Innstead, 
and the way he always keeps something in his pocket. 
Something small and black. A chess piece?  

As I sat and rocked on the porch, I wondered what it 
would be like to lose a relationship with your loved 
ones. Sure, I’d had arguments with my mother, and tiffs 
with Perry over the years, but we never lost touch. I 
wondered what it would be like if Shannon and I 
became estranged. I’m certain my life would be misery.  

In Ren’s case, it must have been even more difficult 
due to his celebrity status, and the tabloids always 
making up stories about him. How painful. 

I realized I was not alone. Ren had joined me on the 
porch, sitting beside me. “She’s lying down. She said we 
should go soon, so we don’t run into Archer. She wants 
to prepare him before we just show up unexpectedly.” 

“When does she want us to come back?” 
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“She says in a couple of days, she’ll have him primed 
and ready,” Ren said, shuffling his feet.  

“Ren? What was it? What made you lose touch?” 
He sat still for several seconds before he said a word. 

“Stubbornness. Immaturity. Pride. All the traits I must 
have inherited from my father.” 

“Did you ever know him?” 
“No, I didn’t. Come on Judith. We better leave 

before Archer gets home.” He took my hand. “Nana 
said it was good to meet you. She’s looking forward to 
seeing you again.” I frowned when I realized I couldn’t 
say ‘thank you’ for her hospitality, but at least I knew 
I’d see her again. If Nana worked her charm, in a couple 
of days, I would finally meet Archer Micklin. Ren’s 
grandfather and hopefully his biggest fan. 

# 

Judith 

Back home, Ren and I shared the last of a box of 
Krispy Kreme crullers. I handed him a glass of milk, and 
we sat on the back porch. “Thanks,” he said while 
licking icing off the end of his thumb. He passed me 
the donuts. “Heart attack in a box.” 

“I know,” I said. “But they’re so good.” 
“Judith. I’ve been wondering something.” 
“You have? And you’d like to ask me a question?” 
“Yes. I’d like to ask you a question. What was it you 

hated so much about Hollywood?” 
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I leaned back in my chair, wishing I could think of 
something else to say, other than what I knew I would. 
“Shannon must have told you.” 

“She mentioned something about it.” 
“I wanted her to grow up in a small town.” 
“California has small towns, too. Last I checked, 

every state does.” 
I sipped my cold milk, hoping I didn’t have a milk 

mustache. “To be honest, I wanted to get away from 
what I was doing more than I wanted to get away from 
the city atmosphere. And I fell in love with this house. 
The way Winnie made me feel so welcome. I wanted to 
provide that to others.” 

Ren stood and faced me. “And now, I’ve taken that 
away from you. At least temporarily. Do you hate me?” 

“Of course not. But, what do you foresee happening 
to this place after the wedding?” 

Ren’s eyes glazed over and he pinched the bridge of 
his nose. “I don’t know yet.” 

I thought about all his real estate paperwork. Maybe 
he’s having financial troubles. “But you’ll let me know 
as soon as you decide.” 

“Sure. I’ll let you know.” He broke a cruller in half, 
leaving the other half in the box.  

“Somehow, we got off the subject of Hollywood. 
Don’t you find it phony Ren? When you’re making a 
movie?” 

“The entire L.A. economy is based on make-believe. 
People pretending to be who they aren’t. But just 
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because I’m a part of it, it doesn’t mean I’m exactly like 
everyone else. I yam who I yam, as Popeye used to say.” 

“That’s so true. I mean, look at me. I was a resident 
of Los Angeles for years, but basically, I’m still just 
Judith Collington, divorced mother of a young girl who 
wants the best she can give her daughter.” 

He stared at me, as if he had something else on his 
mind. “I don’t know enough about you.” 

I shrugged. “I’m a mysterious woman. I’m private. 
People say they don’t get to know me until long after 
they’ve met me.” 

“I don’t even know what kind of music you like.” 
“Everything. From world music all the way to 

bluegrass.” 
Then, I stared at Ren. “May I ask you something 

now?” 
“Sure.” 
“Nana and Archer. Why now? Why the 

reconciliation?” 
Ren picked at the icing on his cruller. “A couple of 

months ago a good friend of mine died suddenly. One 
of those undiagnosed brain arteries. An aneurysm. I 
started to think about my family while I was at his 
funeral. About how you can go anytime. I didn’t want 
to risk never seeing them again.” 

“I’m so sorry to hear about your friend.” 
As Ren leaned his head back for the last drop of milk, 

we both heard the doorbell at the front of the house. 
“I’ll get it,” I said, taking the empty glasses with me.   
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We weren’t expecting a visit from Reverend Heflin, 
but I welcomed him in at once. “Hello Noble. It’s good 
to see you again.”  

“Just stopping by to see how you’re getting along. 
How’s that new car running?” 

“Fine. Gets great mileage.” 
“Ren, have you met Reverend Heflin?” 
“No, I haven’t.”  
“Please call me Noble.” Ren shook hands with him. 

“Very nice to meet you.” 
Noble gave Ren a sideways look. “You’re that fella in 

the football movie, aren’t you?” 
“Yes, that’s me.” 
“Well, what in the blazes are you doing here in 

Bloomington? Are you and Judith...?” He gestured an 
indication of something more than friendship between 
us. 

“No, I’m here planning a wedding. My fiancée and I 
are to be married here in a couple of weeks.” 

I wanted to ask Ren who was officiating at the 
wedding, but that was one detail Ren and Lisa had 
planned entirely without my assistance. Noble saved 
me the trouble. “Who’s doing the ceremony?” 

“We’re flying a family friend in from Lisa’s home 
town. Austin, Texas.” 

“Texas, hmm? I’ll bet your fiancée’s a real 
firecracker.... By the way, what’s this behind the 
plastic?” 

I peeled open the plastic sheet covering the nearly 
completed altar. “We’ve got a contractor building an 
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altar right here in place of the dining room entry way. 
Isn’t it gorgeous wood work?” 

Noble’s eyes lit up, excited. “Mighty fine work.” 
“Ren, Noble is the one who does all those darling 

wood carvings.” 
“Oh, he is? I’ve been admiring your work. You must 

be the one who made the wall-hanging in the kitchen. 
Of the Innstead?” 

“Yes, I made that for Judith.” 
Ren ran a hand over the unvarnished wood of the 

altar. “You know what this needs?” 
“Yes, I do,” Noble said, examining the wood 

structure more carefully. “It needs a carving right here. 
Just above. Would you allow me to contribute some of 
my handiwork to the ceremony?” 

“I’d be delighted. And Lisa will too, when I tell her. 
Very generous and kind of you to offer.” 

“I’ll tell you what. I’ll create something customized 
for you and your bride, Ren. Something you can hang 
above, and take with you on your honeymoon after the 
wedding is over. Does that sound like a plan?” 

“It does sound like a plan. Thank you.” 
Noble removed his clip-on collar. “Getting warm 

these days, isn’t it?” 
While fanning my face and neck with my hand, I 

felt a rush of cool air behind me from the air 
conditioner vent. I broke out in goose bumps. 
Whatever Noble had in mind for the altar, it would no 
doubt be something interesting. I just hoped Lisa liked 
it as much as I know Ren will. 
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Chapter Twenty-three 

Judith 

A few days later, we received word that Nana had 
spoken with Archer about trying another visit. Ren and 
I drove again to Peoria to see his grandparents, and 
hopefully try to close the distance that still kept Ren 
and Archer from speaking. 

As we sat in the living room, Ren kept his knees 
together, with one hand flat between. Nana said Archer 
would be out in a few minutes.  

“Nana, what was Ren like as a little boy?” 
Ren stared at me. “No fair. I don’t know much about 

your childhood, but here you are finding out all about 
me.” 

“Alright then Nana, you can tell me later.” I winked 
at her. “When Ren’s not around.”  

“You know, I do need to start lunch. Can you help 
me out in the kitchen, Judith?” 

“I’ll be glad to.” I think we both wanted to allow Ren 
and Archer to be alone. 

I helped Nana with her walker and asked her to sit 
and supervise me. “Where would you like me to start?” 

“I’m making tuna salad. To spread on my homemade 
bread.” 

She pointed to a loaf, resting on the counter with 
kitchen gauze across it. “Beautiful loaf.” I lifted a corner 
of the gauze and sniffed. Recently baked, still warm and 
cozy.  
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“Tell me about you, Judith. Do you have children?” 
“I have a daughter. She’s thirteen. I’m very proud of 

Shannon. At first, I didn’t think she would do well with 
the move from L.A., but she’s managed like a charm.” 

Nana handed me a knife to slice the bread. “Thanks 
very much. Ren has told me he was adopted, but I don’t 
know much of anything else.” 

Ren entered the kitchen, and stood by the 
refrigerator. Archer appeared from the bedroom 
hallway. The men stared each other down, until Archer 
stormed off to the living room. Ren followed. Nana’s 
eyes welled with tears. She removed a wadded Kleenex 
from her pocket. 

