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SHE LEFT TWICE
BY
L.ROSE
					CHAPTER ONE

Darbee Hays fell onto the couch and grabbed the remote. After another full day at the theater, plus dealing with Patrick, she needed something to numb her mind.

She had only just pushed the power button and had begun surfing the channels when the phone rang.

Darbee settled firmly on the couch; she refused to answer it.

The phone rang again.
Why should she interrupt her personal time by answering some annoying telemarketer who couldn’t take ‘no?’ And if it wasn’t a telemarketer, it was probably the newspaper wanting her to run another ad for the new play.

A third ring.

The more she thought about it, the more resolved she was to not answer that call.
A fourth ring, and a fifth, and—

Darbee grabbed the cordless and pushed the talk button thinking it might be Patrick. “Hello,” she said, sounding more curt than she had meant to.

“Darbee?” the timid voice said on the other end. 

“Tara? What’s wrong?”

“There’s…there’s been a death, Darbee. Dad passed away this morning.  He had a heart attack.  I just happened to be here visiting when I found him in the kitchen.  They have already taken him Darbee. The morgue, that is.”

“What?” Darbee asked, not sure she understood. 

“He’s dead,” her sister replied. “You…you should really come home.” 
Home......she thought.....what home? Where is home, now? What place? No one was there.
She did not hear the rest of the conversation: the funeral arrangements, the travel plans, and when they were meeting the lawyer. Only the drone of her sister’s voice and the occasional, “okay,” she didn’t even realize as her own voice. When her sister said goodbye, she hung up the phone without even replying. Numbness spread through her body as she fell back on the couch. I shouldn’t have answered the phone, she whispered, as if that would have changed the reality. I shouldn’t have…answered it.

*	*	*

The year was 1969, Darbee and her twin sister Tara had gone to the only public school in the county, but blacks were coming into the school system, so her dad took them out of public school to put them into a private school. Darbee thought it was just plain stupid because there were only two blacks coming into the whole school.  But Darbee’s Dad said his daughters couldn’t go to school with blacks.

The private school was so different from the one she had gone to before. The kids at this school just ignored her; she and her sister were beneath them. Darbee tried so hard to fake it, trying to become like the private school kids.  She was cute and sexy. Boys loved to flirt with her; but there was one guy in particular that she hoped would notice her—Brit Harrison.  She would go home and brag to Tara about how he flirted with her during study hall.  Every girl in school knew Brit and would bat eyes at him, but he was talking to Darbee.

It wasn’t long before he called Darbee and asked her on a date....Darbee had never even kissed a guy.  She begged her daddy to let her go. At first he said no, because he did not know the parents.  But her mother spoke up and said she should be able to go. She knew of his parents and heard they were really nice…not to mention wealthy.  Darbee’s mother was impressed with his family and told him there wasn’t a reason she shouldn’t be able to go.  So, after much deliberation, her dad finally agreed.

Darbee was so nervous the night he was supposed to pick her up. She felt as if a thousand butterflies were fluttering around in her gut.  She told Brit at school that he had to wear his Sunday clothes, because her Daddy wouldn’t let her go out with anyone that was dressed in jeans. She said, “But you can change in the car later and I won’t look.” He laughed and agreed to wear dress pants.
				
Friday night: football, and Brit! How lucky she felt.  Darbee ran in from school to hurry and get ready for her hot date. She rushed to jump in the tub and take a quick bath.  Wrapping her hair in a towel, she sat on the counter in the bathroom to do her make-up. Her hand shook as she applied her eyeliner.  I can’t believe I am going out with Brit, thought Darbee.  Oh Lord, please let me be calm so that he likes me.  She hurried and pulled out a cute outfit to wear.  Her Mom always made their clothes, and this particular outfit absolutely took the cake: a pair of red hot pants and a cute white and red polka dotted halter top. 

Just as she was pulling the top over her head, Tara walked into the room.
“Are you going to the game tonight?” she asked. 
“Yep!” said Darbee. 

“Me, too!” replied Tara. 

“Are you going with Phillip?” 

“Yeah, he asked me at school, and of course Mom and Dad said yes, because he is so rich! Probably the richest guy in school!” 

“Yeah, and he is stuck up like a rich kid, too,” said Darbee, wrinkling her nose. 

“Oh shut up. He’s nice. Anyway, you’d better hurry up. Dad said we have to be home by 10:30.”

“I know!” Darbee cried, throwing her tube of lipstick on the vanity, “I wish they would let us go to the dance after the game!” 

Tara sighed. “Yeah, so do I.”

“Why don’t you ask them?” 

“Why don’t you? It’s pointless, anyway. We’ll just have to be home at 10:30.”
“I swear, Tara, do you ever rebel over anything? They are trying to keep us here until we are 50!”  

“Oh please! You know that Mama and Daddy just care about us.” 

“You’re stupid! They have us in a prison! Haven’t you realized that everyone gets to spend the night at friends and we don’t? And our friends get to go to dances and stay out until midnight! Geez Tara, I just want to live, for God’s sake!  I hate living out in the middle of a cotton field and doing nothing every day. Tara, I am losing my mind!” 

“You are so weird,” Tara replied. “If you—“

 Darbee waved her hand to quiet Tara. “Listen, I hear MAMA and DADDY talking to someone,” she said.  “Oh my God, it is BRIT! I am going to throw up. How do I look?  Cute? Sexy? Well? Answer me!”  

“You look great, just like I do. Now go and have fun.”
  
“You too,” said Darbee.

As they got into Brit’s Mach 1 Mustang, Darbee marveled at its sleek, red exterior.

“Does it go very fast?” she asked.
“Oh, yeah,” said Brit. “But I won’t scare you with going too fast, because you may never go out with me again, and I couldn’t risk that.” He laughed and started to pull out of the driveway.
Wow, thought Darbee, he doesn’t want to risk me not going out with him again!

“What time do you have to be home?” asked Brit.

With embarrassment, Darbee said “10:30.” 

Brit shrugged. “Alright. I’ll get you back in time.”

She breathed a sigh of relief. He didn’t seem upset about it at all.

After the twenty minute drive, Brit finally pulled into the parking lot and killed the ignition. “Well, here we are. Man, you live a good ways out in the country.”

“Oh, I hope you don’t mind!”   

“Naw,” said Brit, “I would drive an hour to go out with you.” 

He grabbed her hand and said, “Let’s go darlin’.”  

Darbee thought she would just faint at his touch.  Darbee and Brit stood waiting for the group in front of them to go into the ball game and get their tickets.  Darbee waved at all her friends, some old and some new. Brit pulled her away from a group of girls and into the stands.

 “Let’s go find a seat and watch the game,” he whispered in her ear. 

She said bye to her friends and let Brit take her hand to lead her into the stands.
She loved sitting next to Brit and having everyone looking at her.  Some guy friends in Darbee’s class saw her, and came over to where she and Brit were sitting. Lee Hartsfield sat in front of Darbee. She’d known Lee since he was about five years old because he used to chase her and her friends around the playground at recess. He had cooties at five; now, he had beautiful dark hair, bright blue eyes, and a great sense of humor. 

“Hey, Darbee,” he said with a wide grin.

“Hey, Lee,” she smiled back.

“Hey, do you have those history notes?”

“Yeah, why?”

“I…uh…didn’t really pay attention in class today. I was a bit preoccupied.” He raised his eyebrows suggestively and Darbee giggled. “Do you think I could borrow them?”

She shrugged. “Sure.”

“Listen, I was wondering, what are you doing tomorrow night? Do you want to go to the movies?” 

Brit’s eyes went wide. Lee ignored him and focused only on Darbee.

 “That would be great,” said Darbee. “I have to ask my parents, but I’m sure it will be okay.” 

Brit cleared his throat and asked if she wanted something to drink.  

“Oh, sure!” she exclaimed. “I would love a coke.”

Brit got up and marched down the bleachers, pushing by Lee as he did so.

Lee watched him go, then turned back to Darbee.“If your mom says you can go to the movies, I will pick you up at 6 o’clock.”

“Okay,” said Darbee, “I can’t wait.”  This just might be a good school after all, she thought.

“Hey, Darbee, I didn’t know you were coming!” Maggie and Tonya ran up the bleachers to meet their friend. “I love that top,” Maggie added.

“Thanks; maybe I’ll let you borrow it sometime.”

Maggie laughed. “Sounds great. Where’s Tara?”

Darbee shrugged. “Somewhere with Phillip.”

“Who are you here with?”

“Brit.”

“Oh, my,” gasped Tonya, “he is so hot!”  

“He asked me out one time,” said Maggie, “but I already had a date.”

“Are y’all going to the dance?” 

“No,” Darbee groaned. “I have a 10:30 curfew.”

“10:30? Bummer.” 

At that moment, Tara came running up with her date.  

“Hey, Darbee; I’m going to call Mama and see if we can stay out later. The game’s not even over, and it’s almost ten o’clock,” she said.

“Really? Let me know what they say!” 

Tara waved her hand in reply and walked toward the pay phone on the corner.

About that time, Brit came back with the coke and the girls left to go chase some guys.  Brit held out the coke for Darbee, then touched her hand and smiled.  Darbee’s heart was pounding in her chest, and she felt as if she would faint.

“Guess what?” Darbee said. “Tara went to call my mom to see if we could stay out later! Maybe we can go to the dance.”

 “Maybe we can slow dance,” grinned Brit.

Darbee gave a nervous laugh and pushed back against him.  Tara came running up and said their mom said it was okay, but to be in at 11:00, because she had talked to some friends, and they said the game ran late.  Brit pulled Darbee’s hand and ran to the car.  All the kids were running to their cars and trucks, and all anyone could hear were the screeching of rubber, as tires spun hurriedly rushing their way to the dance. Darbee didn’t even know who had won the game. 

“Do you want a beer?” Brit asked as they jumped in the car.  

“Oh no, I don’t drink,” said Darbee.  Hell, she thought, I haven’t even kissed a guy, let alone drink a beer.  
Brit pulled into a liquor store, got out of the car, and gave an old black man a twenty to get some beer.  He told the man he could keep the change, and he was soon popping a top and turning the beer up.  Darbee eyed him with envy; she really wanted one, but she was afraid of how it would make her feel the first time.  

Within minutes, they were pulling up to the dance. Brit jumped out of the car and motioned for her to do the same. They both ran inside and pushed themselves toward the dance floor.  The band was playing so loud and all the cheerleaders were dancing with their uniforms on.  Darbee had always been a junior high cheerleader and was going to try for the high school squad in a few weeks.  She knew she would make it and couldn’t wait. 

Brit grabbed Darbee as the slow song started and held her close.  He whispered in her ear that he was having a great time and she was so beautiful.  Soon there was a tap on Brit’s shoulder and he turned to find Lee there. 

“May I cut in?” he asked, in the best British accent his Southern one would allow him to do. She laughed at Lee and grabbed his hand.  They started dancing to a fast song and everyone was watching them.  Darbee had always danced and was very good.  Soon, another guy named Drake came up and asked her to dance, and Brit grabbed her hand and took her aside.

“We came together,” said Brit, “and I don’t want you dancing with anyone but me.” 

“I’m sorry,” said Darbee. “I didn’t realize it was a big deal.”  
“It’s a long way to your house. We should probably get going before you’re late.”

Her eyebrows furrowed. “Are you mad because I danced with Lee?”

He sucked in a breath and let it out. “No, nothing like that. I…just want to get you home. If you’re late, you’re parents may not let me go out with you again, and I don’t think I could handle that.”

She smiled and looked into his dark eyes.

He leaned over and gave her a quick kiss.  She had never felt a guy’s lips on hers before.  They were so soft.  She had heard horror stories about guys putting their tongue down your throat and sticking it in your ear, but this was sweet.  She leaned up to his face again and put her lips softly onto his.  He sucked at her lips and barely brushed them with his tongue.  Brit told her he would love to go out again sometime, and she quickly told him she would too.

Brit started walking to his car and said, “I better get you home if I want to take you out again.” Darbee laughed and held his hand tightly as they walked toward the parking lot.  

*	*	*
They pulled into Darbee’s driveway and he came around to open her door.  As she got out of the car, he leaned down and kissed her long and passionately.  He pulled away and said, “I can’t wait until we go out again. Would tomorrow night be good for you?"
“Oh, I have a date with Lee,” said Darbee, “we are going to the show.”  

“You mean the movies,” Brit quickly corrected her. 

“Yeah, the movies” said Darbee, as she laughed embarrassedly. “I better go inside before Daddy comes out here.”  She told him she had a wonderful time and would see him at school on Monday.

She walked inside to find her dad sitting in the living room with last week’s newspaper. She rolled her eyes, knowing he’d probably been watching at the window, then grabbed the paper before she walked in.

“How was your night?” he asked, clearing his throat.

“Good,” she said. “I had fun.”

Her mom walked in the room. “Hey, hon, did you have fun?”

“It was great. Where’s Tara?”

“Oh, she went upstairs about twenty minutes ago. Do you want something to eat?” Her Mama always wanted to feed someone.  She was known as the best cook in the county.  They always had fried chicken for dinner at least once a week. Supper at night was always good, too; her mom always made breakfast from scratch—pancakes, grits, eggs. Darbee loved her mother’s cooking, but she never had any desire to learn how. 