“I can tell you now.” 
“About Ren? Only if you want to.” 
“No, that’s alright.” She blotted a tear. “He was 

lively. Best way to describe him. Learned to walk at ten 
months, so by the time he was just over a year old, he 
was already running everywhere. As his legs grew 
longer, he started climbing. Furniture, fences, ladders. 
Couldn’t get him to sit still in church. Judith, you and 
Ren been friends long?” 

“No, not really. But we’ve been spending a lot of 
time together. I’m helping him and his fiancée get 
ready for the wedding.” 

“Ren’s getting married?” She smiled and wiped 
another tear. 

“I’m surprised you hadn’t heard.” 
Nana shook her head. “I never can keep up with 

those entertainer programs on the television.” 
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I realized Nana probably meant it had been too 
painful to watch, as a reminder of Ren.  

“He’s marrying a beautiful young woman, Lisa 
Pillton. From Austin, Texas.” Confused, I wondered 
why he hadn’t told her. He could have called or sent a 
letter. Maybe he didn’t want her to know for some 
reason. Quickly, my hand covered my mouth. “Oh no, 
maybe Ren wanted to tell you both together. I 
shouldn’t have....”  

 “No, we could have easily heard it on the news. 
Don’t be too hard on yourself. Where are my manners? 
Would you like something to drink?” 

“I’d love a drink. I wonder how it’s going in there.” I 
nodded toward the living room. 

Nana leaned forward. “Sounds to me like they’ve 
gone out in the yard.” She started to get up for the 
drinks. 

“Nana, let me get us both something. You rest your 
knee.” 

As I stood in front of the kitchen window, I checked 
around in the yard, but didn’t see Ren or his 
grandfather anywhere. But the barn door was now 
partially open. “Nana? Do you have any animals?” 

“In the barn? No, that’s where Archer keeps his 
equipment. Where he does his experiments.” 

“Is he a scientist?” 
“Was, before he retired. Now he just putters around, 

trying oddball inventions and forgetting to eat and 
sleep.” 
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I fixed both of us a glass of limeade and set Nana’s 
drink in front of her. While I was at the kitchen 
window this time, I saw Ren and Archer leave the barn. 
Ren held his hand over his mouth and nose. I 
wondered what kind of experiments might be under 
way out there. 

“Nana, they’re coming back now.” 
I decided to ask if the men wanted a drink or not, 

but when they came inside, Ren went straight to the 
bathroom.  

“Archer, did you and Ren work out your 
difficulties?” 

The older, heavy-set man eased into a kitchen chair. 
“We did. The boy looks tired, but I’m glad he came by.” 

“Well good for you. You talked?” 
Archer didn’t answer. Instead, he asked what was for 

lunch. 
I reached and introduced myself, but Archer did not 

extend his hand. Then, I glanced toward the hallway. 
“Is Ren feeling alright?” 

Archer chuckled. “He’ll get over it.” 
Nana’s face revealed her distress. “Now Archer, 

didn’t you offer him a face mask?” 
“No.” 
“Couldn’t stop yourself could you?” she asked, 

frowning. 
A moment later, Ren returned from the bathroom, 

his face colorless. And he had the hiccups. As he 
approached the chair next to Archer, he grabbed the 
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back of it, and moved it a foot or two away before 
sitting in it.  

My curiosity got the best of me. “Ren? Are you not 
feeling well?” 

He glared at me for his answer, still holding his 
stomach. Archer struggled to keep from smiling an evil 
smile.  

Finally, Nana offered a well-appreciated explanation. 
“Judith, I imagine you’re wondering what’s going on 
here.”  

“Well, yes. I am wondering,” I said. As I turned 
toward Nana, I noticed some of Ren’s color had 
returned to his cheeks.  

“Archer is working on a new experiment. He can 
explain it better than I can, but he’s studying the sense 
of smell. He’s looking for a chemical compound to 
block or alter a person’s sense of smell. He’s got the 
most foul, malodorous things in jars out there in his 
collection. Ren must have got too close to the one that 
makes everybody sick.” 

“What on earth is it?” 
“Decayed broccoli.” 
“Oh my.”  
As soon as Nana uttered the words, Ren held his 

stomach again.  
Archer continued, “I’m also looking for new 

applications for circus animal manure.”  
“Okay Archer, that’s enough.” Nana said. “We’ve 

only just met Judith.”  
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Ren must have been overwhelmed one too many 
times, as he jumped up and exited through the front of 
the house. I excused myself and followed him. I’d never 
seen him move so fast, and it took me a minute to 
catch up with him.  

“Ren! Wait for me.” 
We jogged out the front gate to the paved highway. 

He was out of breath, but finally he calmed down 
enough to talk to me. Instead, he looked at me and 
started laughing. His laugh got louder and almost 
brought him to tears. 

“Ren, what on earth is so hilarious?” 
After a moment of additional chuckles, he told me. 

“That was just his way of punishing me.” 
“Who? Archer?” 
“Isn’t it obvious? We could have come here, had a 

friendly visit, and gone home without him ever doing 
what he did.” 

“What? When he made you smell decayed broccoli? 
Was it really that bad?” 

“I can’t tolerate things like that and he knows it. I 
was born with an overactive sense of smell. Too many 
smell receptors.” 

“Ah! A burden I’m sure.” 
“At times, yes.” 
We walked along the road, in and out of occasional 

shade for about a mile. All the while, I tried to get his 
mind on other topics. “Ren, tell me about your ranch in 
Colorado.” 
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For the first time in weeks, Ren lit up like an excited 
child. “It’s a spiritual place. Far from everywhere. Quiet 
and inspiring.” 

“Any animals?” 
“Only my two dogs. Petruchio and Kate.” 
I picked the long stem of a roadside weed. “Clever. 

Taming of the Shrew, isn’t it? How did you end up 
choosing those names? Are you a fan of the Bard?” 

 “Of course, but that’s not why I named them what I 
did.” Ren stopped and pulled out his wallet, finding a 
picture of his beloved pets. A pair of Labs. “I got them 
as pups. The breeder was trying to sell them 
individually, and I realized they belonged together. But, 
to name them, I gave it a lot of thought. I thought of 
couples. Two people who, through no fault of their 
own, are perhaps inexplicably but forever bound 
together in history. Permanently joined at the hip, like 
Kirk and Spock. Meg and Russell. Bill and Monica. Just 
the mention of their names evokes a certain image, you 
know? Since my pups were always fighting with each 
other, Kate and Petruchio seemed appropriate.” 

“Who takes care of them when you’re away?” 
“We have caretakers. A cousin of Lisa’s and a friend 

of his from the Marines.” 
We found a shady spot under a tree and I suggested 

we sit and rest a while. “Your stomach feeling better 
now?” 

“M-hmm. Only now, I’m hungry.” 
“I am too, but it’s so nice here in the shade, I don’t 

want to leave.” A slow cool breeze tickled my neck. The 
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area around us was quiet, except for the swishing of 
corn stalks. 

Ren reached to an ear of corn and tore it open. I 
expected to see corn, but none had grown yet. Too 
early in the season. Then, I felt something on my arm. I 
flicked it off before I got a good look at it, but it was 
some kind of worm. 

“Aw, now why’d you do that?” he asked. “Don’t you 
like corn earworms?” 

“Not particularly. If there’s no corn to eat, why are 
they here?” 

“They’re very efficient creatures. When they’re in the 
larva stage, they start off working on the leaves. Then 
later, they feed on the silk. When there’s corn, they go 
crazy on it.” 

 With a mighty heave-ho, Ren tossed the 
undeveloped corn on the cob reuniting it with the rest 
of its corn family. “So, you’re not scared of crawly 
things?” 

“No, not really. Are you Ren?” 
“No, but Lisa is. She screams if she sees anything 

with wings or antennae.” 
I swatted at a fly buzzing near my face. “You know 

Ren, I have to tell you how impressed I am with your 
acting ability. I watched Gridiron Angels the other night. 
It was on HBO.” 

“I know. I watched it too, at my hotel room.” 
“You did?” 
“I’m surprising you again.” 
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“What surprised me most was how easily you and 
Heidi were able to kiss each other and then go about 
your business. Isn’t that hard to do on a movie set?” 

“No, not really. I mean you’re surrounded by 
cameras, lights, directors. No privacy. Besides, I sensed 
she was uncomfortable about her past film experience, 
so I figured my best course of action would be to just 
dive right in.” 

Ren and I sat and leaned our backs against the tree 
trunk, only our shoulders touching. Our legs were 
stretched out in front of us, with mine crossed at my 
ankles. 

“It’s actually more difficult if we’re shooting a scene 
and I allow myself to enjoy it.” He tapped the side of 
his nose. “Nothing gets past this. I sometimes have to 
hold my breath or at least try not to breathe through 
my nose.” 

“Why not?” 
“It’s a trick I use. The trick is don’t inhale through 

your nose unless you have to. They’re gonna add the 
sounds later anyway during post production. That’s 
what a foley artist does. If you breathe in and absorb 
the other participant’s unique scent, and it’s compatible 
with yours ... that is, if it elicits the unwanted response, 
you’re cooked. You’ll forget your lines, everything.” 

“I never thought about it that way.” I uncrossed my 
ankles and bent one knee.  

“Take your perfume for instance. I notice it even 
from a distance. It’s Giorgio, isn’t it?”  
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“You’re good.” I smiled. “I believe personal 
fragrances are for intimacy. If you can smell it from 
across the room, I’m wearing too much.” 

Ren was silent, and I turned to look at him from the 
side. He was staring at my bare legs. “On you, it’s 
alluring. Delicious. The same fragrance on another 
woman would be ... different.” He turned his head 
toward mine. His eyes focused on my lips and he closed 
his eyes, moving toward me. He didn’t try to hold his 
breath, and neither did I. My lips instinctively parted, 
ready for him. Almost there… 

If not for the honking of the Escort station wagon 
that just pulled up, things might have gone farther. 
Archer’s arm was stuck out the side of his car window. 
“You two ever coming back?”  

Ren didn’t answer him right away. Instead, he 
looked at me with genuine pain in his eyes. “He just 
punished me again.” 
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Chapter Twenty-four 

Judith 

After our lunch, I helped Nana clean up the kitchen 
and she wanted to take a nap. I kept thinking about 
how Ren and I almost kissed. But then, I decided 
thinking about it was the worst thing I could do. What 
I needed to do was forget it.  

 I happened to pass the chess set again, and noticed 
the piece was still missing. Ren was in the basement 
and Archer was outside again with his experiments, so I 
chose that opportunity to speak with Ren. I found him 
seated on a bed in the guest room, which was decorated 
in a Roman Empire motif. His head was down, and his 
fists were sunk into the mattress.   

With my hand on his shoulder, I spoke quietly, to 
not startle him. “You tired?”  

He didn’t speak for a moment. “Archer’s a mean old 
bastard.” 

“What happened?” 
“Won’t accept my apology. Won’t let me say what I 

want to say.” 
“Stubborn? Hard to get along with?” 
He stared up at me. “I see you already know him, 

after only a few hours. He’s never forgiven me because 
he never forgave his own daughter. She didn’t know 
who my father was. Could’ve been any of a half-dozen 
boys.” 
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When he stood and crossed the room, he seemed 
smaller somehow. Deflated. “When I was just a young 
man, around nineteen, Archer wanted to run for office. 
City council, but he made me promise to not get into 
any trouble before the election. I tried, but things 
didn’t work out as planned.” 

He reached inside his pocket and removed the small 
black item, holding it out for me. The rook. “I’ve 
carried this with me for the past few years. I stole the 
real one from him before I left. But I lost it. I have this 
one to replace it.” He turned it over in his hand, 
examining it. “This isn’t even close to the original. It’s 
wood, but doesn’t really match.” 

“I saw the chess game upstairs. With a piece 
missing.” 

“He got that chess board in Italy. When I was a kid, I 
wasn’t allowed to touch it. Ever. Archer didn’t even 
know how to play, but he was just so proud of that 
chess board. Nana used to dust each piece, by hand, 
every week.” 

“It’s a beautiful set. But flawed with the missing 
rook.” 

“I promised myself I would never return the piece 
until he and I...” 

I hugged him, then stepped away. “Nana’s upstairs 
taking a nap.” I stretched my shoulders and arms.  

“Looks like you need a nap,” he said. 
“Is it okay? May I lay down here?” 
He fluffed up a pillow for me. “Sweet dreams.” 
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“Why don’t you try Archer again? Maybe he’s one of 
those men you just have to work on a while. Whittle 
him down, like one of Noble’s wood carvings.” 

Ren nodded, and his lower lip twitched. I leaned 
over and closed my eyes, listening to the sound of Ren’s 
shoes on the stairs, hoping he would have his chance.  

Later, in the middle of my dream, I heard Nana’s 
voice. “Where is she now, Ren?” 

“I left her in the guest room downstairs. She wanted 
to give me and the old man some time alone.”  

I sat up inch by inch until I could stand, then made 
my way up the stairs. As I passed the chess board on my 
way to the kitchen, I noticed the rook was now on the 
once empty square. I thought about the ease of it all, if 
only all of life could so easily be returned to normal 
after an emotional disruption. Ren noticed me staring 
at the chess board. “Judith, all is well again.” 

He suggested returning to Bloomington, and we said 
our good-byes. I thanked Nana and Archer for their 
hospitality, hoping Ren would fill me in on how things 
went.  

On our way back to Bloomington that evening, I 
asked him about his discussion with his grandfather. 
Ren was quiet. “It went fine.” 

“As well as you’d hoped?” 
Ren cleared his throat, giving the impression he 

couldn’t put it into words. I changed the subject.  
“I’m glad you were able to see Archer and Nana. 

When we first got there, I wasn’t sure if you and Archer 
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were ever going to solve your differences. At least 
they’re coming to the wedding.” 

“They promised, and I made a promise too.” 
“What was yours?” 
“I promised if they couldn’t get to the wedding for 

any reason, I would go out there myself and get them. 
Archer has a bad habit of taking wrong turns.” 

“Really? But he’s a scientist. He’s so intelligent.” 
He stared at me for a second. “Sometimes even the 

smartest person can take a wrong turn.”  
“What was it like growing up with a scientist?” 
“Interesting. When he taught at Bradley University, 

he expected me to enroll there, but I didn’t.” 
“Why didn’t you?” 
“When I was eighteen, and I’d just graduated from 

high school, Nana and Archer told me how they’d 
ended up with me. My mother was their only child. She 
was only a teenage girl when she had me, fifteen and a 
half. She put me up for adoption, then took her own 
life. I never even knew I’d been adopted until I was 
eighteen. For the next two years, I stayed angry, arguing 
with them about family lies and secrets. I got in trouble 
with the law. Repeatedly.”  

“So you were a troubled young man.”  
“Very angry. For the following ten or twelve years, I 

learned to bury my anger and keep it under control 
until things started to go bad for me with my career. I 
was labeled as ‘trouble’ on movie sets. Directors and 
producers stopped calling me. No part was right for me 
anymore.” 
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Ren drove on for a few minutes, without speaking. I 
could tell when I met Nana and Archer they were good 
people. His anger must have been misdirected. But it 
was obvious he wanted to continue.  

“Ren, why don’t we stop somewhere? Get something 
at a drive-thru where no one will bother us. Then 
maybe we can go to Miller Park, where the play was.” 

He stared at the road ahead of him. “I’d like that.”   
Minutes later, we each had a burger and onion rings 

with cokes. When we got to the park, the afternoon sun 
was behind the trees. We opened the back of the 
minivan and enjoyed our own private tailgate event. 

“When Lisa left me last March and went back to 
Austin, I was devastated. I spent some time with a 
group of bikers, and we just drank. Heavily. That’s 
when I won the Innstead in the poker game.”  

“Had you ever met Rick before that night?” 
“No, but he’s got a serious gambling problem.” 
He stopped to take a bite of an onion ring. “Since I 

was depressed over Lisa, I continued drinking even after 
I got out of jail and arrived here in Illinois. At the time, 
I thought maybe since my personal life had fallen apart, 
I should patch things up with my grandparents. But 
instead, I went back home to Colorado. Lisa returned 
and we decided I needed therapy. Part of my therapy is 
to go back and make things right. I wanted to start with 
the bed and breakfast.” 

“I’m glad you told me all of this Ren. It explains a 
lot.” 

“For example?” He put more ketchup on his burger. 
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“It explains your transformation. The new you.” 
“All for Lisa.” 
“Lisa is one lucky woman.” 

# 

Ren 

I know. No one needs to tell me I’m vermin. The 
lowest kind of parasite. I can’t seem to keep my lips to 
myself. That night I’d kissed Judith in the living room, I 
was only acting a part. Dr. Victor. When I pulled away 
from her afterward, I lost all control. Only for a second 
or two. I think she saw it in my eyes.  

But yesterday was different. When we were in the 
cornfield. If Archer hadn’t happened along when he 
did, Judith and I might’ve ended up between corn rows. 
All I know is if I don’t get married soon, I’ll go nuts. 
Either that, or I’ll have to take up drinking again.   

# 

Judith 

A day or two later, Winnie called and said she was in 
the area. “Mind if I stop by? My daughter-in-law will be 
dropping me off.”  

“Please do. I’d love to see you.” 
As we strolled around the house, Winnie couldn’t 

believe all the changes. “That altar is breathtaking. And 
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I love what you’ve done with the stenciling. It’s elegant 
and lovely.” 

“Thanks, but Ren did most of the work here.” 
“Ren? You’re kidding me.” 
“No, I’m just as surprised as you are. He actually did 

the work himself.” 
“I’ll be damned.”  
“To Lisa’s specifications.” 
“Didn’t I tell you she’d be a challenge? She’s got him 

jumping through hoops already.” 
We walked around the side of the house and sat on 

the bench under the archway of gardenias. “Isn’t this 
gorgeous! Ren do this one too?” 

“Yes, he did.” 
“Is he not home right now?” 
“He doesn’t stay here. He’s at the Chateau. And, he 

told me he and Lisa are going to stay apart until the 
wedding. From now on, they will only correspond by 
phone and email. I guess they want their honeymoon 
to be ‘worth the wait’, so to speak.” 