“Sure, that’d be great.” 

She followed her mother into the kitchen where a sandwich and a tall glass of milk waited for her. Her Mom sat down beside her and asked what happened on her date.  

“I had such a good time Mama; thanks so much for letting us stay out longer.”  

“Honey, I would love nothing more than you and Tara to have fun with all your friends, but your Dad is so overprotective.  He always swore he would never let a girl out of his sight if he had daughters.”   

“I know, said Darbee. “It’s just that we are sixteen years old and have never spent the night away from home except with my grandmother. But, oh, guess what, Lee Hartsfield asked me out for tomorrow night.”

“Oh, Darbee that’s good; I know your sister cares nothing about stuff like that. She only thinks of tennis and dreams of being a country music singer. She’s got talent, but I’m glad I have one daughter who cares about boys and normal high school stuff.” Her mom brushed back her daughter’s hair.  

“I wish I had a talent,” said Darbee.  All I can do is cheer, and if I make cheerleader this year I am so scared that Daddy won’t let me go to camp.  In high school you have to go.”  

“I know, said her Mom, “I’ve dreaded tryouts.  If you make it, we’ll just have to talk your dad into letting you go.”

Darbee finished her sandwich and downed her milk.  She quickly kissed her Mom goodnight and told her how good she smelled.  She loved the way her Mama smelled: like baby powder and perfume. The inexpensive, flowery kind. 

 She went upstairs and washed her face and slipped into bed with Tara.  They always had slept together even when they didn’t have to.  Their big country house had two extra rooms upstairs that her Mom wanted to decorate for each of them, but they chose to stay in the attic room that was rustic and had vaulted ceilings with a big fan.  They loved how the old stairs went winding up to the top.  They begged for a month for her Dad to turn the attic into their room.  The room was decorated with old movie posters, and—this was Darbee’s favorite—a homemade quilt on the large bed. In the fall, sleeping was very pleasant, but in the summer, they had to sleep with the covers off.  On especially hot Southern days, the humid, almost choking air would bring so much moisture into the attic that, in the mornings, their bedroom had a thick fog that lingered stagnant with the morning sun.

 “Tara, you asleep?” Darbee whispered into the dark room. 

“No,” Tara whispered back. “Did you have fun tonight?”

Darbee smiled with the memory. “Oh, yeah, he is real nice, but guess what?”  

“What?”

“Lee asked me to the movies tomorrow night. Two dates in a row!” she giggled and snuggled deeper into the covers.

Tara giggled, too, but said more seriously, “You know Mom and Dad do not want either of us to ever go steady. That’s so silly; I mean, really, we’re sixteen! But that’s great about Lee. He’s such a nice guy. He makes me laugh in class all the time.”  

“He is very nice,” said Darbee, and he ain’t a snob. Brit is…just a little…but I think he is.”  

“Yeah, maybe,” Tara yawned.

“Oh, well, good night, sleep tight.”

“Same to you.” They always had to say “same to you” when the other said “sleep tight.” 

[bookmark: _Toc263853916]					CHAPTER TWO

Darbee woke up to the phone ringing. Two o’clock, already? she thought as she glanced at the clock. She and Tara had slept the morning away.  She always loved how her Dad told her Mom to let the girls sleep in: “They’ll have the rest of their lives to get up early,” he said. But another reason could have been that he always wanted his daughters to have a man take care of them, instead of their having to work.  She and Tara would always talk about being independent and making money.  Tara said she would love to live right in Greenwood and sing for a living.  Darbee just wished she could live anywhere but Greenwood.  Anywhere but a cotton field.  Hell, she would love to just have a grocery store within thirty miles of her house.  

“Come on, get up,” Darbee said, pushing Tara. Her sister just groaned and lay still. Rolling her eyes, Darbee hopped out of the bed. All she could think about was going to the movies. She liked Lee and Brit, but she really didn’t want to get serious about anyone.  Her Dad had always told her and Tara that they could not go steady with a guy until after high school.  She liked the idea that she could always put the blame on her Dad for anything.  If there was something she or Tara didn’t want to do, they would just say their Dad said ‘no.’  The only problem was that he usually did say no.

What should I wear? she thought, standing in her closet.  I should just wear jeans and a tank top.  She loved jeans, and Lee was so carefree, she knew she didn’t have to impress him.  She grabbed her best pair of jeans on along with an orange tank top.  She loved the way orange looked against her dark skin. Finding an orange and white polka dot headband, she picked it up and headed for the bathroom. 
After a quick shower, she got dressed, wrapped her hair in a towel and put on a pair of large gold loop earrings. After drying her hair, she flipped it out and slipped the headband on. A little lip gloss and a pair of brown flip-flops, and she was ready.

As she ran down stairs, she passed Tara coming up.  “Hey, you look cute,” her sister commented.

“Thanks; you want to go with us?” asked Darbee, “You know Lee wouldn’t mind, he loves you.”

Tara beamed. “Yeah, sure! Let me change real quick.”

Darbee walked in the kitchen and told her mom that Tara was going, too.  Just as she was about to ask what time they needed to come home, Tara walked in the kitchen looking like a model.  She had a darling baby blue sundress on with silver earrings that sparkled with blue rhinestones.  Tara always looked good when she wore blue; it brightened her blond hair.  

“Well, don’t you look nice,” her mom said. “Ya’ll have fun tonight! Be back by ten thirty.”

“Alright, we will. We’re gonna go outside and wait.”

With that, the girls ran outside and threw themselves on the porch swing, causing it to move without much effort. 

“You know, Tara,” Darbee began, “I really think we are going to love going to private school.  I know we didn’t really want to go, but we’ve already met such nice friends. And Brit and I had such a great time last night!”

Tara looked at her sister sideways. “I’d be careful about him, if I were you.”

“What do you mean by that?” Darbee retorted.

Tara opened her mouth to answer, but before she could say anything, a truck pulled up in the driveway, scattering dust all over the place.

Lee rolled down his window and yelled at them, “Hey! You ready?”

“Yeah,” Darbee yelled back. “Okay if Tara tags along?”

“Sure! The more, the merrier!” 

“I am not ‘tagging along,’” Tara muttered as they walked off the porch. 

Lee got out of the truck and opened the door for Darbee and Tara.  Just as he shut the door behind them, the sound of squealing tires was heard. When they looked back, all they saw was dust flying up on the dirt road. 

“What was that?” Darbee asked.

“Looked like Brit’s car,” Lee said. 

“What’s he doing here? He lives on the other side of town!” 

Lee and Tara just exchanged looks; Darbee ignored them.

*	*	*

The movie didn’t last long, but they all agreed it was fun, and they should do it again sometime. Tara, however, complained of a headache, so they came home after it was over.  As soon as they got home, the phone rang.  It was only a long and short ring, and their ring for the party line was two long rings.  Someone was calling their grandmother.  Darbee hoped she wouldn’t be on the phone long; she really wanted to call Tonya.  After what had happened earlier that afternoon, she wanted to ask what Tonya thought about Brit.  He was so cute and popular.  All the girls liked him and sometimes he’d let some ride with him after school. She would see him with at least three getting into his car each day.  

Just as she was thinking about what it would be like to be the girl getting into his car after school, she heard two long rings. Reflexively, she picked up the phone.

“Hello?”
“Hey, good looking, what’s goin’ on?” Brit’s voice floated to her from the other end of the line.

It took a moment, but she finally found her voice. “Not much; just got in from the movies. Tara and I went with Lee.”  

“Yeah, how was it?” he asked; there was something in his voice Darbee could not understand.

“It was fun. Tara wasn’t feeling well, so we came home, but I think she kinda likes Lee. He’s a nice guy. I hope they get together.”

“That would be nice, if they dated,” he replied, his voice holding a sense of…relief?

“Oh, I heard there was going to be a talent show at school. Lee asked Tara to sing with him in it. They sang all the way to town, and they really sounded great, really!”

“Cool. Hey, listen—I was wondering…”

“Yeah?”

“Would you go on another date with me next weekend?”

She twirled the phone cord around her finger and thought for a moment. “Ummm…yeah. I think I can; I mean, I don’t think I have anything I have to do!”
“Well…what I mean is…not just next weekend; I mean, every weekend.”

 “Actually,” Darbee said, half-embarrassed, half-relieved, “Daddy has this rule about us dating just one guy. We can’t. That is, we can date, but I can’t have a boyfriend.” 

“I don’t blame your Daddy one bit, as cute as you are,” Brit laughed. “Then one date it is, if you will go?” 

“I will ask my parents and tell you at school Monday.”

“Sounds good. Looking forward to next weekend!” he said, as if her parents had already agreed.

“Maybe,” Darbee muttered, wondering what her parents would say. 

“See you Monday?”

“Yeah. Sure.”

“Bye, babe.”

“Bye, Brit.” 
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Their dad pulled up to the front of the school to drop them off.  

“When will we be able to drive?” Darbee asked.  “All of our friends have cars already, and we just hate having our parents drive us to school.”  

“I’ll have to think about it later,” he said. “I don’t have time right now.”

 “Please think about it Dad,” said Tara. “We’ve already taken Driver’s Ed and have our licenses. We could even share a car!” 

“Yeah, Dad,” Darbee agreed. “It’s really embarrassing having you drop us off everyday.”

He sighed. “Look, I’ll talk to your mom about it tonight, but I can’t promise anything.”

They screamed with excitement as they hugged their Dad bye. 

“Darbee!” 

Darbee looked over to see Tara running toward a group of friends, her backpack bouncing along behind her. She let go of her dad and walked over.

“What’s going on?”

Maggie held up a finger as she tried to catch her breath. “It’s Brit. He’s been looking for you all morning. Told him I hadn’t seen you, but thought you should know.”

“Why is he looking for me?”

She shrugged. “Dunno. He seemed real insistent that he find you, though, and you should know, he’s looking really good today. I mean, more so than normal.”

Darbee grinned. “Guess I should keep an eye out then, huh?”

Tara gave her sister a side glance and marched to the door. 

Ignoring her, Darbee asked, “Do you know where he is?”

“No; I lost sight of him about ten minutes ago.”

“That’s too bad. I have Mr. Davis, and he’s real strict about being on time. I should get to class.”

“Well, if I see Brit again, I’ll tell him you’re looking for him, too.”

“Yeah, sounds good!” And with that, the two girls headed for their separate classrooms.

*	*	*

Brit was waiting outside Darbee’s history class when she came out.  “You trying to avoid me?” he asked, startling her from her thoughts.

“Oh no! I was just running late for class, and Mr. Davis doesn’t like us to be late.” Maggie hadn’t lied about Brit looking extra good today; he had on a nice French cuff shirt with what looked to be a pair of expensive cuff links. She was pushed up close to him in the crowded hallway, and she got a delightful whiff of some musky cologne.  

“Well, I guess that’s alright. Wouldn’t want you getting in trouble. Then you might not be able to go out with me Friday. You are still planning on going Friday, right?” 

“Sure! And you can pick me up early so we can make the talent show and get good seats!” 

“Talent show?” 

Darbee’s face fell. “Yeah; I mean, we don’t have to go if you don’t want, but Tara’s in it.”

“Oh, right,” he said, trying to recover from his memory lapse. “The talent show. Umm, sure we can go. Sounds like fun.”

”Great,” she smiled. “Listen, I got to run. Lee and I are working on our science project together the next class and I have to go get my books and stuff.”

“Okay, sexy, lets go to lunch together at break.” 

“Sounds good to me; see ya at lunch.”

“See ya.”

*	*	*

“So, Darbee,” Lee started as they tried to make human bones out of paper clips and printer paper. It did not seem to be going as well as they had previously planned.

“Yeah?” she replied, trying to straighten an extra stubborn paper clip.

“You think you might make the squad?”

She giggled. “Yeah, I think so. Hope so, anyway. I’ve been practicing real hard.”

He grinned. “I’m sure you’ll make it. You know, Homecoming’s coming up. People are starting to campaign for maid and queen and all.”
“Oh yeah?”

“Yeah; you know what I think?”

“What?”

“I think you got a real good shot at homecoming maid.”

She stopped what she was doing and looked up. “Really? I guess I hadn’t thought about it. You really think I got a shot?”

“Oh yeah. I’ll campaign for you!” 

She smiled. “Thanks, Lee.”

“So what are you doing after school today?” he asked casually, as they turned back to their project.

 “Well, you know tryouts are this week, and we have practice everyday after school.”

“Oh, you are going to get cheerleader, Darbee,” said Lee. “You’re the best one trying out.”  

“Yeah, well, Connie and her bunch are trying out, too, I think.”

“Oh, great,” snarled Lee. “You know her and Brit dated last summer?” 

“Yeah, I know, and she gives me looks every time I walk by. I think she’s the one that started the rumor I stuffed my bra.”

“Didn’t hear that one,” Lee said. “Is it true?”

“Oh, stop,” she said and playfully hit his shoulder. 

“They’re just bitches,” he said. “I wouldn’t worry about what they say. They think because they have money that they can treat people mean.  Hell, my Dad could buy and sell half of Greenwood, but you would never know it by the way he acts.”  

“I know, my parents would never let me get away with treating people like that,” said Darbee.  

Just then, Darbee noticed a hand on her desk. She looked up. “Any working going on here, or just chatting?” 