“Well, I hope they know best.” 
“I’ll be helping him choose his tux.” 
“That should be fun.” 
“Let’s go inside for iced tea.” 
In the kitchen, I opened the freezer for some ice for 

our drinks. “You know, Winnie, Ren’s changed since 
that first night he was here. I think Lisa’s had a good 
influence on him. Have you ever noticed when a man 
is in a relationship with someone else, he suddenly 
becomes that much more attractive? As if by virtue of 
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him being attractive to his mate, he possesses an 
additional magnetism?” 

“Are you trying to convince me or yourself?” 
“Convince me of what?” 
“Who’s he spent the most time with in the last 

couple of months?” 
For the first time in a very long time, I couldn’t hold 

back tears of frustration. I must have been confining 
my feelings for ages. It felt like a dam was bursting.  

“I never cry like this.”  
Winnie handed me a cloth napkin from above the 

sink. “And I don’t even have time for it.” I cleaned 
myself up. “I’ve got to return a call to the caterers and 
arrange for the string quartet.” 

A car honked at the front of the house. “Your 
daughter-in-law must be back.” 

Winnie prepared to leave, stopping to face me. 
“Judith, do you hate her?” 

“Lisa? No, of course I don’t hate her. We actually get 
along well.” 

“Just remember this. Lisa’s the type who gets what 
she wants by manipulation.” 

“She and Ren pay my salary.” 
“Does that mean you can’t stand up for what you 

want?”   

# 

Judith 
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My whole life, I’ve been able to stand up for what I 
want, but not when it means interfering with someone 
else’s major life plans. Ren and Lisa are in love. But is it 
the kind of love that lasts forever? The kind of soul-
matched, perfect-partner, grow-old-in-love-together 
kind of love? Or, were they doomed from the start, like 
Tom and I?  

Part of my problem was I wouldn’t be able to stand 
up for what I want, if I didn’t even know what I 
wanted. Do I want to run a bed and breakfast? Do I 
want to go back to LA and resume personal shopping 
for Tiffany Bradford? Stay in Bloomington-Normal and 
run my own wedding planner business? So many 
options. 

As I was sitting up in bed eating my warmed soup, I 
flipped the channels to Entertainment Tonight. After a 
story about celebrities and their Caribbean vacations, a 
live feed was being broadcast from Bloomington, 
Illinois. Unless some other movie actor was holed up at 
the same Chateau Hotel, I could only assume the story 
was about Ren. But, he wasn’t anywhere near the 
cameras.  

Instead, the story centered around a head scarf-
covered actress with dark glasses, in the same hotel. I 
tossed my spoon aside and approached the TV. 
Paparazzi were everywhere. Cameras and cell phones 
obscured the identities of reporters mingling in a sea of 
spectators.  

“In this McLean County Illinois town of 
approximately 65,000, mayhem ensued this afternoon 
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when Tiffany Bradford was seen in the same hotel as 
Ren Spencer. The Grammy Award winning singer and 
actress had recently finished shooting her new film, 
due out next November. Sources say Tiffany was 
distraught over Ren’s upcoming marriage to Austin, 
Texas socialite Lisa Pillton, daughter of oil magnate 
Rudolph Pillton. Speculation abounds as to how long 
Ren and Tiffany might have been involved and to what 
extent this may interfere with wedding plans for Ren 
and Lisa.” 

Even though I was alone in the house, I asked the 
question anyway. “When did all this happen?” 

When the phone rang, I didn’t know who I wanted 
to talk to more. Ren? Tiffany? Lisa? Winnie? No matter 
who was on the other end, the conversation would be 
unique to that person. I knew I wanted some answers, 
but which individual would have the most 
information? The ringing stopped. Then I realized 
exactly who would have the most information.  

Shannon. 
When I found my sister-in-law’s number, I called. 

“Shannon, did you see the news?” 
“Mom, I haven’t watched any TV since I got here at 

the farm. What’s happening?” 
“Tell me everything you know about Tiffany and 

Ren.” 
“Who and who?” 
“Were they ever in a film together, or do you know 

of any connection they may have had with one 
another?” 
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Shannon kept me waiting way too long—several 
seconds. “Why? What did they say on the news? And 
guess what? I learned how to milk a goat. Jasmine killed 
a snake with a slingshot.” 

I sat by the phone, and tried to calm down. 
“Shannon, listen. The news said they are having an 
affair. Or they might have had one in the past.” 

“Oh, is that all? I do know a long time ago, maybe a 
year or so, Tiffany and Ren did an audition together for 
a role that neither of them got. But I don’t think the 
movie was ever made.” 

“And was there ever anything in the news about 
them as a couple?” 

“No. Never.” 
“Tiffany makes me so mad! She knew he was here. 

She knew you had a big crush on him. She even told 
me she had some mysterious man in her life who broke 
up with her. I never dreamed it was Ren. Never in a 
million years. They’re just ... so wrong for each other.” 

“Mom, why are you so freaked out about this? You 
never used to care anything about gossip.” 

When the cars pulled up in front of the house, I 
decided to say good-bye to Shannon, but told her I 
would call her back.  

I wanted to hear more about how to kill a snake. 
As soon as I could get to it, I answered the pounding 

on the door. Tiffany, complete with overnight bag 
slung over her shoulder, didn’t want anyone else to 
follow, so the paparazzi stayed collected on the porch 
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like a swarm of gnats. She entered the living room, out 
of breath and ready to scream. She did.  

“Follow me.” I said. 
I took her by the arm into the kitchen, where I 

lowered the blinds in time for some idiot with a camera 
to miss his shot. “Sit down. And stop crying.” 

Tiffany already had a pack of Kleenex she’d brought 
from the hotel. She pulled out the last one. “He told me 
not to come to Illinois. He said he was having a tough 
enough time keeping his whereabouts secret at that 
hotel. Or maybe since I’m like—so much more famous 
than he is right now....” 

“So he’s the one you told me about. The one you 
tried to keep secret.” 

“Yes, and for a while, we were a secret. Even you 
didn’t know about him, and you were with me almost 
every day.”  

Now I know who heaved the duffle bag at the hotel. 
“But then he broke up with you? When was that?” 

“It ... it was right before he proposed to that Texas 
heifer!”  

She turned on the sobs again. My phone continued 
to ring every few minutes, but I still didn’t want to talk 
to anyone. 

“What are you going to do now, Tiffany?” 
She wiped her nose and tried to stop crying. “I don’t 

know. I guess now the whole world thinks I’m a home-
wrecker. All I wanted to do was fly out here and see him 
one more time before he got married. He said the most 
ugly things to me.” 
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“Like what?” 
“Like it’s over between us. There’s no chance we can 

get back together. I’m in love with someone else, stuff 
like that.”  

At least he let her down easy, as they say in the biz.  
“Tiffany, I think I’ve decided your best course of 

action here. You’ll need to release a statement. And it 
would be helpful if you called Lisa and told her you’re 
sorry.” 

Tiffany stamped her foot. “I won’t do it! I’m not 
going to apologize. She took Ren away from me!” 

I was about to put her in the corner for time out, 
when my phone rang one more time. I answered it.  

“Hello, it’s me, Perry.” 
“Hi. I’m kind of busy right now.” 
“I imagine you are. Just checking to make sure you’re 

alright. Saw the news just now.” 
“I’ll call you later. As of this moment I’m fine, but I 

have a feeling things are going to get pretty dicey 
around here in the next day or two.” 

289 

  



Chapter Twenty-five 

Shannon 

Dear Journal, 
Mom was right. There was a news story about Tiffany 

and Ren. Jasmine said she knew about those two all along, 
but I didn’t believe her. She’s always making things up. Like 
her boyfriend. He wasn’t really sixteen. She says I should try 
to get Ren and Lisa to break up and get Mom to start dating 
Ren instead. I guess I would like that, but Mom has worked 
so hard on the wedding, she wouldn’t be too happy if it was 
cancelled.   

# 

Judith 

About thirty minutes later, I was able to get Tiffany 
relaxed enough to make another decision. I asked her 
to move in to the bed and breakfast as my guest, and to 
stay in the Tinkerbell. At first, she argued. 

“If I stay, will you promise to leave me alone? Not 
try to make me do anything I don’t want to do?” 

“I promise Tiff. I’ll pretend you’re like any other 
guest. You can even wait until after you wake up 
tomorrow to decide on breakfast, okay?” 

“Thanks Judith.” 
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She threw her bag and a small purse on the bed. 
“Judith, am I wrong for loving him? I mean he really 
hurt me.” 

“No, you’re not wrong. You’re just confused right 
now. Just like you, he looks good on screen and off. 
Why would any of us be immune to a star’s obvious 
charms?” 

“Exactly.” She checked the mirror as affirmation.  
“And I just want to warn you about something. Even 

though you refuse to talk to Lisa, don’t think that’ll be 
the last of it. You can count on her getting in touch 
with you at her earliest opportunity.” 

Why did I have the feeling I was giving lovelorn 
advice to the wrong person? 

To prevent Tiffany from hearing me, I stepped out 
on the porch to make my call. The breeze felt refreshing 
against my skin. I dialed the number to Ren’s cell 
phone and he answered. “Hello, who is this?”  

“Ren, it’s me.” 
The tone in his voice immediately changed from 

hostile to calm. “I’m sorry. My phone hasn’t stopped 
ringing. I was just about to turn it off.” 

“Are you okay? I’ve been worried.” 
“Just tense. My shoulders this time.” His voice got 

quiet and slow. “Do you know a good masseuse that 
makes house calls? Hmm, did I just invite you to my 
hotel room?” 

“I can’t, Ren.”  
My mind went in a thousand directions. On one 

hand, I wanted to see him. On the other hand, he 
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probably had an army of paparazzi outside his hotel 
room, 24/7.  

“You don’t need any more visitors.” 
“You’re right. I don’t. Not tonight, anyway.” 
The porch light was attracting bugs, so I reached 

inside and flipped the switch. “Did you hear from 
Lisa?” 

“Oh yes. She was not happy. At least when she first 
called. After we spoke, she was better. She’ll be here 
tomorrow.” 

“So she’s flying out here instead of you going 
home?” 

“She thought it would be best. When Lisa makes up 
her mind....” 

I wanted to complete his sentence, but I would’ve 
said something rude. He didn’t need that. Ren and Lisa 
have some damage control to work on, with the new 
wrinkle— Tiffany Bradford.  

“I’m glad we talked, Ren. By the way, I guess now 
with Lisa coming, maybe the two of you can go out and 
choose your tux.” 

“I’ll be wearing one Lisa chose for me last week. 
She’s bringing it on this trip so we can have it altered.” 

I sat in the wicker porch chair. “Well, that’s one 
more visitor you’ll have to have in your room— a 
tailor.” 

“Hmm. It’s really happening, isn’t it?” 
“What?” 
“The wedding. I’m really doing it.” 
“Are you asking me or telling me?” 
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“I’m so tired, I don’t know anymore. I’ll say good 
night.” 

The next call I made was to Shannon. I wanted to 
hear her voice again. She was due back in three days, 
and I couldn’t wait to kiss her hair and hold her in my 
arms, before she grows up into a young woman. I tried 
to imagine what it must have been like all those years 
when Ren wasn’t in Nana’s life. How wounded she 
must have felt.  

I also realized the pain Ren must have felt all those 
years he was away from them, and it made me cry. 

# 

Judith 

Around ten the next morning, Tiffany and I shared 
some of my homemade blueberry waffles and coffee. I 
was amazed at how alike Shannon and Tiffany are, even 
though Shannon’s only a rising eighth-grader. But I 
wasn’t sure if subconsciously, I was noticing changes in 
my daughter, or simply recognizing Tiffany’s arrested 
maturity.  

Earlier, she’d called the airlines and reserved a flight, 
which would be leaving at three in the afternoon. My 
job was to make sure she wouldn’t encounter Lisa and 
Ren at the airport. I drove Tiffany and when I dropped 
her off at the terminal, I asked her if she needed any 
additional help.  
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“No Judith, you’ve already done so much for me. I 
miss you. Like I told you last night, Barbara’s good with 
shoes and accessories, but she’s still not as good as you 
were with important things like dresses and jackets.” 

“I wasn’t perfect at first either. Remember? It took 
me a while.” 

Tiffany stared at the floor. “You know, if I wasn’t so 
busy flying all over the country to see my ex-
boyfriends, I would, like—have more time to choose 
my own things.” 

“All a matter of priorities,” I said. 
“You know what else I think? I thought about this a 

lot last night. Ren and I were a fling. We only slept 
together a couple of times. It was just about the most 
amazing sex I’ve ever had, but I have to admit, the deep 
feelings between us weren’t all that deep.” 

After a quick hug, Tiffany blew me a kiss and left. A 
trace of her lavender scented bath powder remained on 
my neck. Within moments, every security guard within 
reach abandoned his post to escort her to her 
destination. It appears I will never get my wish to truly 
get away from Hollywood.   

# 

Judith 

Waiting for me at the house was a pile of mail I 
hadn’t processed in a few days. Instead of attacking it, I 
drove to see Winnie. She waited for me in her room. As 
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she sat on the side of her bed, she held a magazine page 
open in front of her chest.  

Travel and Leisure. 
The article was about the best Bed and Breakfasts of 

the Midwest. “The Innstead’s at the bottom of the 
chart.” 

“Let me see.” She held it out for me, and I read it 
aloud. “A disappointment for us was the Instead Bed and 
Breakfast in Bloomington, Illinois. We had expected more 
from this establishment, from its past years’ rankings, but 
since the business changed hands in February, we can no 
longer recommend it as one of our top twenty.”  

The article went on to explore the other Inns and 
B&B’s in the area, and how the Russo’s ranked them for 
pleasant environment, value, service, and attention to 
details.  

“Winnie, I’m sorry.” 
“You have no reason. The person who should be 

sorry is Ren Spencer. If he wants to re-open for 
business, it’ll be his responsibility to get things back 
where they were. By the way, are you ready for the 
wedding?” 

“There are only last minute details now. The 
photographer we’ve hired has finally agreed on his final 
price for everything.” 

“Have you seen her gown? Vera Wang. Saw it on 
Entertainment Tonight. Gorgeous.” 

“Winnie, I’m glad I have you to keep me abreast of 
the latest developments. If I ever get married again, I 
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think I’ll keep things simple. Run off to a justice of the 
peace. Skip all the hoopla.”  

“Good idea, Judith. Save all the hoopla for the 
wedding night. That’s where it really counts.” 

I leaned over on Winnie’s bed and rolled on my side 
facing her. “What if your honeymoon doesn’t last? 
What if your marriage doesn’t last?” 

Winnie shook her head. “No one ever knows, but I’d 
still risk it if it was me. Don’t want to pass up the 
chance on a decent honeymoon!” 

I had to agree with Winnie. And at her age, there 
wasn’t as much time left to try it all again. 
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Chapter Twenty-six 

Judith 

“Shannon, did you bring home much laundry?” 
“No, Aunt Callie washed my clothes for me.” 
With Shannon back home in her bedroom, I felt 

more at ease. She unpacked her suitcase, handing me a 
small wrapped gift. Inside was a delicate silver necklace. 
“Thank you honey. I just love it.” 

“Can I put it around your neck?” 
“Sure, I can’t wait to see how it looks.” 
While she hooked the clasp in back, I leaned my 

head forward to look at the necklace. “So you went 
shopping while you were there?” 

“Aunt Callie took me lots of places. I got this, too.” 
She reached inside her pocket and removed one of 

those flattened pennies from a vending machine. “We 
got this at the St. Louis Arch.” 

I stared into her soft eyes. “I missed you so much.” 
“You know what? I think Daddy misses you too.” 
I gazed down again at my necklace. “He’s probably 

lonely for Grace.” 
Shannon lifted her empty bag and pushed it under 

her bed. I heard the sniffles.  
“Honey, have you got a cold? You sound like you 

have a runny nose.” 
“Better stock up on Kleenex, Mom.” 
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Shannon has never been a sickly child. If she ever 
gets a cold, she usually handles it well, without needing 
much care from me.  

“What’s the latest on the wedding plans? I’m getting 
excited about it now.” She stopped at her mirror to 
brush her hair. 

“Well, there’s still lots to do, but then certain things 
have to be done at the last minute. With only seven 
days left, every one of them will be busy. You know, 
I’m really proud of the job Ren and I did on this place.”  

The phone interrupted our reunion. “Hello Judith? 
This is Lisa.” 

“Oh, hi, Lisa. I thought you might call. Hope you 
had a nice flight.” 

“I did. With all that’s been going on, I decided I had 
to be with Ren.” 

“Shannon and I were just discussing the wedding. 
We have everything ready.” 

“As a matter of fact, that’s why I called. Ren and I 
have discussed a change of plans. We don’t want to 
wait another day. We’re flying to Las Vegas to elope, 
and when we return, we will still have the reception, 
but we thought about it and the bed and breakfast just 
won’t fit everyone we’ve invited.” 

Prior to this point in my life, my worst nightmare 
had been the breakup of my marriage. I’ve never been 
the type of person to hyperventilate, but there’s a first 
time for everything. I collapsed on Shannon’s floor in a 
heap. “May I please speak with Ren?” 
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“Yes, you may speak with him, but we’re leaving in 
an hour for the airport, so he won’t have long.” 

While I waited for Ren, Shannon fanned me with a 
magazine from her nightstand, while whispering to me 
that my face was now bright red.  

“Hello, Judith.” 
“Ren, I can’t believe it. All the work we’ve done. 

Does she have any idea what would be involved in 
changing plans at the last minute like this? Where’re 
you moving the reception to? What about the 
bridesmaid dresses? Your grandparents? What about 
the….” 

“Judith. Calm down, will you please?”  
Shannon stopped fanning me and I changed the 

phone to my other ear.  
“Lisa wants to do this because of all the media 

attention. We’re moving the reception to a private 
ballroom at the Chateau Hotel, where we can have 
better security and privacy.” 