“Sorry, Mrs. Cates,” Darbee said. “We’ll get it done.”

Finally, the bell rang, and she said goodbye to Lee. As she raced to her next class, her mind wandered to the upcoming cheerleading tryout. Last year, the school had decided that the cheerleaders would be elected at the end of the school year, but the freshmen and new students would have to try out at the beginning of the next school year.  That meant that they would be cheerleaders for two years before having to try out again, and they would all go to camp in the summer. The school had gotten so many new students and the football team had grown from all the students coming in because of the new integrated public schools. 

Cheerleading practice went great—the coach had her to come to the front toward the end of practice.  She said Darbee caught on fast, and she wanted her to show each girl how to pop their heads and do the jumps.  Darbee loved to dance and could catch on quickly to any routine.  She noticed that Connie was not trying out, but some of her friends were. After practice, one of these girls approached her; Darbee thought she remembered hearing someone call her Wanda.  

“Darbee, you are really a natural at cheerleading; you don’t have to worry about getting elected,” she said. “Do you think you could work with me before tryouts? I would so not be a threat to you.”

Darbee beamed. “Sure, that’d be great!”

“You are so sweet; thanks! Hey, you want to ride with me to the Frost Top?  We usually go there after.”
 
“Yeah, that’d be great! Let me call my mom and let her know where I’ll be.” After her mom said it was fine, she followed Wanda out to her car and climbed in the passenger seat.
“Do you smoke?” asked Wanda.

“No, do you?” asked Darbee. 

“Only when guys pull up beside me, I act like I am going to light a cig, but I really don’t smoke.” She laughed as if it were a funny joke. Darbee laughed, too, though she wasn’t sure exactly why.    

They were pulling up to the Frost Top when Darbee saw Brit pull up…with Connie in the passenger seat. Darbee frowned. What did that mean? She got out of the car and waved to Brit, but he didn’t seem to see her. Connie did, however, and stormed over to Wanda. 

“Why are you with her?” demanded Connie, as if Darbee were not there. 

“We just got through with practice and I asked her if she wanted to ride with me. Is that a problem?”

“Yeah,” said Connie, “I don’t want you to hang around her.”

“Shut up, Connie, you don’t control who I hang with.”

Darbee saw Trish and decided to go talk to her instead. She didn’t like confrontation, and she didn’t want to get in the middle of this. 

“Hey, Darbee, I need to use the ladies’ room. Wanna come with me?”

“Umm…sure.”

No sooner had they walked in the restroom than Trish shut the door and turned the lock.
“Did you see Brit and Connie?” she asked, without introduction. 

“Yeah, do you think they started dating again? I mean, I went to lunch with him today. He can’t be dating her again, can he?” asked Darbee.

“Hell no, Brit can’t stand her,” she answered. “But, well, I mean, you do know that Brit and Connie did have sex?”

“I had heard that,” she said slowly, “but I mean, we’re kind of dating now. And he isn’t going to have sex with me. Look, let’s go get something to eat and act like we don’t even notice them. Maybe she was just riding with him as friends.”

“Maybe,” Trish shrugged. “In any case, it’ll show him we don’t care one bit who he’s with; you can have fun just fine without him.”

The girls walked back to the counter to order their food and went to sit down with all the other girls at the table.   Darbee looked over at Brit and Connie and smiled, then looked back down at her food.  
God, he is so adorable, she thought, as she looked back and smiled again.  Brit smiled back and winked at her.  She wanted to shoot him the bird for an instant, but instead, just smiled back.  She noticed that Brit was getting up from his table and walking toward her.  He just left Connie sitting there alone.  

“Can’t wait for Friday,” he said, leaning over her. “What time should I pick you up?”

“Six. Remember, I told you already?”

He smacked his forehead. “Oh, right. Tara’s talent show. Well, I’m looking forward to it.”

“So, I will see you on Friday,” said Darbee.

At 5:30 sharp, Darbee’s mom pulled up in front of the Frost Top as Tara rolled the window down. “Come on!” Tara yelled to her sister. “We have to go; Lee is coming over for us to practice our song for the talent show in less than thirty minutes!”

“Guess I gotta go,” Darbee said. “Bye ya’ll; I’ll see you tomorrow!”  She ran to the car and talked to her Mom all the way home about the homecoming elections tomorrow and Tara talked about the talent show.  

“I’m glad to see ya’ll are so happy with your new school. See? I told you it’d work out. Speaking of which, I have some exciting news when we get home.”
”What, Mama?” begged Darbee. “Please tell us now.”  

“Well, I guess it wouldn’t hurt to tell you now,” answered their Mom. “Your Dad and I decided to let ya’ll take my old car to school everyday.”

They both screamed at the idea of driving without parents.  The car was a 1965 brown Chevrolet, but it had air conditioning and would do just fine for them. 

When they arrived at the house each of the girls ran in to thank their Dad for letting them finally drive to school.  “I see your Mom couldn’t wait to tell you,” he said.  They laughed and told him they loved  him so much and they would be very careful driving to school.  

They both ran upstairs and Darbee worked on her routine, while Tara got ready for Lee to come and practice their song.  She pulled out her guitar and started singing some of the popular songs on the radio.  Tara could play the guitar by ear.  She was fabulous, and there was nothing she couldn’t hear and play from memory.

“Tara, you are absolutely awesome,” said Darbee.  “I can’t wait until the talent show. You and Lee are going to win; I can’t imagine anyone being better!”  

“Well, they announce cheerleaders Friday morning and homecoming court,” cheerfully said Tara, “so you should be excited.”

“Oh, I’m so excited I can’t stand it; I may not be able to sleep until then.” Darbee cried.

“Tara! Lee’s here!” their mom called.

“Guess I should go. Have fun practicing your routine.”

Darbee smiled. “Have fun practicing your song!”

*	*	*

Finally, Friday came. All the girls who had tried out for cheerleader sat nervously awaiting the results. Mr. Davis came over the P.A. system. Wanda grabbed Darbee’s hand. “Nervous?”

“Yeah. You?”

“Oh, yeah. But I’m glad you helped me. I feel more prepared.”

One by one, the names were read, and Darbee became more and more anxious as she didn’t hear her name. 

“Wanda Barnes,” the P.A. crackled.

Wanda screamed with excitement and hugged Darbee. “Thank you, thank you, thank you,” she squealed.

Darbee hugged her back, but kept her ears open for the rest of the names.

“And finally, for this year’s junior varsity captain,” Mr. Davis said, “Miss Darbee Hays.” 

Darbee’s jaw dropped as Wanda hugged her tighter. 

“Captain, Darbee, can you believe it?”

“That’s amazing,” she whispered, feeling as though she were floating on air. 

“And now,” Mr. Davis continued, “for this year’s Homecoming court. Our freshman maid this year is Miss Amber Merriweather.” 

Screams from what could only be Miss Merriweather’s friends were heard. 

“And our sophomore maid this year is Miss Darbee Hays.”

Now her jaw had dropped and her eyes were wide. Could this day get any better?

“Wow, Darbee,” Wanda whispered. “Captain and maid. You are lucky.”
Darbee could only nod in response. 

Brit met Darbee at her locker and said “Congrats. I guess since you’re maid, you’ll be needing an escort. Any idea who that might be?”

“Lord, no, I can’t think of anything at the moment; I’m so excited.” 

Brit put his arm around Darbee. She liked the way his arm felt around her as they walked down the hall; for a moment, she just blocked Connie and her stuck-up clique out of her mind and focused on all the amazing things that were happening to her—cheerleading captain, sophomore maid, and the hottest boyfriend in the school.

As they passed Lee and his friends, he stopped to hug her and say congratulations about everything.  She hugged him and whispered thanks.  Brit quickly pulled her away and she gave Lee a puzzled look from behind. 

*	*	*

As Brit and Darbee walked into the auditorium, they could not help but realize how crowded it was.  This was the biggest fund raiser of the year.  Students from every school came to see their friends perform. They found decent seats, but Darbee couldn’t help but wish they had gotten there sooner. 

The master of ceremonies came out on stage and welcomed everyone.  He also announced the judges and the order of the program.  Tara and Lee were going to be number twelve.  Darbee and Brit watched each and every performer and judged each one silently until they heard Tara and Lee’s name being announced.  The curtains opened and there stood Tara and Lee each with a mic and guitar. Lee also had his keyboard beside him.  They looked at each other and Lee turned to the crowd and announced that he and Tara would be performing a song they had written. Without further ado, he turned to his keyboard and started playing, Tara led with her guitar and then to the surprise of everyone they sang a rock and roll song that brought the crowd to its feet.  Kids were standing in their seats and dancing along.  After they had finished the crowd began to chant MORE! MORE! MORE! But the MC came on stage and informed them that each act was allowed only one song. 

As the judges stood to announce the winners at the end of the show, Darbee just knew that Lee and Tara had won. The MC announced the 1st runners up as a group who had sung a Broadway song from the musical “Grease.” 

“And this year’s winners are…” he stopped for a dramatic pause. “Lee Smith and Tara Hays!” Everyone cheered because they knew Lee and Tara’s really was the best. 

After the performance, Darbee, her parents, and Brit went backstage to find the star duo. Darbee’s dad told his daughter he was going to help her get the song recorded.  Tara hugged him and told him this was just what she wanted.  

After Darbee said her congratulations, Brit put his arm around her and whispered, “Let’s get out of here; this is too much excitement for one day.”

Darbee smiled as he led her outside.  They got into Brit’s car, and he drove her to Money Road, so they could be alone. Darbee quickly recognized it as where all the kids went “parking.” She was not exactly sure what that meant, but as he parked the car, turned the lights off, and put his arm around her, she felt that parking could be fun. Brit pulled her to him and gave her a long passionate kiss.  She began to kiss him back, and before she knew it, they had been kissing for over an hour.  She could have kissed him all night.  This must be what passion feels like, she thought. 

After awhile, Brit pulled away and just stared into her eyes. “You know,” he said, “I think I am falling in love with you.”

She gave him a half-grin. “Good,” she said. She didn’t know what else to say; no one had ever told her they loved her before.

Brit cleared his throat. “Yeah, well, it’s late. I should probably get you home.” He turned the key and flipped the lights back on, and as he began to drive off, Darbee thought of how ‘good’ was such a dumb thing to say to someone who just said they loved her. 
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Touchdown! The Mustangs had won! Darbee jumped up and down, waving her pom poms in the air. She glanced into the stands and caught Brit waving at her. She smiled and waved back.  They had been dating now for 3 months.  Homecoming had come and gone, and of course, she had asked Brit to escort her on the field.  She could hardly remember the excitement it went so fast.  She had worn the pink chiffon formal her Mom had made and felt like a queen.  Brit had asked her to the Homecoming dance, so they went to the dance and danced until the band quit.  On their way home, Brit told her he wanted to go steady, but she told him her Dad was against dating only one guy.  She would still have to date other guys.  He told her he could get his friends to pretend to ask her out and then meet up with him. She just laughed; she wasn’t sure she really wanted to date just one guy so soon.  

 “Come on Darbee,” Brit demanded as soon as she stepped off the field.  Darbee quickly said goodbye to the other cheerleaders and left with Brit.

“Are you mad about something? Darbee quickly asked.

“Yeah, you stupid idiot!” yelled Brit, “I saw you hugging Lee at halftime!”

“What’s the big deal? We’re just friends!”

“Yeah, well, I don’t want you hugging anyone, understand?” 

 Darbee had never had anyone talk to her like that, and she just assumed he was jealous. A little thrill ran up her spine. She didn’t know she could make anyone this jealous. The power made her feel a little dizzy.

She and Brit left the game and went to their favorite parking spot.  This time the kissing turned into pure passion. 

“Take your top off,” he whispered.

“What?” she whispered back, barely taking her lips off of his.

“Take your top off.” 

She wasn’t sure why, but she did what he asked. It was as if she was out of her mind and completely consumed with ardor. 

He reached over and touched her body; she had never felt anything so ecstatic. 

“I’m—going to teach—you everything—about this, Darbee,” he said, coming up for air every few words. He tore his shirt off and laid her back on the seat. 

“I—don’t want to—have sex,” she breathed.

He sat back up and looked down at her. “It’s not sex, Darbee. We’re just fooling around.”

She smiled and giggled as she laid her head back against the leather seat. 

*	*	*
 
“You’re doing what?” Brit asked.

“We’re just going to a basketball game at my old school. You know, hang out with some of our old friends? It’ll be fun. Just me and Tara.”

Brit crossed his arms and glared at her. “I don’t want you to.” 

“Why not? It’s just a basketball game.”

“It’s too far away.”

“It’s twenty minutes!”

“No! Look, you’re my girl, and I don’t want you going.”

She sighed. “Fine; I’ll just go to my grandmother’s instead, alright?”

“Yeah, sure. That’s fine.”

*	*	*

Tara picked up Darbee at her Grandmother’s, as she kissed her Grandmother good-bye and told her she loved her.  When she got into the car with Tara, she was confronted with anger.  “How dare you let Brit control you? You were just going to have innocent fun with old friends! It’s not like you were cheating on him!” Tara yelled at Darbee.

“I know, I probably should have gone; I feel like such a fool,” said Darbee. “Look, next time you invite me, I’ll put my foot down and tell him whether he likes it or not, I’m going with my sister.”

“That is good to hear,” said Tara. “You promise?”

“Cross my heart.”

*	*	*

Darbee and Tara drove up to the school.  They saw Brit’s car at the same time.  Darbee’s heart was beating so fast she felt faint.  

“Okay, listen to me Darbee,”said Tara. “I want you to walk in the school and pretend you haven’t seen Brit.  We are going to talk to friends and ignore his ass.”

They got out of the car and walked into the school to find a group of friends. Brit quickly followed them and came up to Darbee and stood beside her.  She just glanced at him and continued her conversation with Tonya.  Brit tugged at Darbee’s hair and she turned and laughed.  

“Hey, girl you mad at me?” asked Brit.

“Hey, Tonya, I’ll see you later.” She turned to Brit. “No, I just really wished I had gone to the game with Tara. You never even called me again after you found out I was at my Grandmother’s.  My Mom and Dad were not happy that I stayed home.”

“Oh, yeah, about that. Look, I’m sorry. I just got a little carried away, alright? I won’t ever ask you to not hang out with your friends again.”

Darbee quickly smiled at Brit and felt as if her heart would melt.  “Do you want to go to lunch today?” asked Darbee.

“I was going to ask you anyway,” said Brit.  They planned to meet at his car at 12:00 and go for a burger.  

Darbee went to class and sat by Tonya and Lee.  They laughed and talked about what they were going to do for the weekend.  

“Hey, Darbee,” Tonya said, “how about the two of us hanging out this weekend? I could spend the night or something.”

“That sounds great! I’ll have to ask my dad, but I really need a night out with just us girls. I’ll give you a call tonight and let you know.”

“Great! Sounds fun.”

“And I’ll have to see if Brit had anything planned, too.”

Tonya made a face. “Why?”

“I mean, if he had something planned for us, I don’t want to ruin it. But I’ll let you know tonight.”

Tonya and Lee exchanged a glance, but Darbee just ignored it. They obviously didn’t understand.

*	*	*

 “Darbee,” Tara asked as they lay in bed that night, “are you falling in love with Brit?”

“I don’t know what love is,” said Darbee, “I know I love to kiss him and just be with him.”

“He hasn’t tried anything has he?” asked Tara

“Like what?” answered Darbee.

“Sex, stupid. You know him and Connie did a lot.”

“No,” she lied, “he hasn’t.” Darbee felt her heart beat fast. She knew she would never tell anyone about her and Brit, not even Tara.  She and Tara had always said they would never have sex until marriage, and she knew that Tara meant every word.  Tara was so strong and didn’t care what guys thought. Darbee wanted to, but being with Brit brought something out in her she couldn’t control.  She would never be able to tell Tara that they had already done some fooling around.  She turned on her side and tears swelled up inside her eyes and fell on her pillow.  She prayed that God would let her do the right thing with Brit.

*	*	*

Darbee was putting her books in her locker when Brit walked up to her. 

 “Hey, good looking,” he smiled.  
“Hey,” said Darbee, her heart leaping into her throat.   

“I wanted to give you something.” 

“What is it?” 

With a flourish, he pulled out his class ring. “Will you wear this close to your heart?”

Darbee just smiled and took the ring. “Does this mean we are going steady?” 

“That is…if you want to.”

“I would love to be your girl,” she replied. “It’s just—we’ll have to keep it pretty secret. I mean, I can’t have my dad finding out.”

“Of course not! It’ll be our secret. Great—then how about a date on Friday?”

 “Yeah, I would love to go with you Friday,” said Darbee. “I will have to ask my Dad, but I don’t see why he would say no.”  She decided to keep the bit about Tonya spending the night to herself. She knew Tonya would understand.

“Great! We are going on a special date: I am going to take you to dinner and then for a surprise.” 

Darbee was excited about her date and it made the school week go faster.  Friday came and she got ready for her date with Brit.  He came to pick her up and took her to a famous restaurant in town named Lusco’s.  He told her to order anything she wanted.  He then took her to his parent’s house because they were out of town.  He led her upstairs to his bedroom and got on his bed and told her to come lay beside him.  She did as he said and they held each other for a long time.  He told her he did not want her to date anyone but him and said they were going steady, and she could keep it a secret.  She kissed him long and passionate.  He undressed and she looked at his long lean body.  She had never seen a naked man before, and it surprised her how beautiful he looked to her.  He laid her on the bed and helped her undress. It hurt, but she did not let him know that. She just acted like she enjoyed it, and soon, it was over. 

“Come on,” he said, pulling away and getting his clothes together. “I have to get you home.”
She just nodded numbly, not quite yet ready to process what had just happened. 

*	*	*

Spring Break was slow. Darbee and Tara slept in most mornings and Darbee went with Tara to her tennis tournaments.  Tara won every one and was now the leading Teen Champion for the Northern District.  They celebrated by going to the Frost Top where they ran into Lee and his friends.

“Hey, it’s nice out here,” Lee said. “Ya’ll want to come to the lake house and hang out a bit?”

“Sounds fun!” Tara answered. Darbee grabbed her and pulled her aside.

“I can’t, Tara.”

“Why not?”

“Brit might find out. I don’t want him to get mad at me.”

”Are you just plain stupid? He’s in Florida doing who-knows-what with who-knows-who. Just come. It’ll be fun.”

“You’re right,” answered Darbee, “I am being stupid, let’s go.”

The afternoon was one of the best Darbee had had in a long time.  Tara and Lee sang and played the guitar for hours.  Darbee didn’t want them to stop. She enjoyed them performing so much.    

Finally, Darbee told Tara they needed to go. They had promised to help their grandmother cook supper.  

As soon as they got home, the phone rang.  

“It’s for you, Darbee,” Tara called. 

“Hello?” she answered.

“Where the hell were you today?” Brit asked.

“I went and watched Tara’s tennis tournament.”

“That’s crap! You went to Lee’s lake house. Well, if you want to hang out with other guys, I can hang out with other girls. There are a ton of girls down here in Florida, and I can have any one of them. So have fun the rest of your spring break; I know I’ll have fun on mine!” 

“But we didn’t do—“ She heard the phone slam. “He hung up on me,” she whispered and ran to the bathroom. Tara ran after her to ask what was the matter. 

“Somehow Brit found out we went to Lee’s lake house and he is so mad,” cried Darbee. “He told me he was going to get with some girls.”

“Screw him!” yelled Tara. “We didn’t do anything wrong, Darbee, and don’t let him convince you that we did.”

“I know, but I don’t want him to go out with someone else.” She grabbed some tissue and blew her nose. 

“So you think by doing nothing while he is in Florida, that will keep him from running around on you?” asked Tara.

“I don’t know! I just don’t want him mad at me.”

She didn’t think spring break would ever end.  Monday came and she and Tara drove up to the school and walked into study hall.  Darbee was looking for Brit, but she didn’t see him.  Then she turned and saw him and Connie walking in, looking all tanned and smiling.  Her heart dropped to her knees and she sat in her chair and pretended to be studying.  Tara walked passed Brit and gave him a dirty look. He sneered back at her.  He ignored Darbee for the rest of the day, and Darbee knew it was to punish her.  She barely made it through school.  She couldn’t talk to anyone without feeling like she was going to throw up.  

Tonya took her into the bathroom and asked her what was wrong.  All of her feelings from the past few days poured out, and she couldn’t seem to stop talking. 

Tonya stopped her and told her she had done nothing wrong. She gave her a big hug.

“I am going to ask my Mom if I can spend the night with you tonight; you need a friend.” laughed Tonya. “After all, you stood me up that one Friday.”

“That would be great, we can tell my Mom we need to study,” said Darbee.

“Okay, I will come over tonight and we will eat popcorn and stay up and talk until morning.”  

“Great; I need that.” Her lip started to quiver. “He hasn’t talked to me all day.” Tears poured from her eyes and Tonya pulled her close and let her cry.

*	*	*

Darbee went out on the porch; she did not want to see or talk to anyone—she just sat in the swing and thought of Brit.  She could hear the frogs and the crickets starting to sing.  This gave her comfort when she was young.  She really didn’t like growing up; sometimes she just wanted to go back to being young and feeling safe.  Her Dad was always so strong, and she depended on him for everything.   She felt unsure of the feelings she had now.  She no longer wanted her Dad to tell her what to do anymore.  She longed to do more than just grow up in the country.  She heard the phone ring and her Mom telling someone to hold on.  Her heart stopped but she heard Tara saying hello to someone.  She was hoping that it would be Brit calling but no such luck.  Her Mom came out to give her a sandwich and a glass of milk.

“Oh thanks, Mom,” said Darbee. “I was getting hungry.” 

“It’s okay, sweetie. Listen,” she said, putting her arm around her daughter, “I’m here for you if you ever need to talk, okay?”

“Thanks, Mom” she smiled. “I’m fine.” 

Tonya came outside to join them, and after a few minutes, she felt much better. 
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Later that week, Brit came up to Darbee at school one morning. 

“Hey, Darbee, look, I’m…ummm…not feeling real well today. I just really want to talk. Can we talk?”

“Sure, but I’ve got class right now. How about lunch?”

“Actually, I was hoping we could skip class. Just you and me. Let’s go for a walk.”

Darbee’s heart sank; she did not want to, but she said she would, anyway. She told Tara before they left; Tara warned her not to go, but Darbee said that Brit was really upset.  She asked Tara to get her friend in the office that was monitoring that day to mark them absent.  

They left the school in Brit’s car. He stopped at a store and got a guy to buy them some beer.  Darbee’s heart was skipping beats as she opened it.  She had never had a drink before but felt she needed something to calm her down.  

Moments later, they found themselves at the Big Sand. The sun was shining and they lay on a quilt he had in his trunk.  They talked all day and drank most of the beers.  Brit told her he wanted to take her to a special part of the lake and they walked through the trees and found where the lake had formed a beautiful pond surrounded by sand and flowers.  

“This looks like something out of a movie,” Darbee remarked. 

“I know, and I want to make love to you here.”

Her heart skipped a beat, but after everything that had happened that week, she felt they needed to. They would make love and make up, and then everything would be back to normal. Numbly, she stripped off her clothes, threw her arms around him, and as they lay in the sand, Darbee did whatever he asked, listening to the sounds of the rushing water and their own heartbeats. 

*	*	*

When they got back to the school parking lot, they were met by Brit’s father and the principal.  They were taken into the office, and the principal called Darbee’s father, who came to the school to get her.  He did not say a word all the way home, but when they got out of the car, he told her she was grounded, and she could never see Brit again. 

She wanted to die.  She felt so ashamed, but she didn’t say anything or try to explain, because she knew there was no excuse.  Her mother told her she was shocked that she would do such a thing.  When Tara got home Darbee just collapsed into her arms and cried.  Tara rubbed her hair and told her things would get better.  

“You don’t need him anyway, Darbee. You’re better than him.”

Darbee didn’t eat that night and just lay in her bed and cried.

*	*	*

One week had passed, and Darbee felt like a zombie. She only did what she was told.  When she got home she was not allowed on the phone or any TV.  She just talked to Tara, and that was one thing she was thankful for was to have a twin sister to talk to. 

That afternoon, she overheard Tara telling their Mom that Brit was not even grounded and was going out and doing anything he wanted.  She also told her Mom that she heard that Brit had told everyone that the reason they skipped was he was trying to break up with Darbee, and she got hysterical.  She explained that Darbee had come to her to tell her that Brit asked her to leave and talk to him because he had a fight with his parents, but his dad had a meeting with the principal that afternoon.  One of Tara’s friends had booked the meeting, and it was supposed to be with Brit, his dad, and the school principal.  She said she couldn’t understand why Brit would leave school when he knew his Dad would find out.  

“I’ll talk to your dad,” she said, “and see if maybe he can unground her. I mean, she shouldn’t have cut school, but it sounds like he hasn’t been all that innocent, either.”

“Thanks, mom,” Tara said. 

And so Darbee was finally released from her sentence.  She was so happy Tara had talked them into letting her be ungrounded.  She couldn’t wait to tell Brit.  She called him, but he was very cool to her on the phone.  He told her that her parents were right; perhaps they shouldn’t date anymore. He didn’t want to go against her parents.

She told him they did not have to know.  They could sneak and see each other until her parents would agree for them to see each other again.  But Brit was determined to let them stay apart.  

“Maybe we can see each other again one day, but now is not a good time.”  Then he hung up. She stood there and stared at the phone and ran to the bathroom, crying until she felt faint.  Tara heard her sobbing, and Darbee told her what he said.  

“That prick,” said Tara. “I can’t wait to give him a piece of my mind.  I am going to key his car when I see it tomorrow.”

“No! Please don’t do anything like that.  He would think it was me, and I am going to act like I don’t care. Anyway, there is a guy named Alan that wants to go out with me.  He asked me in history class a couple of days ago, and I’m going to tell him I would love to.”

Darbee couldn’t wait to get to history class to tell Alan she would love to go on a date with him.  He was so excited.  He told her they would be going to Kathy Wilkinson’s house for an early summer swim party.  

“That would be fun!” Darbee answered.  “Kathy is so sweet. Who all will be going?”

“Just a few of my friends,” answered Alan. “I’ll pick you up at 6:00, and we’ll head over to Kathy’s house. She doesn’t live that far from you really, only about twenty minutes.”