“Don’t kid yourself, Ren. She’s doing this because of 
Tiffany. Don’t you see? That little brat has caused Lisa 
to dig her fangs in even deeper. And now, sooner.” 

“That was ugly, Judith.” Ren’s voice was ugly too. 
Hateful. I instantly regretted my outburst.  

“Lisa and I will expect you to take care of canceling 
the arrangements with the ceremony itself. She and I 
will handle the reception.” 

I waited for the other words that were supposed to 
follow. But I never received an “I’m sorry” from either 
of them. Only one course of action remained.  
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I picked up the phone and called Heidi.  

# 

Judith 

“Baby-doll, you sounded like hell on the phone. 
What’s the trouble?” 

Trying to hold back my anger, I stood in her living 
room with my arms tight around my rib cage. As I 
opened my mouth, nothing came out of me but 
exhaled air. Heidi put her arms around me. “Get it out, 
baby-doll. Go ahead.” 

Somehow, we managed to move me to the couch. 
“He ... then she ... it’s too horrible.” 

“Let me help. Tell me all about it.” 
“They expect me to cancel the wedding ceremony! 

They’re eloping!” 
“Holy shit. It’s all Tiffany’s fault, isn’t it?” 
“It would be easy to blame her, but I blame Lisa.” 
Heidi brought me a small kitchen hand-towel to cry 

in to. “I don’t blame her at all,” she said. “I blame Ren. 
The man can’t stand up for himself. He’s been 
henpecked for so long, he’s covered in dents.”  

“You’re right. She’s emasculated him to the point 
that he’s afraid to say anything. Somebody should slap 
some sense into him.” I said, wiping my eyes. 

“Well what’re you doing here? Go tell him.” 
“They’re about to leave for Vegas.” 
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Heidi gripped her hands together. “Hmm, this is a 
tough one, isn’t it? Do you know when they’re leaving 
the hotel?” 

“Lisa said an hour, but that was about twenty 
minutes ago.” 

I stared at her, waiting for the rest of her idea.  
“You’re only fifteen minutes from The Chateau. 

Catch them in the lobby on their way out of the hotel. 
If they see you in person, how can they argue? And in a 
public place? This is your chance to spread your acting 
wings Judith. Really turn on the angst.” 

“You know, I think it might work.” My smile caught 
me by surprise. 

“Here. Wipe your eyes one more smidgen.” 
“Thanks Heidi. You know, when I first came to 

Bloomington, all I wanted was to get away from 
everything Hollywood.” 

“You’re just like the rest of us. We’re all running 
from something.” 

As I drove to the hotel, I tried planning what I would 
say to them when I was in the moment—looking into 
their eyes and imploring. Being there in person was a 
grand idea.  

I hoped when I got there, I would still have the 
nerve to say what needed to be said. 

# 

Judith 
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As I pulled up into the parking lot, I took a deep 
breath and relaxed my shoulders. If someone had asked 
me what I was doing and why I was there, I honestly 
wouldn’t have known how to answer. Was I there 
because I was angry? Angry that all the work I’d done 
was for nothing? After all, I was well-paid during the 
entire process. Or, was I angry with Ren for being weak. 
We all have our weaknesses. Why did I care? 

Realistically, I had no right to tell Ren and Lisa my 
true feelings. They’d assigned my tasks, and I would 
have to follow through with them. 

A tap on the window startled me. I rolled down the 
window and realized Ren had been standing by me for 
a few minutes, waiting for me to collect my wits. 
“Okay, you have three minutes,” he said, before I could 
say a word. 

“Three minutes? Okay, let’s not waste any time.” I 
got out of the minivan and leaned against the door to 
close it. Standing with my arms crossed, I lifted my 
chin in my best defiant Judith posture. “Do you like 
being this way?” 

“Being what way? Happy to be getting married?” 
“Are you, Ren? Are you happy?” 
“Of course I am. She’s the best thing that’s ever 

happened to me. In a long time. She anticipates my 
every thought. She knows what I need.” 

“She runs your life!”  
When you’ve gone too far, you know it. Ren turned 

his back on me and froze. I inched my way around him 
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and gazed into his face. He wasn’t angry anymore. He 
was sad. Very sad.  

“I need to go through with this, Judith. You don’t 
understand. All my adult life I’ve shunned my 
obligations. This will prove to her I can do it.” 

I uncrossed my arms and reached for his hand. “I’m 
not here to talk you out of your wedding. I only want 
the ceremony to proceed as originally planned. At the 
Innstead. Will she allow just that one small favor? 
Shannon is so proud of all the work you and I have 
done.” 

For a moment, he was silent. Then, he checked his 
watch. “You used up almost the full three minutes.” 

“When I’m driven, I get it all out at once.” 
He smiled a teeny crooked smile at me, as his hand 

gently gripped my arm. “Why couldn’t I have met you 
first?” 

A sudden bright flash invaded my thoughts. A 
camera. Then another. Soon, paparazzi were 
everywhere.  

Lisa’s twang traveled across the crowd. “Ren, honey, 
are you ready to go?”  

“Lisa,” he said. “We need to talk.” He gestured at the 
paparazzi. “And without all these… cockroaches. Can 
we go back inside the hotel for a minute?” 

At least Ren would ask her to reconsider the wedding 
plans. Lisa might still argue and get her way, but I 
hoped she would realize her error. I watched the crowd 
leave until the two of them were safely inside the 
building. Then I drove home to give Heidi the good 
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news. In the reality of all realities, this good news was 
the most bittersweet good news I’d ever had to deliver.   
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Chapter Twenty-seven 

Judith 

Nothing is hated more than a summer cold. 
Shannon’s has developed into a full-blown germ-fest. 
I’ve been keeping her in bed as much as possible. To 
prevent catching it myself, I’ve been washing my hands 
every five minutes, and taking care cleaning up after 
her with disinfectant. I set up a bowl of her favorite 
fruits in her room, and now her room smells like 
oranges and apples.  

Between sleeping and watching TV, she’s been 
working on a special wedding gift for Ren and Lisa, but 
she won’t allow me to see it.  

“Mom, come quick. There’s a news story about Ren 
and Lisa.” 

By the time I got in front of the set, the news story 
was half over.  

“No one in Spencer’s camp is revealing exactly where the 
wedding ceremony will take place, but our insider sources 
say it could be near Ren’s hometown of Peoria Illinois. 
Rumor has it he’s planning a surprise honeymoon for his 
bride. We’ll have more on our broadcast tomorrow night.” 

For the past five days, I’ve done nothing but attend 
to last minute details. Ren and Lisa agreed to keep the 
wedding at the Innstead, and move the reception to the 
hotel, just so there would be more room for people to 
move around. With the weather so hot, it was an 
inspired idea.  
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“I’m glad Lisa decided to compromise, aren’t you 
Shannon? Now they both get a little something they 
want. Can you imagine having to cancel all the 
arrangements? Rearrange all those schedules?” I still 
hadn’t decided what I would wear to the wedding, and 
Shannon was furious with me. Still the same affliction. 
I stood in front of my closet.  

In agony. 
“Mom, you know what you should do? You should 

go over to Heidi’s and ask her if she has anything you 
can borrow.” 

“You think she might have something I could wear? 
Something appropriate?” 

“Who wants to be appropriate? Maybe you’ll find a 
rich husband or something. You know, catch the 
bouquet.” 

“Now there’s a thought. You do know I cry at 
weddings, don’t you Shannon?” 

“Did you cry at yours and Daddy’s?” 
I nodded yes. “Tears of joy.” 
When Heidi heard my request, she said to come 

right over. Before I arrived, she’d already laid several 
choices across her bed. “Now, are you looking for sexy? 
Steamy? Or just plain old smoldering?” 

“Hmm, so many choices.” 
She held up a tight red leather skirt, staring at it. 

Then she turned to me, confused. “Judith, how are they 
doing the preparations for the ceremony? I mean, 
where will everyone be getting dressed?” 
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“Lisa and her bridesmaids will be in the Tinkerbell, 
and Ren will be in the Ambassador. We’ll do our best to 
keep them separated from each other. You know that 
old thing about not seeing the bride before the 
wedding.” 

“How did the rehearsal go?” 
“Not a hitch. Lisa’s parents are nice. Although they 

seemed to be in shock when they first saw the size of 
the bed and breakfast.” 

“You mean because they’re used to mansions.” 
“That’s right.” 
Heidi leaned her elbow on her dresser and turned to 

her mirror. “Will Ren’s agent be there?” 
“I think so.” 
“I know I wasn’t invited, but I wish there was just 

some way I could get ten minutes with him. I don’t get 
too many chances.” 

“I wish we had a way to sneak you in to meet with 
him. He’s coming in his own private jet, you know.” 

“Judith, If I ever have another wedding, will you do 
all my planning too?” 

I held the leather skirt in front of my hips, and 
grinned. “Be glad to, Heidi. But after this one, you 
should know, my rates are tripled.” 

“Tripled? Then we might have to change our plans.” 
We both giggled.  