“I’ll be ready,” answered Darbee.

*	*	*

Friday came in no time at all. The ride to Kathy’s wasn’t long, and Alan and Darbee talked the whole way; Darbee didn’t realize how much she had in common with him. When they got to Kathy’s house everybody was at the pool. Kathy walked up to them and hugged Darbee, and told her she was so glad she could come.  The night was going great. She and Alan were swimming and laughing when he swam close to her and kissed her.  She felt the chemistry, but couldn’t help but think of Brit. 

“We should go out again sometime,” Alan told her.

She grinned and nodded.

When she got home that night, she climbed in the bed and cried herself to sleep.  She couldn’t help but think of Brit and how much she missed him.  And she couldn’t tell anyone that she and Brit had sex.  He told her she was still a virgin, but she knew better.

The next day at school they announced on the intercom that homecoming pictures had to be retaken and all maids had to report to the office after school.  Darbee walked into the office with all the other girls and they were told that the pictures did not turn out for the yearbook and they had to wear their gowns and pictures were to be retaken with their escorts on Thursday.  That meant that she had to tell Brit that he would have to be in the picture with her.  Her heart sank to her feet.  How was she going to tell him they had to retake pictures when he wouldn’t even speak to her?  

She walked out of the office and saw Tara.  “Tara, quick come here!” yelled Darbee.

“What is it Darbee? You looked worried,” said Tara.  

“I have to tell Brit that we have to remake the pictures for homecoming, and I wanted you to tell him that he needs to be dressed in his suit after school on Thursday for retakes.”

“Oh, I don’t want to speak to the bum,” growled Tara, “but I guess I have no choice.”

“Will you do it now, so I don’t have to worry about this all day; he probably won’t even show.” 

“Sure, I will catch him when I go to tennis practice. He is usually hanging around with his new girl at the park,” said Tara.

“So I’ve heard…and she is not cute. What is her name anyway? 

“Margaret.”

*	*	*

Thursday came so slow but Darbee quickly dressed into her gown and thought that the top seemed really tight, and her boobs were popping out more that usual.  She walked out onto the field for pictures and all the guys whistled to her embarrassment. The photographer told them to get with their escorts and arrange themselves on the field the way they had originally posed for the game. 

 Brit grabbed Darbee’s hand. “Come on, we stood over here.”

She wanted to cry at the touch of his hand, but said nothing. When the pictures were over, she simply walked away. 

That night, she cried herself to sleep again. When she woke the next morning, she felt like she needed to throw up. She ran to the bathroom, and made it just in time. She thought she must have caught a bug or something, because morning after morning, it was the same routine. In the back of her mind, she realized that she was a week late with her period.  

How much longer could she put up this act?  She felt as if she would faint with grief.  She had no one, and her heart was broken.  “It’s nothing,” she said. “It has to be.” She vowed to not date anyone until school was out.  She couldn’t wait for summer and cheerleader practice to start.  Yes, she thought, that is what I am going to do—and I’ll forget boys for the whole summer.

[bookmark: _Toc263853920]					CHAPTER SIX

Finally, the bell rang, and it was officially summer.  Everyone ran to their cars screaming and yelling. Some were making plans to leave for vacation, and some were starting jobs.  Darbee and Tara would stay at home as always for tennis and cheerleading.  Darbee was looking forward to practice, as well as going to camp. She was just glad that she would not have to see Brit everyday.  She looked across the parking lot and saw Brit with Connie.  Her heart broke but she choked backed the tears. 

As Tara got in the car, she asked, “You okay honey?” 

“Yeah, fine,” Darbee smiled, but was not quite sure she meant it.

“Hey, let’s go get ice cream before we go home.”

“Sounds great to me!”
They pulled up to the ice cream shop only about five minutes from school. Darbee ordered a sundae, and Tara ordered the same, but as soon as Darbee took one bite, she told Tara she thought she was going to throw up.  Tara quickly drove out of the parking lot and Darbee opened the door and vomited.  

“What is wrong with you? You’ve been getting sick a lot lately.”

“I think it’s nerves,” said Darbee. “I just feel sick every time I think of Brit.”  Not wanting to talk about him anymore, she asked, “You do think Daddy will let me go to cheer camp?”

“I sure hope so. I know how much it means to you, and this will be the first time you get to go to an overnight camp.” 

“I have got to talk to him and Mama soon—camp is in two weeks!” 

“I would talk to Mama first, and feel her out about Dad,” Tara said.

They were pulling in their drive way when Darbee looked at Tara and tears filled her eyes, because she knew her Dad was going to say no, and so did Tara.  Tara put her hand on Darbee’s and held it tightly and gave her a look that only the two of them understood.  Darbee wished she could tell Tara about having sex with Brit, but she was so ashamed.  They each had always vowed that they would wait until marriage. 

The next morning she woke up sick again and ran to the bathroom and barely made it to the commode.  She was really starting to get worried.  What if she had cancer or some terrible venereal disease that Brit gave her?  She felt as if she would faint at the thought of dying.  I don’t want to die, she thought.

She climbed back in bed with Tara, trying not to wake her sister up.

Too late. “Are you pregnant?” her sister asked bluntly.
	
“Hell no!” cried Darbee, “I’m getting an ulcer; I told you that I am just sick over Brit.”

“You might better tell Mama before you have a bleeding ulcer or something like that.” 

“I’ll be just fine; I don’t want to talk about it.” She got out of bed and walked downstairs. 

Darbee’s Mama was cooking bacon and eggs and asked her if she wanted some.  Darbee quickly ran over to her Mama and said “I love you Mama,” and hugged her.  Her Mama always smelt so good.  That scent of inexpensive perfume and baby powder made her feel so safe.

“I love you too baby,” said her Mom, hugging her back. “What’s wrong? You look so sad.”

“I am scared Daddy will not let me go to camp and I’m going to have to drop cheerleading; it’s mandatory that each cheerleader go, and I am the captain.” 
“Baby, I really think you better do some powerful praying, ‘cause your Daddy isn’t about to let you go away for a week!” 

“Oh no!” cried Darbee. “I just knew you could talk him into letting me go.”

“I’ve tried honey, for the past two weeks, I have talked about nothing but camp to him. But you know how stubborn and over-protective your Daddy is: you will just have to ask him yourself.”

Darbee looked around, and her Dad had just walked in the door.  Now is as good a time as any, she thought.

“Daddy, will I be able to go to cheerleading camp?” 

“Of course not! You are not going away for two weeks from home.”

“But it’s not two weeks! It’s only a week! If I don’t go, Daddy, they will make me quit, and I am the captain.”

“Well, I guess you will have to quit then,” said her Dad.

“I hate you!” Darbee cried, and she ran to the bathroom and cried herself sick.  It had been seven weeks since she’d had a period. She knew if it didn’t come in the next couple of days, she would have to tell someone.
Darbee hated having to tell her coach she would not be able to go to camp.  Her coach was very disappointed, but said she knew it was not Darbee’s fault and told her she loved her and felt so sorry for her.  She even asked if she could talk to her Dad and Darbee quickly told her it would not help, but thanked her anyway.  She asked who would replace her, and the coach told her that Tonya would be captain and the alternate was Wanda.  Even though Wanda was Connie’s best friend, she was glad Wanda would get to cheer.  She told her coach good bye and just laid down on her bed and thought about how long the summer was going to be. Her mind went to Brit and if he ever thought of her. Instinctively, her hand went to her stomach. Is there really a baby in me? she wondered.

*	*	*

Those first few days of summer, Lee would come by to see her, and they would sit on the porch with Tara and Phillip. Sometimes, they would go to Phillip’s house in the country to swim.  Lee wasn’t doing much for the summer except practicing new songs with Tara, and all Darbee did was praise them.  They would go to their Granny’s house for lunch each day and visit, but other than that, the summer was very slow and boring.  

“Darbee, I made you a doctor’s appointment for today,” her mother announced one morning.

“Why?”

“You’ve just seemed really down lately, and Tara told me you’ve been throwing up.”
“I’ve just been upset…about Brit and cheerleading and all. Just a nervous stomach.”

“All the same, we’re going to see if we can get something to help you out.”

Darbee’s stomach dropped to her knees and she felt faint.  She wondered what her parents would think of her if she really was pregnant. 

Lord, please come back today, and let the world end, she thought.  

She and her Mama didn’t say much when they got to the doctor’s office.  Her Mama talked to some lady that was knitting a sweater and Mama told her she wanted to learn to knit. The lady sat there and showed her how to hold the needles and move the yarn, while Darbee sat in her seat, feeling like she wanted to die.  

“Darbee Hays,” the nurse called.  She and her Mama quickly got up and followed the nurse to a room.

“And how may I help you today?” asked the nurse.

“Darbee’s been getting sick a lot lately—to her stomach,” her mother replied.

The nurse gave Darbee a raised eyebrow and asked Darbee to remove her clothes and put on the examining gown she handed her.  She asked her Mom to wait in the other room.
Darbee undressed and put the gown on and sat on the table.  Her heart was beating a thousand times a minute.  The doctor came in and introduced himself and said he had not seen her since she was little.  He told her she had grown into a very pretty young lady.  He was very sweet and seemed compassionate.  He asked when her last period was.

Nausea came over her. “Mid April.”

“Well this is the beginning of July, so that has been about 8 weeks for you,” said the Doctor. 

“I want you to lay back and put your feet in the stirrups,” said the Doctor.  His nurse helped her and told her to just try and relax while the Doctor did an exam.  The Doctor explained what he was going to do, and she started to cry.  The nurse held her hand as the Doctor put his fingers in her and mashed on her stomach.  He looked very concerned and then he removed his hand and took his gloves off and examined her breast.  He told her he wanted to run some tests and asked her to go urinate in a cup the nurse gave her.

“Am I okay?” cried Darbee, 

“You will be,” the Doctor said as he left the room.

The Doctor had been her Mama’s doctor since he delivered her and Tara.  She was wondering if they were talking and what was taking so long.

The Doctor came in and told Darbee to get dressed and she looked at her mom as she walked in the room and it looked as if her mama had been crying.

Her mom didn’t say a word as they got in the car.  She drove about five miles down the road, and when Darbee started screaming and crying, her mother just pulled over and held her and didn’t say a word.

Darbee and her Mom pulled into the driveway, not talking the rest of the way home.  Darbee ran upstairs to her room and fell on her bed.  Tara came in. “My God you look awful! Did you see the Doctor?”

“Yes; I don’t know what’s wrong, but Mama looked awful; I am probably dying.” 

“Dying…or are you pregnant?” asked Tara

“Oh God, I think I could be.” 

“I knew it. I just knew something wasn’t right.” She lay down beside Darbee and held her as they both cried.  They didn’t say a word to each other for over an hour.  Darbee could not stop crying.  

Her Mama came into the room and said “Darbee, your Dad and I need to see you in our room.” 

Darbee got up and went down stairs, following her Mom.  When they got to her parent’s room, her Dad had tears in his eyes.  

As they sat her down, her Mom said, “Darbee, there’s no real good way to say this. The Doctor said…well, he said you are two months pregnant.” There was a long pause, and Darbee felt a rock drop into her stomach as her worst fear was realized. “Who’s the father?”

“Brit,” Darbee whispered, biting her lip.

“So you and Brit had sex?”

“Yes, but he said I was still a virgin, Mom; it was when we skipped school, and it was only that one time.  I didn’t think you could get pregnant from one time.”  

Her Dad told them he was going to have to go and see Brit and his Father. Darbee told him that Brit was in Florida, but she thought he would be back by Friday.  Her Dad just looked so sad and told her he would wait and go see him when he got home.  They told Darbee not to say a word to anyone. Darbee asked if she could be excused and went to her room.  

She lay on her bed and put her hands on her stomach and cried.  A baby was growing inside of her. Brit’s baby, and she didn’t know what to do.  Would I give it up for adoption or keep it? she wondered.

*	*	*

As soon as Brit came home from Florida, Darbee’s dad left to see him. He came back from that meeting looking very sullen. He hadn’t so much as talked to Darbee in three days, and he certainly didn’t tell her what he and Brit talked about.

Only a few minutes later, the doorbell rang. Tara ran upstairs and told Darbee that Brit was here and wanted to see her.  Darbee looked in the mirror and saw her swollen eyes and told Tara there was no way she could see him looking like this until she put ice or something on her eyes.  

Darbee looked out the window and saw Brit and his Dad in the car talking to her Dad.  She wondered what they were talking about for so long and then she saw her dad walk away from the car, while Brit and his dad drove off.


*	*	*

The next day, Darbee’s dad came in and asked Darbee to come into the den.  He sat her down and told her that he had arranged for her to have an abortion in New Mexico that next weekend.  Darbee’s heart dropped, and she started to cry. She did not want to kill a part of her and Brit. Her Mom told her she was so sorry about what was going to happen, but she was just too young to have a baby, and she had her whole life ahead of her.  The weekend came too fast and she and her mom, along with Tara started on the journey to New Mexico.  Her dad had to stay home to tend to the farm.  Darbee was in shock as they pulled out of the driveway.  The trip was going to take twelve hours for them, and all she could think about was why it was happening, and she had no say in the matter.  Every time they stopped at a gas station, the thought of running away crossed her mind. She could envision it: sneaking out of the car while her mother was gassing it up and Tara was asleep. She could run behind the building and hide until she found a trucker willing to drive her to Idaho, Kansas, Tennessee, anywhere but Mississippi. But her chance never came.

She fell asleep as her mother drove all night to get to New Mexico.  She woke up mid-afternoon, amazed that she had slept so long. Her mom told her that when you are pregnant you sleep a lot.  Tara looked at Darbee with sad eyes and shook her head knowing that would not be the case soon.  A part of Tara was glad it would be over for Darbee, and a part of her was sad for a baby that would never be born.  Abortion was illegal, and they had to go to this hospital that their doctor had arranged, and Darbee was not even going to be registered.  It was going to be real hush hush and secretive, their mom had told them.  She also told them both that they were to never talk or mention this to anyone ever when they got home. The motel they were staying in was being paid for by Brit’s father, as was the abortion.  

The next morning, they walked into the hospital and were given instructions on whom to meet and where.  Darbee’s mom quickly gave a piece of paper to a lady they were told to meet and she rushed them to a room, where they were asked to wait.  They all sat, not saying a word when a doctor came in and asked to see Darbee.  Darbee’s mom got up to go with her, but the doctor told her he needed to see Darbee alone. 
The doctor took Darbee into an examining room and told her to undress and lie on the table and put her feet into the stirrups.  She quickly obeyed and the doctor examined her and told her she was further along then he thought.  He told her he only did abortions up to seven weeks and she was as least ten weeks along.  Darbee started crying and he came over to her head and grabbed her cheek and got real close to her face. He smelled like a rotting corpse.  

 “I will perform this abortion, but only because you seem so sweet and young looking, but I just want you to know, you’re an awful person who’s gonna burn in Hell.”  Darbee was mortified that someone could say something like that to her, and she just wanted her Mom.  

“You will never tell anyone what you have done, not even your mother, or I will not perform the abortion on you,” said the doctor.  

“Yes, sir,” she breathed.

When she went back to the waiting room the doctor came out and told her mom he would be doing the procedure on Darbee at 9:30 that night.  He said he needed $1000.00 cash, which her mom handed him.  He told them to meet him in the same waiting room they were in, and he would see them at 9:30.  

They went back to the motel, and Darbee just laid on the bed wondering if she should tell her mom that he only does abortions on girls that are only seven weeks, but something wouldn’t let her open her mouth.  Her mom called her dad and told him the time they would be going back to the hospital, and she would call him after it was done.  Darbee felt as if she would just die.  She decided at that moment she would just stop feeling because it hurt way too much.  Tara lay next to her in the bed and held her until it was time for them to leave.  They went back to the hospital and the waiting room they had been in before.  Darbee was taken away by some nurse and Tara and her mom were told to wait in the waiting room and the doctor would come in to see them after the abortion was done.  

They took Darbee to a room, where she was told to put a hospital gown on and lie down on a stretcher. She was given a drip and the next thing she knew, she was awake, and a lady was changing her sanitary pad.  She heard girls talking and stretchers being brought in and out, but she just seem to be staying.  She watched the clock. It was already 4:00 am.  She wondered where her mom was.  

Finally, a nurse brought her mom in. Darbee pretended to be asleep; she couldn’t bear her mom to look at her.

Since the nurse thought she was asleep, she started to talk to her mom. Darbee overheard her say she was bleeding really badly because she was further along than most, and they needed her permission to give Darbee a strong shot to stop the bleeding. There was a risk of a stroke, but they didn’t have any choice, or Darbee would have to have a surgery to remove her womb. 

Her mom agreed and signed the papers for the shot.

The nurse put the medicine in Darbee’s drip and mashed her stomach as the blood poured from her. Her mom watched as the blood slowly stopped and the nurse said the shot had worked.  She told her that Darbee needed to stay an extra night for observation.  Darbee’s Mom cried and cried and then was asked to leave.  The nurse told her she could see Darbee in the morning.  

Darbee lay in her hospital bed and cried herself to sleep, hoping she might at least one day have children. 
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As Tara and Darbee stood in line to wait for their high school diploma, Darbee couldn’t help but think how two years could have passed so quickly since that awful summer.  The abortion was never spoken about among any of Darbee’s family.  She and Tara didn’t even speak about what had happened.  It was like they just blocked it from their minds and life went on as normal.  Darbee’s Dad never asked how she was when they returned; he hugged her and told her he loved her, and that was that. 

Now, two years later here they were waiting to have their names called out to get their diploma. The last two years had been hard. When Darbee and Tara went back to school after that awful summer they soon found out that Brit had told everyone about Darbee having an abortion. Darbee in return told everyone that he was just jealous and mad because she had vowed virginity until marriage. She tried so very hard to convince everyone and felt she had won when she was named homecoming queen. Guys respected her, and all of them knew they couldn’t even get to first base with her. She was a straight-A student, homecoming queen, and no one could forget, a former cheerleader. She had even gotten involved with the school theatre, and was a very good actress.

“Darbee Hays,” called the principal. Tara hugged her and waited for her named to be called.

“Tara Hays.” Tara walked across the stage and took her diploma with pride. Darbee laughed and told Tara it was her get out of jail free card.  She did feel free and couldn’t wait for college.  She had chosen to go to a college near home and Tara was going to Ole Miss. Darbee just somehow couldn’t break away and go far.  She really wanted to go to Southern Miss and major in acting, but something inside of her kept her near home.  Tara was going to Ole Miss to follow Phillip.  Their Mom and Dad were still proud she was dating him and let her go.  Ole Miss was two hours away from home and the college Darbee was going to was only twenty minutes.  Why couldn’t she make the choice to go with Tara?  She wondered what was keeping her near home, when she had always vowed she would leave if given the chance. Tara was going to major in music and Darbee was going to be a special education teacher.  She didn’t even know why she was choosing such a profession. In all her dreams, she was standing on a stage receiving a standing ovation as she waved to her adoring fans and picked up a bouquet of flowers. She wanted to be an actress. So what was holding her back?

Tonya ran up to Tara and Darbee. “It’s time to throw our hats in the air!” They all squealed with excitement as the entire class tossed their caps.

“Hey what party are ya‘ll going to?” asked Tonya.
“I think we are going to the party at the Holiday Inn,” answered Darbee. “Everybody is going to be there and a lot of the kid’s parents have gotten them rooms.”  

“We have to be in at 2:00 a.m. after the Senior Breakfast,” said Tara.

“Well, let’s get the party started,” screamed Tonya.  Darbee was going to miss Tonya because she told them she was moving to Texas to live with an Aunt who got her a job working with horses at a stable.  She envied Tonya’s ability to be free.

“The car is over here Tara,” said Darbee. “Let’s go and have some fun!”

They returned their caps and gowns to the boxes they were told to leave them and ran to the car to go to the party.

“I can’t wait for college,” said Tara.

“Yeah, me too,” Darbee lied.  

“I wish you would change your mind and come with me to Ole Miss.” 

“Well, Delta State has a better education department, and that’s really what I want to focus on,” Darbee lied.

“Well aren’t you ‘Little Miss Smarty.’”  Tara laughed.

Darbee just wanted to crawl into a hole and never see anyone from her high school ever again.  She didn’t think anyone was going to Delta State but her, and that was just fine.  

They drove up to the hotel and Darbee got out of the car and ran up to Lee and hugged him.

“You know you have been my very best friend in the world,” Darbee said.

“And you have been my very best sexy friend and I have been very lucky you ever gave me the time of day,” laughed Lee.

She pushed him and laughed at the thought.  They both knew there was a bond they had that hopefully would continue forever.  

“Maybe one day I will marry you,” laughed Darbee.

“Oh wouldn’t that make news around here!” 

As they walked in the hotel, Lee walked to a cooler and brought Darbee a beer.  She quickly grabbed it and was grateful for the chance to relax.  She had never drank much since that awful summer and trying to be so prim and proper, but tonight she knew no one would judge her because everyone was drinking.  She turned the beer up and drank it so fast that she quickly got a buzz.  She went and got another beer and did the same.  As she walked outside she was standing looking at the stars and a guy walked up to her and introduced himself.  His name was Randy Grant, and he had graduated a year earlier from public school.  

“What are you thinking?” he asked.

“How do you know I was thinking anything?” Darbee responded smartly. 

“Well, you are standing here alone looking at the stars with such a sad face.”

“Well, to tell you the truth, I wasn’t thinking of anything,” she added.

“I heard you are going to Delta State,” he said and told her that is where he went to school.  He told her it was a great school.  He was majoring in accounting and had a full scholarship.

“That must be nice,” she said. “How did you manage that?”

“Well, being valedictorian helped,” he answered somewhat shyly, as if not wanting her to think he was bragging about it, but at the same time, wanting her to know it. 

“That’s great. Maybe we will see each other next year.”

“I sure hope so,” he answered.
She was hoping she would see no one, but he didn’t really know her, so it would probably be safe.  To be valedictorian, he probably didn’t do anything but study.   She wondered why he was here and later found out his cousin had graduated with their class.   

It wasn’t long before 2:00 came and she looked for Tara who was sitting in Phillip’s lap and laughing, her arm around his neck.  Darbee really didn’t like Phillip and thought he was just way too snobby for Tara.  

“Let’s go Tara,” screamed Darbee from across the room. “Mom and Dad will be waiting up for us to get home, and it’s already two o’clock!”

They said their goodbyes and ran to the car.  Just as they got home they saw lights coming on in the living room.  “Of course they would be waiting up,” Tara laughed.  

“They will probably call us at college every night to make sure we’re in the dorm, as if we wouldn’t wait for them to call and then leave,” Darbee curtly said. 

“You really surprise me staying near home when you were the one so ready to get away.” 

Darbee just shrugged as Tara turned the car off, and said nothing else.

They got out of the car and ran into the house, greeting their parents with hugs.  Their Dad asked if they had a good time and told their Mama to go fix them something to eat.  Late night snacks were their favorites. 

They all talked as their Mom fixed them something to eat. Their Mom was a good listener, and their Dad always made jokes, and they all would laugh like crazy at his stories.  He told them when he graduated that all the girls chased him to the car and beat each other up to have a date with him.  He said the one that won would be the girl he would take out.  He winked at their mom and said she’d won.

She just blushed.

Darbee’s smile was bittersweet; yes, they had fun at home. Yeah, he was funny and would entertain all of them with his singing and guitar playing.  They would stay up until after midnight just listening to him play and sing. They would all sing with him, and he swore that Tara sang like Patsy Cline. Tara got his talent, but Darbee got his personality.  

Their Mama once told them the reason he was so overprotective was because he saw so many young girls in the war having to prostitute to make a living, and when she had twin girls, it just sent their Dad into tailspin.  

They loved the story about their birth being such a surprise.  Their Grandfather had a dream about their Mama having twins, but their Daddy thought he was crazy.  It was only after they were born that he always listened to what ever their Mama’s Dad had to say from then on.  If he said there was going to be a drought, their Dad prepared the crops for irrigation. 

Darbee finished eating and hugged her Mama good night.  She kissed her Dad and went upstairs to go to bed.  She and Tara got in the bed and vowed they would stay close even though they had never been apart.  They hugged up to each other and fell asleep.  

*	*	*

When they finally woke up the next day, it was three in the afternoon.  They couldn’t believe they had slept all day.  

“What do you want to do today?” asked Tara

“Well, I wanted to sun bathe all day, but considering it is late afternoon, let’s call Lee and see if he wants to go fishing.” 

“Hey that does sound like fun!” 

Darbee went downstairs to call Lee but when she picked up the phone she heard Mrs. Hamilton on the phone.  She hated having a party line, and Mrs. Hamilton could talk for hours.  She kept picking up the phone and hanging up until Mrs. Hamilton said, “I guess someone wants to make a call,” and said her goodbyes.  
Darbee dialed Lee and asked him if he wanted to take them fishing on his lake.  He laughed and said, “How are you girls getting your Dad to agree to that?”

“Well, I guess we just are not going to tell him,” answered Darbee.  

Lee told her he was on his way, and she came up with a story for her parents.  She went on the porch where her parents were sitting and told them that Lee wanted them to go look at cars with him.  She lied and said his parents wanted to buy him a car for graduation, and he wanted their help.  She wasn’t really telling a total lie because Lee’s Grandfather was buying him a car anyway. Darbee’s Mama told them that was nice and she looked at their Dad and told him that she thought that would be okay and he should let them go. 
“Fine by me,” he said. “Just be back by six.”

Well Lee wanted to take them to eat and that would be pushing it, Darbee argued.
 
“Oh, let ‘em go. They’re going to be going off to college in a few weeks, anyway.”

He sighed. “Alright.”

She ran upstairs and told Tara they could go, but to keep her mouth shut about where they were going.  She laughed and said they didn’t have to be home until after supper and that Lee would be taking them out to eat.  

“Oh, that’s nice of him,” said Tara.  

The girls were looking forward to fishing and spending time with Lee at his parent’s summer home.  Lee was always so much fun and they would laugh and talk about everything.  Lee was also going to Ole Miss and hopefully he and Tara could do some gigs at the fraternity houses after ballgames. Darbee knew she should be going with Tara and was making a terrible mistake staying in the Delta.  Lee, on the other hand was smart leaving the Delta to pursue his dreams.  The only dream Darbee had for the future was to forget the past.  She wanted to start over with a new life and new dreams. She just had to figure what they were.  