The only thing that is not yet planned, is whether I 
have a future with the bed and breakfast. I guess I’ll 
have to wait until the honeymoon is over. 
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# 

Judith 

Shannon’s virus has improved, so she’s been up and 
around helping me again. After a leisurely breakfast of 
bacon and eggs, I asked Shannon to help me with one 
more item. “Sweetheart, can you please help me move 
the large fern by the window in the living room? I’m 
afraid it’ll be in everyone’s way at the wedding.” 

“Sure Mom.” 
We both took our deepest breaths before trying to 

move it. It only slid an inch. “Let’s leave it for Ren 
when he gets here with Lisa,” I said. 

“Okay Mom. What time are they coming?” 
“They’re due here in twenty minutes, and Reverend 

Heflin is meeting us here at the same time.” 
“I wonder how the carving turned out,” Shannon 

said, brushing toast crumbs from her hands. 
“We’ll know in a little while.” 
Noble had called earlier to say he was ready for the 

unveiling. He’d been over a few times, mid-process, 
taking measurements and snapping pictures of the 
altar, so his work would blend in as well as it could. 

When everyone arrived, I asked Ren to move the 
fern, which he did. Then, Ren, Lisa, Shannon, and I sat 
four in a row on the couch and waited for Noble to 
hang up his wood carving gift for the bride and groom. 
When we opened our eyes, I heard gasps of joy and 
surprise, followed by shock. Lisa’s gasp was the loudest. 
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As she stood from the couch, she turned around to the 
rest of us and made a face. “Ren?” She sounded 
desperate. 

I walked closer and stared. If I squinted, I could force 
it to be attractive. Hanging from a chain, the two-foot 
wide carving showed a pair of spurs and ten-gallon hat 
on one side, and a football next to a motorcycle on the 
other. Across the middle in carved cursive were the 
words Congratulations to the Happy Couple. It was 
excruciating in its repulsiveness. Not one of Noble’s 
best carvings. 

When Lisa was unable to say anything, Ren stepped 
up to the plate. “Father, it’s the most wonderful wood 
carving I’ve ever seen. Such detail! We’ll cherish it 
forever, won’t we Lisa?” He glared at her until she 
nodded yes. 

“I’m so glad you like it.” Noble stood in front of the 
altar and said a prayer, bowing his head. “I’ve just asked 
the Lord to bless this union. I can’t wait to see my 
carving in the next issue of People Magazine. I’ve 
already sent them a picture of it.” 

Ren sucked in a breath. “You did what?” Lisa fainted 
to the couch like a wilted sunflower. 

Noble chuckled. “Gotcha! Listen, I can’t stay. Have 
another wedding to go to myself, in a couple of hours.” 

We all waved good-bye to Noble and returned to the 
living room. Lisa started her tirade as soon as the door 
closed. “Ren, it’s so awful! I don’t want that 
monstrosity in my wedding!” She glared at the carving, 
tears rimming her eyes.  
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Ren put one arm over her shoulder. He cocked his 
head to the side and tried to smile at her. “Lisa, tweety 
bird, it’s not so bad. The man worked on it for hours, 
just for us.” 

She wriggled out from under Ren’s arm, hands on 
her hips. “That thing comes down or there will be no 
wedding.” 

Shannon wedged herself between Ren and Lisa. “You 
guys, I want to give you my present now. Mom, would 
that be okay?” 

“I think now would be a perfect time.” Anything to 
calm Lisa’s nerves. 

Shannon bolted from the room, charging up the 
stairs two steps at a time, and returned with a wrapped 
gift, roughly the size of a shoebox. “Now you two sit 
here on the couch,” she said, while handing the box to 
Ren. Shannon watched, eyes trained on Ren’s face, and 
sat on the edge of the rocker, nearly teetering forward.  

As Ren unwrapped the box, I noticed his nose twitch 
several times, then his face turned to the side before 
seeing what was inside the box. Lisa reached in and 
held up the gift. When she did, Ren covered his nose 
and mouth with his hand, and jumped from his seat, 
backing away from it. I still wasn’t sure what Lisa was 
holding in the air, but I could smell it. 

“Shannon, what is it, honey?” 
“It’s a pomander. I got the recipe out of that book I 

showed you. But I added cinnamon.” 
I’d forgotten about the childhood craft project every 

child knows to do: a fresh orange entirely covered with 
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cloves and hung to dry. When I looked at Ren’s face, it 
was clear the sharp sting of cinnamon, oranges, and 
cloves was much too strong for his nose to handle.  

Lisa held it and made it spin in the air. “It’s lovely, 
Shannon.” She held it to her nose and inhaled.  

“Ren, how do you like it?” Shannon asked.  
 He removed his hand from his mouth. “It was very 

thoughtful. Lisa, I’ll let you be in charge of the 
pomander.” 

“Okay Ren, but remember, that wood carving has to 
go!”  

After that announcement, I decided to retreat to my 
room, where I could think about other critical wedding 
issues, like the three-tiered tiramiso cake and how I was 
going to fit twenty chairs in the living room. I had the 
perfect idea for the wood carving, but I felt as if I’d 
interfered one too many times already.  

If only they would ask.... 

# 

Judith 

On the morning of the wedding, I opened my laptop 
to peruse my last minute checklist. Everything was 
going as planned, which is my trademark. I ate 
breakfast, and Shannon fixed herself a bowl of Honey 
Nut Cheerios.  

She brought me the portable phone. “Mom, it’s for 
you.” 
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“Is this Judith?” 
“Yes, may I help you?” 
“This is Nana. How are you holding up?” 
“Hello Nana. It’s so good of you to call. I’m getting 

everything prepared. I’m looking forward to seeing you 
today.” 

“So am I. We have a problem, though. Our car’s in 
the shop. The man promised it would be ready in time, 
but you know how things go sometimes.” 

“You’re definitely asking the right person about 
plans gone wrong. If something happens and you need 
a ride, just call us and we’ll get someone to come pick 
you up. It’s only an hours’ drive.” 

“Thanks Judith. I tried calling Ren, but he must have 
turned off his phone. I’m glad you were there to take 
my call.” 

“Did you enjoy meeting Lisa the other night?” 
“Why, yes. She’s very nice. Very Texas.” 
“And how is your knee?” 
“Much better. I only need a cane now.” 
“Wonderful. Just let us know if you need anything at 

all, okay Nana?” 
“I sure will. See you soon.”  
Before I hung up the phone, I made a note to tell 

Ren later about the possible grandparent snafu. As long 
as we had sufficient notice, we should be able to get 
Nana and Archer to the wedding on time. Maybe we 
wouldn’t even need to mention it to the nervous 
groom. 
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At the moment, all I have to worry about is Ren’s 
reaction when he sees me in Heidi’s red leather skirt.  
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Chapter Twenty-eight 

Judith 

My mind wandered back to the last wedding I’d 
attended at the Innstead. My girlfriend, Stevie, married 
her neighbor of two years and then we lost touch. Their 
ceremony had been performed in front of the fireplace, 
fragrant with roses and lilies of the valley. Only ten 
people were in attendance, and the bride wore a simple 
dress instead of a full gown. Over the past couple of 
years, I’d spoken with her mom, so I know she’s fine. 
Just deliriously happy.  

Another deliriously happy bride is Lisa. Now that 
she’s getting what she wants, Ren, she’s content just to 
be a girl.  

I stopped by Ren’s room, where he was discussing 
the ring with his best man, his agent, Hunter 
Blackburn. Dressed only in his white T-shirt and tuxedo 
slacks, Ren made the introductions.  

“Hunter, so glad you could make it,” I said, shaking 
his hand. 

“Ren getting married? I wouldn’t miss this for the 
world.” Hunter had over-gelled hair, gray at the 
temples. 

“I hate to bother you Ren, but I’m finalizing 
decorations downstairs and just wanted to know what 
you and Lisa decided about the wood carving.” 

“Lisa and I decided it will not be hung up.” 
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“You know, I have an idea that I think may work for 
both of you.” 

“Really?” 
“Follow me.” 
I briefly wondered if Ren noticed my tight red skirt, 

but he was clearly focused on more important matters. 
We went down the stairs to the altar, and stood in front 
of it next to each other.  

“I have a long piece of sheer fabric, suitable for 
draperies,” I said. “It’s off-white, but if we sort of draped 
it across the top, with scallops, it can cover everything 
from the top, down to below the carving. You’ll still be 
able to see it, but not all the detail.” 

“Creative. I like it. Have you asked Lisa?”  
“No, but I’ll go right now.”  
Later, while she was in the Tinkerbell with her 

friends from Austin, I delivered ice and drinks to their 
room. Meanwhile, Ren was finishing up one door away, 
oblivious to the hen party just next door.  

 When I set down the tray with the drinks and ice, I 
was trying to decide how to approach Lisa about my 
idea for the carving. She stopped in the middle of 
brushing her hair, and asked me to give Ren a message. 
“Judith, would you please tell him I’ve decided to have 
the string quartet play out in the yard instead of inside 
the house?” 