It wasn’t long before they had arrived at Lee’s summer home and fished until dark. Darbee caught the biggest fish and Lee said he would buy her a trophy.  He said it had to weigh at least 8 pounds.

“I sure wish you were going to Ole Miss, Darbee,” sighed Lee.  

Darbee shifted uncomfortably.

Tara seemed to notice this and shouted, “Hey gang, lets talk about more important things: like food!” she laughed. “I am starving to death, and I know you have food in that big ole house, Lee.”

“Okay girls, let’s go feed our faces. I am kind of hungry,” Lee said as he let out a big yawn.
They walked up the path to the house and Darbee admired the beauty of the contemporary house as they approached.  How she wished they had lived in an area like this.  

They finished eating and decided to ride back into town and grab a few beers and then go home.  They got home the time Darbee had told her parents and they both kissed them and went up to their room.  They lay down on the bed and talked about college love and all their dreams.  Darbee lied about her dreams to Tara because she really didn’t have any.  She told her she really wanted to help underprivileged children and be a great teacher.  


[bookmark: _Toc263853922]					CHAPTER EIGHT

“Grab your bags, Tara!” Mama cried, “We have to be at Ole Miss by lunch for orientation.”

“I can’t believe the summer has passed so fast and you are going away Tara,” cried Darbee.

“Well, you will be leaving in a couple of days yourself,” Tara told her.

They hugged real tight and Darbee felt as if she would faint.  This would be the first time since they were born that they had been apart. They both cried along with their Mama.  Their Mama was always strong but this time she cried along with them.  They all wiped their eyes and Darbee watched as they drove off.  She walked around the house alone and went up to their room and lay down on their bed and cried until she fell asleep.  

*	*	*

“Darbee, you know I love you with all my heart,” said her Mama, as they climbed the stairs to her dorm room at Delta State. “I am going to miss you every minute you are gone.”

Her Dad put his arm around her and told her that she had better come home every weekend because he was going to miss her.  She laughed and told him that she was only twenty minutes away and would probably come home a lot just to eat her Mama’s good cooking.

“Mama, would you and Granny come up and help me decorate my dorm room?” asked Darbee.

“Your Granny is making you a cute bedspread and sham as we speak,” answered her Mama. 

“Tara wouldn’t let me make her anything; she said that she and her roommate were going to figure something out together.  That was the way Ole Miss did things.” Tara had already done two gigs with Lee since she moved to Oxford. She had called Darbee the night before screaming that their band was the hit of the campus.  Darbee was so excited for her.  

She watched out the window as her parents drove off and tears streamed down her face.  She felt as if she would never see them again

“Hey, are you Darbee?” a girl asked.  Darbee turned around to see standing behind her the most beautiful girl she had ever seen. Her skin was the color of chocolate milk, and she was wearing a beautiful summer dress with a pair of large sunglasses sitting on her black hair.  

“Yes, I’m Darbee.” 

“Well hello! My name is Nola, and I believe I’m your roommate.” 

Darbee thought about her parents moving her to private school because of segregation, and she just burst out laughing. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I was just thinking, ain’t this ironic?” The girl squenched her eyebrows in confusion. “Never mind, never mind,” Darbee sighed. She stuck her hand out to the girl. “I’m Darbee.”

Nola smiled. “I know I am going to like you; I can tell,” she said, as she carried her suitcase to her side of the room.

“Lets get unpacked and go get something to eat,” said Darbee.  Darbee’s parents had only given her ten dollars, and that was to last the whole week.  “We have to find some place cheap because I am on a pretty tight budget.”

“Hey, look, don’t worry about it. It’ll be my treat. My Daddy gave me quite a bit before he left, so I’ve got enough for both of us.”

Darbee leaned back on her bed. “Sorry, but I have to be honest. Most black kids in the Delta don’t even go to college; they work for the farmers. Where’re you from that you’re daddy has so much money?” Darbee picked at the bedspread, hoping she hadn’t offended her new roommate. 

Nola just laughed. “My Daddy owns an automobile company in Detroit.  He is an engineer and designs all the automobiles for the company.  It has grown to be one of the biggest companies in Detroit.  In fact, we can ride in my new car. It’s a red convertible. I get a new one every time the new designs come out.  He has named the cars NOLA…after me.” 

“So we are going riding in a NOLA,” lauged Darbee, “Can’t wait.”

As they drove out of the parking lot, Darbee commented on the nice car.  “Why did you come to Delta State?” she asked.

“I am going to write plays and major in creative writing. I wanted to come south because that is where my grandparents were from until they moved my Dad and his sisters to Detroit. They were share croppers and very poor.  I always heard stories about the south and wanted to see it for myself. So, here I am!”  

Darbee listened in bewilderment. She knew plenty of kids who grew up in the South trying to get out—she had been one of them. But she had never before heard of anyone wanting to get in. This new roommate of hers was very strange indeed.

Nola pulled into a Sonic, and they ordered hamburgers and fries.  They ate and talked about everything.  Nola told Darbee what it was like living up north.  She told her about her boyfriend and how they had broken up before she moved south.  Darbee didn’t say anything about Brit; she just told Nola there was really no one special in her life that she would consider a boyfriend.  Nola couldn’t believe that she was a twin.  She told Darbee they would have to take a road trip to Oxford and surprise her sister one night.  Darbee told her that would be so much fun.  She told Nola that she grew up very over-protected and hardly ever spent the night away from home.  She told her how her Dad had made her quit cheerleading because he wouldn’t let her go to camp.  

“Girl, I’m going to have to break you out of your shell!”

“Well good luck,” laughed Darbee. “I can’t wait.”

They drove back to the dorm and talked until after midnight. They both could not believe how well they got along.  Darbee felt in her heart that she and Nola would stay friends for a long time.  When they woke they both had to figure out where to go to register for classes and where all the buildings were.  They promised to meet for lunch and go over their schedules.  

Darbee was walking from the registrar’s office to meet Nola when she saw Randy Grant, the guy she had met the night of graduation.  He came up to her and asked how things were going.  She quickly responded with a polite answer about how confusing it was trying to figure out what classes to take.  He laughed and told her he could help with what professors to take and which ones to stay away from.  
“That would be great,” said Darbee.  

“How about going to the cafeteria for lunch?” he asked.

“Well I promised my roommate that I would meet her, but you are welcome to join us.” Darbee said, hoping he wouldn’t take her up on the offer.

“Love nothing more that to have lunch with you two,” Randy responded quickly.  

Oh great, thought Darbee, now I have to make conversation with him. Why did I tell him he could go?

They walked in the cafeteria and Darbee saw Nola waving to her.  She walked quickly to her table along with Randy and they both sat down.  Darbee did the usual introducing and everyone said their hellos.  Nola asked Randy if he was also from Greenwood and he told her he had lived there all his life.  He was majoring in accounting and planning to move back to run his father’s business. He wanted to update it. His father was still doing things the old way which had worked well for twenty years, but Randy was trying to convince him he needed to get with the times.

“What kind of business does your Dad own?” asked Nola

“He owns a department store in downtown Greenwood.  It is really kind of neat with its old squeaky wooden floors and the high ceilings.” Randy proudly said.  The store was built in the 30’s and had been in his Dad’s family all those years. He told her how he wanted to update the interior and make it southern trendy.

“Sounds interesting,” said Nola. “I will have to make a visit with Darbee and visit your store. I love to shop. Does your Dad carry women’s apparel?” 

“He does! In fact, he has clothes for the whole family, but he needs a new buyer for his women’s fashion.  Not to say I know much about women’s clothing but I do know that a lot of the girls I went to school with that went to Ole Miss told me he needs to update his fashions,” explained Randy.

“Sounds like you have your work cut out for you when you graduate,” laughed Nola.  She told him that she was from Detroit and about her Dad and her grandparents being from the south, also.

After they had finished their lunch the three of them walked to the registrar’s office to complete registering for their classes.  Randy helped Darbee with hers and also told her which professors to take.  She really appreciated his help and he asked if the three of them could go out for supper that night.  She told him she would ask Nola and was really glad he didn’t seem prejudiced toward her. So many other people in that area weren’t going to be that nice. 

When Darbee got back to her dorm room she told Nola about going out with Randy for supper.

“That’s good; he seems like a nice guy. Hey!” she suddenly exclaimed. “I have an idea; let’s walk around and introduce ourselves to the other girls!”

“Sounds fun to me,” laughed Darbee.

They knocked on the door across the hall and introduced themselves to the two girls in the room.  They were met with coldness, and Darbee knew why, but tried to act friendly to them, anyway.  Nola seemed completely oblivious to their coldness, or at least she acted like she didn’t notice.  Darbee, on the other hand, stumbled for words to say and finally told them it was nice to meet them and they walked out of their room and closed the door behind them.

“Well, I have to write that down for my book. That’s why you never anger a writer, Darbee; you could end up in their book!”

“I am so sorry they acted like that Nola. They were such bitches,” said Darbee. “You were so nice about it, I was hoping you didn’t notice.”

“Sweetie, I ain’t dumb!” laughed Nola. “I knew immediately why those girls were acting cold to us.  I mean, you’re beautiful and I’m beautiful; we don’t stink, so what else could it have been?” 

Darbee laughed all the way down to the next room.  They were met with the same cold reaction in most of the rooms they knocked on except one.  In this room the girls had decorated their room so cute.  They had the last room at the end of the hall and you had to walk up three small steps to get there.  They were from a small town west of Memphis and were so nice. They introduced themselves.  

“Hi, I’m Shelly and this is Jordan,” smiled Shelly. “Ya’ll come in and visit for awhile.  It is nice to meet new people.  In fact we were thinking of going room to room and introducing ourselves to everybody on this hall.”

“Well, maybe you will get a better welcome than we did,” snarled Darbee. “In fact you are the first ones to invite us to visit.”

 The four of them hit it off immediately.  Shelly told them how they had come up the week before to measure their room so they could buy carpet squares samples to lay on the floor.  Jordan told them they made their own comforters and shams to match.  They were majoring in interior design and both had a flare for decorating.  

Later that night, Darbee decided to call Tara on the hall phone.  They had kept their promise to each other to talk at least once a week.  It was long distance but you could make a call for 10 minutes for 50 cents.  She asked Tara how she was and told her she had not been home and could not believe it had been one week since they had gone to college.  She told her that their Mom and Dad had come up to visit along with Granny to bring her food.  She was glad that Nola had been gone every time they had come. Darbee bragged how adorable the sham and comforter was that Granny had made her. She laughed and said she was going to be fat from all the sweets that Granny thought she needed.  Tara told her that they had come up for the weekend.  She told her how their Dad told her because she lived further away they would have to make every other weekend trips to see her instead of weekly trips like they had done with Darbee.  Darbee laughed, but was grateful for the distance Tara enjoyed because it meant her parents would not be on her case to come home to visit like she had promised.  They said their good-byes and Darbee told her that she and Nola were going to come up for a week night.  She explained that she was afraid if they didn’t come during the week after their parents’ visit that she might get caught by them.  She knew her Mom and Granny might decide to bring her more food one weekend.  She figured if they left about three in the afternoon during the week then she and Nola could leave and head to Oxford.  She had always told them to visit on Tuesday because she knew Nola had classes until four in the afternoon, and they always left by three in the afternoon, anyway.  She just couldn’t figure out how to tell them about Nola.  Her Mom had asked her several times about her roommate, and Darbee always told her she had a heavy schedule and was always studying.  

Randy told her he thought it was sort of odd that she had to sneak to see her sister.  She tried to explain that even though she was in college, her parents still kept close tabs on her life.  She never got to do anything much living with them.  She tried to explain how her Dad was and that she didn’t want to upset him.  He asked her if her parents had met Nola.

“No,” answered Darbee. “I don’t know how they will react to Nola being black.”

“Well I am sure they will be fine,” said Randy. “I mean, she’s black, not radioactive.” 

She realized that Randy and she had come from such different backgrounds even though they had lived in the same town.  Randy’s Dad had done a lot of missionary work and had started “Boy’s Club” in Greenwood to get boys more involved and off the street.  She knew that Randy had a different opinion about segregation and race than her dad.

Darbee got back to her room and told Nola her plans for going to see her sister at Oxford.  Nola seemed excited and told her how they were going on the town tonight.  “It’s going to be just the two of us; I hear they are having a great party at Bayou Lake,” Nola excitedly explained.  

Darbee quickly dressed in one of Nola’s cute outfits, and Nola told her that was so beautiful and she couldn’t believe how Darbee wasn’t stuck up like most beautiful women were.

“Mama taught us to always treat everyone like we wanted to be treated. That was the ‘Golden Rule,’ and she didn’t like it when people were stuck up to her.”

“Well, your Mama taught you well,” said Nola. “Now let’s go treat some other people right tonight!”

Darbee laughed and they signed out of the dorm and walked to Nola’s car.  Soon they were pulling up to Bayou Lake Lodge.  Darbee couldn’t believe how many cars were parked outside.  When they walked in everyone looked at them as they walked across the room.  Darbee was dressed in a white sweater and tight rolled up jeans with Candie heels on.  Nola was dressed in a red tight knit dress with black knee high boots on.  She looked great, like a model, Darbee thought.  It wasn’t long until men were all around them offering them drinks.  Nola was deep in conversation with an older looking guy when a guy walked up to Darbee with a beer and told her he saw her walk in and waited to see if she was meeting someone.  He told her he figured that someone as beautiful as she was had to have a boyfriend.  She laughed and told him she wasn’t interested in being tied down anytime soon.