“Lisa, they’re already set up indoors. And they’re 
expected to play during the ceremony, which is in the 
house. This time, I have to put my foot down.” 
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She glared at me, ready to strike. “You do as I say. 
Right now.” 

“The programs are already made up. If you want 
them to change their entire routine, you can go 
downstairs and tell them yourself.” 

I was breathing fast, but telling her off made me feel 
strong and exhilarated.  

She put her hands on her hips. “Ren told me you 
sleep in a sweat suit.” 

“He told you that?” 
“He also told me you’ve been checking up on him 

on his website. I don’t know what you think, but 
honey, you will never know Ren the way I do. NEVER!” 

Suddenly remembering the string quartet, she 
attempted what I told her to do. Knocking over a table 
lamp, Lisa stormed out of the room into the hall, and 
lifting her full length gown above her knees so she 
wouldn’t trip, proceeded to trip anyway, landing on her 
bottom, and sliding the rest of the way down the grand 
staircase. I cringed and flinched, but at the same time, I 
giggled to myself. She screamed loud enough to wake 
the deceased, and Ren came out to see what had 
happened. Then, he charged down the stairs after her. 

“Lisa, are you alright?” 
Like a silent explosion, a flash blinded me. Someone 

from the press had snuck inside and taken her picture 
for all the tabloids to share. I could see the headline 
now: Bride “Falls” for Groom Before Wedding. Ren was 
clearly in no mood to have anything delay the 
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ceremony. His eyes were wild, and he spoke in frantic 
staccato. “Let ... me ... here, take my arm.” 

He helped Lisa stand up, but by this time, she was 
hysterical. Female relatives surrounded her like Girl 
Scouts at a campfire. Shannon fanned her with a 
magazine.  

As soon as the camera-wielding lowlife was ejected, 
Ren held his sniffling, but soon-to-be back-in-control 
fiancée by the hand. After a moment of patting her 
bruised behind, she pouted, turning on the twang, full-
throttle. “Aw, now Ren has seen me before the 
wedding. Ren, you better get yourself back upstairs and 
finish getting dressed.” 

A clatter of excitement at the front door drew my 
attention from Lisa. A flower delivery man was 
attempting to bring in a huge, horse-race sized bouquet. 
Not anything I’d ordered. When Ren determined Lisa 
had hurt only her pride, he sent her to her room 
upstairs.  

Standing next to Ren, he grabbed me by the arm. 
“What’s all this?” 

“Looks like someone is trying to congratulate you.” 
As the delivery man struggled with the massive flower 
arrangement, Ren snatched the envelope from the 
front. He tore it open and read the card inside. 
Throwing his head back, he laughed, then returned to 
me. “Read this. You’ll get a kick out of it.” 

When I read the card, I chuckled. It was from Heidi 
and Mitch. “To the bride and groom. May all your trips 
down life’s bumpy highway be short and smooth.”  
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“This card is a little too late for Lisa, isn’t it Ren?” 
“Sure is.” I watched his face, as he turned his head 

toward the stairs. His expression was one of resignation. 
Acknowledgement of his future. He gazed into my eyes, 
and shrugged. “I guess I better finish getting dressed.” 

On his way back up stairs, my eyes filled with tears. 
Not now, I told myself. I usually cry at the end of movies, 
not at the beginning of weddings.  

Just as most of the guests were seated in the rows of 
chairs, the phone rang. I’m not sure who answered it, 
but somehow I received the intended message.  

Nana and Archer were going to be late. 

# 

Ren 

Why was I beginning to feel as if Lisa’s fall was an 
omen? That was not a good way for our wedding to 
start out. Not a good sign for a marriage, either. Why 
can’t we just get on with it? Isn’t that why Lisa and I 
wanted to go to Vegas? So the wedding wouldn’t end 
up a carnival sideshow on the front page of the 
tabloids?  

If someone would just grab me by the arms right this 
minute, I would be glad to stand up in front of that 
altar and say “I do.” All I need now is to tie my bow tie 
and don my tux jacket and I’m good to go. Get it over 
with. As soon as Nana and Archer arrive.  

I wonder why they aren’t here yet? 
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# 

Judith 

On my way to give Ren the news, I first tapped on 
Lisa’s door and one of the bridesmaids said she was 
recovered from her fall. Next, I went up to Ren's room. 
A quick knock, and he swooshed the door open. “I'm 
glad you're here." He clung to my arm. “I've never been 
through this before. My heart's in my throat." 

“It’s about to get worse." 
He stared with a jagged intensity. “I don't need a 

new problem right now." He fussed over his tie.  
“Sit down and I'll help you. It's about your 

grandparents. They're not here yet." 
His hands clutched and squeezed, but his voice 

remained calm. “Anyone know where they are?" 
Behind him on the bed, I bent my knee for balance. I 

slid the ends of the bow tie around his collar. “They 
just called from the road. They're somewhere between 
here and Muncie." 

“Indiana? I knew I should’ve sent a helicopter for 
them." 

“Yes Ren. Please calm down." 
Ren was a noisy floor pacer. He grabbed the end of 

his tie and threw it on the bed, unbuttoning his top 
button. “Then we'll have to postpone. I can't get 
married without them. I promised. They promised." 

“Ren, aren't you forgetting someone?" 
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His head was in his hands. Slowly, he raised his eyes 
to me. “Lisa." 

I sat on the window box ledge, with my palms 
resting on either side of me. “Don't you think you 
should talk to her about postponing the ceremony?" 

 “Why should I talk to her? She's done nothing but 
commandeer this entire affair. It’s time I made a 
decision for a change.” 

“Good for you! Go down the hall and tell her how it 
is. You're the man in the relationship, aren’t you?" 

Ren approached me with broad, loud steps. As he 
stood in front of me, he barked his orders. “Now. Stand 
up. I'm about to make a decision." 

Without delay, he grabbed me and picked me up, 
kissing me hard on the lips. After he put me down, I 
cheered and clapped. “There, now that's more like it. I 
enjoyed that." 

Like a man possessed, Ren's expression changed. He 
rubbed his hand over his freshly groomed beard, and 
with a spark in his eyes, placed his warm hands on 
either side of my face. Then, Ren Spencer, CEO of 
Pigskin Investments, made the best decision of his life, 
when he kissed me softly. Slowly. Deliciously. A holy 
matrimony of lips and senses, tongues and magic. 
When he stopped kissing me, we stared into each 
other's eyes, like old friends who know each others’ 
every thought.  

Now, I had to wait for my breathing to calm down. I 
spoke first. “Ren. Are you trying to tell me something?" 
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“I thought my message was clear. This wedding is 
postponed. And, from now on, I’m going to choose 
what films I make, and I want my wood carving to be 
right out in the open for everyone to see. I want a big 
church wedding in a cathedral on the island of Maui, 
and I want to choose who - I - marry.” 

In an instant, I was surrounded in perfect arms. 
“Ren, are you sure about this?" I buried my nose 

against his chest, wanting to live there. 
“I’ve been sure for a long time. Judith." 
“I’ve loved you forever.”  
The first time I knew I loved Ren was the day he 

chased me into the laundry room and tried to grab my 
tongue with his dusty glove. “When did you first realize 
it?” I asked him. 

Ren smiled and wiggled his eyebrows. “The day I 
dazzled you with the tweezers.”  

I pushed him away and winked at him. “I’d like to 
make my offer now.” 

“Your offer?” Ren raised one eyebrow.  
“With all the recent renovations, this property has 

likely doubled in value. My accountant will let you 
know after the appraisal.” 

He grinned at me, with his fingers inside my hair, 
massaging and inspiring me.  

“Mr. Spencer, I hope you know we'll have to work 
out a lot of details."  

“Let’s not think about that now. Besides, I’m the 
man in the family. From now on, all decision-making 
will be made by me.” 
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“May I make one more decision?” 
“What is it?” 
“This.” I kissed him passionately, clinging to him 

like pet hair on a sweater. Clinging to Ren is one 
decision I’ll never have trouble making.   

# 

Shannon 

Dear Journal, 
Well, Mom and Ren finally got together. And I didn’t 

even have to help. When they first told me they were in love 
with each other, all I said was, “I know.” I guess I really did 
know, just because of the way Mom would look at him and 
the way he looked at her. It was like those love stories I 
wrote way back when I was twelve. All my stories had a 
happy ending. Just like Mom and Ren. They are two really 
happy people. 

# 

Judith 

 Six weeks later, Ren and I arrived at Nana and 
Archer’s home outside of Peoria. I drove into the 
driveway while Ren studied the script for his audition. 
He placed it on the middle of the back seat. 

“Ren, do you have it?” 
“Right here in my pocket.” 
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Nana and Archer weren’t home. Ren used his key 
and we snuck inside, replacing the black rook with the 
new one Noble had carved and painted for him. We 
stood beside each other, holding hands. He nodded 
toward the chess board. “Now that’s a perfect match. 
You can’t even tell it’s not part of the original set.” 

I stared into my husband’s eyes. “Is everything as it 
should be now?” 

As he threw his arms around me, he smiled, his own 
genuine Ren smile. The one I love. After he kissed me 
he answered,  

“Everything.”  
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