She couldn’t believe how good looking he was.  He had blonde hair and the bluest eyes she had ever seen.  He told her he was from Atlanta and was at Delta State on a tennis scholarship. 

“Well, you need to meet my twin sister. She plays tennis, too!”

“Oh my, two of you,” he gasped.

“Well, we are not identical. She actually could be your twin,” she laughed.

“So, I assume she is blonde, blue eyes and good looking,” he laughed.

“That’s about right.”

“I haven’t introduced myself. Name’s Wally.”

“Nice to meet you.”

“Well…can’t I get your name?”

Darbee laughed. “I’m sorry; Darbee. My name’s Darbee.”

“Wanna dance?”

She grinned and nodded. 

He pulled her over where the band was playing, and they danced all night.  She watched Nola and the guy she was dancing with and couldn’t believe how good Nola could dance.  Before she knew it, the band announced the last dance. It was a slow one. She and Wally danced together, and she felt his breath on her face.  She was getting turned on and quickly told him that she and Nola need to get back to the dorm before lock down.  She grabbed Nola and told her they needed to leave.  Nola gave the guy she was with her name and told him she would love to see him again and he told her the same.  They walked to the car and Nola asked why she wanted to leave.  She said lock down was not until 1:00 am and it was only midnight.  

“That guy was getting on my nerves,” she explained. “I just wanted to get away from him.”  

“Oh, I don’t blame you then, but I thought he was adorable, and you looked like you were really getting along with him.”

“Yeah, he was just a little pushy,” she lied.  Darbee couldn’t figure out why she was uncomfortable with someone that she was attracted to.  She felt herself being attracted to him, but also felt herself close up and pull away.  She was hoping she never saw him again because she didn’t want to risk having feelings for him.  She knew he must have thought she was a real bitch just walking off without telling him to call or anything.  

They soon were in their dorm rooms and in their beds.  Darbee hugged her pillow and couldn’t wait to go and see Tara next week.  She really needed to see her and just talk with someone that knew her.  She knew she could explain to Tara about her fears. She wondered if she would ever tell Nola about her and Brit. Maybe it would be good to talk to someone that didn’t know him and give her some advice.  All she knew was that her heart was still breaking, and deep down she felt the loss of her baby.  She touched her stomach and fell asleep.  

*	*	*

 “Okay, today is the day we are skipping classes and heading to Ole Miss,” Darbee announced.

“Well, what about your parents? They haven’t come to see you this week. What if they come today?”

“Already called them! Mama has the Methodist Ladies luncheon, so we’re clear.”

“It will only take me 30 minutes to get ready. Should I wear something fancy since all I have ever heard you say is how snobby Ole Miss people are?” 

“Yeah, we had better look good because I haven’t seen Tara in over a month. Can I borrow some of your clothes?”

“My closet is at your command!” she said, waving her hand over it in grandiose fashion.
They both looked in the mirror and liked what they saw.  Nola was dressed in hip hugger jeans and Candie heals and a red top.  Darbee had on a mini skirt and tight sweater with big gold hoop earrings with black knee high boots.  The seventies style was defiantly sexy. They both laughed at their reflection in the mirror.  

“Hey, you think we can pick up some good looking guys at Ole Miss?” laughed Nola.

“Well, if we can’t, we will head to Memphis.”

“How long will it take to get to Ole Miss from here?” 

“About two hours,” answered Darbee, “So we’d better get going!”

The drive didn’t take as long as they thought and soon they were pulling up to Tara’s dorm. Immediately Darbee saw Tara standing outside and got out of the car screaming.  They ran up to each other and hugged and jumped up and down.
“I have missed you so much,” said Tara.

“You look great,” said Darbee, “I have never seen you look so good!” 

Tara’s hair had grown about two inches and she was dressed so cute in bell bottom jeans and a short jacket.  

“Oh, this is Nola my roommate that I have told you so much about,” said Darbee as she pulled Nola to Tara.  

Tara hugged Nola and told her how great it was to finally meet her.  “You’re as pretty as Darbee said!”

Nola rolled her eyes. “What is the deal? Did your hometown have ugly girls or something?”

Both Tara and Darbee laughed at the thought.  

“Hey,” said Tara, “let me show you the campus and then later we are going to a frat party.  I am going to sing with Lee at the KA house for the pledges they got for rush.  We are going to have a blast.  Darbee, I want to see the old Darbee have fun.”

Tara showed them the beautiful Ole Miss Campus and then they all went back to her dorm and had a few beers.  Darbee couldn’t believe that Tara was hiding beer in the small fridge in her room.  She had really come out of her shell.  They all laughed and Darbee was having so much fun being with Tara.   She wondered, not for the first time, if she had made a terrible mistake not coming to Ole Miss with her.  

“Hey, what are you in such deep thought about?” Tara said as she pushed Darbee down off the bed and laughed.

“Oh, nothing. I was just thinking how I miss you and how great you are doing.”

“Well, baby, wait until you see me tonight.  I am going to be famous, you hear me?”  They all laughed. “Come on! I’ll show ya’ll the KA house.”

*	*	*

“Here is the frat house we are playing at,” Tara announced, as they walked into an old antebellum house.  “We will be on stage over there and this room will be full of good looking guys.”

It wasn’t long before the room was full just like Tara said with good looking young pledges, and a lot of them were looking at Darbee.  

“Hey, do you see all those guys eyeing you,” laughed Nola. “Go up and talk to one of them.”

“No, I couldn’t,” she said.

“Yeah, yeah, go up and talk to that one,” Nola told her, pointing to a pledge across the room. Darbee’s heart stopped as she recognized Brit. 

She turned, hoping he wouldn’t see her, but it was too late. He crossed the room and tapped her on the shoulder. “You look great Darbee,” he said. “It’s good to see you.”

She ignored him and walked off. Nola chased her down. 

“What’s wrong? He an old boyfriend or something?” asked Nola. 

“Yes, and if he stays, I’m leaving,” she said, finding herself short of breath.

Nola’s eyes became wide as she realized her friend’s distress. “Okay honey, we will leave if he stays.” She put her arm around Darbee and started to lead her out the door.

Brit followed them. “Hey, Darbee, wait up!”

Nola turned around, quick as fire. “Leave her alone! Can’t you see she doesn’t want to talk to you?”

 “Who are you, her maid?” he sneered. 
“No, I’m her friend, and from what I hear, you’re lower than the dirt under my feet, so you better get your white ass away from her, or I will kick it right out the door.”

Brit snarled back at Nola, but backed off.


“Thank you, for saving me from him,” Darbee said, “I thought I was going to faint. I’m sorry if he insulted you.”

“Oh, honey, forget that, I can take care of myself, and the really funny part is, I can buy and sell most of the girls and guys in this place. But I won’t tell them that. You tell ‘em you have money, and all of a sudden, you’re their best friend.” She rolled her eyes. “Funny how that works, huh?” 

“I have your secret in my back pocket,” laughed Darbee. “Let’s go have some fun.”

Her heart was beating in her chest so hard she thought she might pass out.  Seeing Brit brought back all the reason she didn’t need to be at Ole Miss.

“I am going to tell you the story of Brit on our way back to Delta State,” said Darbee. “I think it is about time I get it off my chest and get some advice from someone that will be honest with me about the whole thing.”

“Well, you know I will do my best to help you with any answers that I can,” said Nola, “and when we get back, we will go out and have us some fun NOLA style.”

“I can’t wait,” laughed Darbee.
 
When Tara and Lee had finished their gig, they all went to a little café for a late breakfast.  Lee told Darbee that she looked better than she had ever looked and he hoped she would come again soon to see them.

“Well, you and Tara will have to make the next trip to Delta State,” begged Darbee.

“Darbee, you know that I am not coming back to the Delta anytime soon.  Leaving Greenwood was so refreshing for me.  I am having the time of my life up here. I still miss you and wish you had decided to come to college up here, but I don’t think I can go back there. Not right now, anyway.”

Darbee nodded. “Speaking of things from home, though, where is Phillip?”

“Oh, you know, my Phillip had to go fishing this weekend before it gets cold, and then he will be getting ready for duck season.” 

After eating, they all walked back to Tara’s dorm and got ready for bed and talked until the early hours, just like they did when they were kids.  Darbee fell asleep hugging up to Tara like she did when they were young.

“Good night, sleep tight,” Darbee whispered.

“Same to you,” Tara yawned back.
	
[bookmark: _Toc263853923]CHAPTER NINE
Darbee and Nola were on their way back to Delta State. Neither one talked much. After nearly an hour of silence, Nola chimed in. 
“Well, are you going to tell me the story about that SOB Brit or do I just have to use my imagination?” laughed Nola.
Darbee looked over and bit her lip. Should she tell her? What would she think? This was a part of her life even her parents didn’t know much about.
“Well…” she began, “I guess it all started when Tara and I changed schools…” And before she knew it, she was spilling every sordid detail—the guilt, the secrets, the lies—and even what had happened since the abortion—the nightmares, the loss, the pain. She broke down and told her story between sobs, and soon, she noticed Nola had been wiping away tears, too. 
“You know,” Darbee said, pulling a used tissue out of her purse, “it feels good to let that out. I’ve never even told Tara half that stuff before.”
Nola nodded. “Stuff like that can’t stay bottled up forever. I’m glad you told me. Things can only get better from now on.”
*	*	*
Darbee and Nola climbed into bed as soon as they arrived at their dorm. Darbee couldn’t go to sleep thinking about all she had told Nola and wondering where her life was going. She knew that she didn’t want to move back to Greenwood, and so hoped she would have a career in acting. She really cared about Nola and couldn’t believe how close they had become. She wondered if all black girls were as sweet as Nola. She laughed to herself thinking how black skin made someone different. She knew she wouldn’t have been friends with Nola if they had gone to the same high school. She was just glad to know her now.
Before she knew it, someone was shaking her.
“Get up, sleepy head,” said Nola. “We have a busy day ahead of us.”
“UH! I don’t want to get out of bed. I just want to lay here forever.”
“Well, I think that would be pretty boring, don’t you?” laughed Nola. “You have to meet with your advisor and also Randy said he wants to have lunch with us. He wants us to tell him about our weekend at Oxford.”
“I really like Randy,” said Darbee. “He is so sweet. At first, I wasn’t sure I wanted to get to know him, but the more I hang around him, the more I like him.”
“He is sweet,” her friend agreed. 
The walk to the advisors office was all the way across campus and Darbee and Nola felt as if their legs were going to fall off by the time they reached the building. Randy stood by the door, as if he had been waiting for them all morning.
“Hey, you good looking women,” said Randy. “I really missed you two this weekend. I remembered Darbee saying she was going to meet with her advisor about changing her major.”
“Well, damn,” said Nola. “You must have gotten here at dawn! We are going to start calling you Stalker Randy.”
They all laughed, and Randy hugged them both and put his arms around them to walk them into the building.
The meeting with the advisor didn’t take long at all and Darbee was pleased to announce that she would not lose any hours by changing her major to theatre.  
“Well, let’s go celebrate after class, and I will buy lunch,” said Randy.
“Sounds like a plan! We’ll meet you back here at lunch,” said Nola.
*	*	*
Darbee wiped her mouth after eating some fried pickles and motioned for the waitress to come over to their table, so she could order a beer.
“Isn’t it a little early to be drinking a beer?” said Randy, after Darbee ordered it.
“Well, that depends on what you are planning to do the rest of the day,” laughed Darbee, “and I just might be planning a surprise for you Mr. Randy-do-gooder.”
“We, meaning all three of us, are going to goof off today and go to Lake Bayou and get drunk,” laughed Darbee. “I have had it with class today and I just want to do nothing but play. I am so excited about finally having the guts to change my major.”
“Well, I’m game, if you two are!” 
“I’m actually through with class today, so let’s just go have some fun,” laughed Nola.
They all went to their dorms and changed into some jeans and t-shirts. Within the hour, they had stopped to pick up a case of beer and were headed to Lake Bayou. They laughed and drank until dark. They really didn’t talk about anything important, but Darbee hadn’t had so much fun in months. 
*	*	*
 “Oh My!” screamed Darbee as she fell right in front of the bookstore’s glass doors. Her chin hit the sidewalk and her purse flew a few feet in front of her. 
“Are you okay?” a strange voice asked. He quickly bent down to help her up and as she looked up she saw the most beautiful blue eyes she had ever seen on a guy.
“I…am okay,” she stammered. “I must have lost my balance.”
“Nah, I think it’s all that uneven concrete,” he said. “Somebody needs to report that before a bad accident happens. I’m Chris Carson. Nice to meet you.”
 “Darbee Hays. Nice to meet you, too. I can’t believe I fell like that. Usually, I’m pretty graceful.”
“Well, just glad that you are okay and didn’t break anything,” he said. “Would you like to have a coke or something at the bookstore?”
“No thanks; I really have to hurry. I’m meeting some friends later.” 
“Do you mind if we meet some other time then?” Chris asked.
“Well, I am kind of, sorta am dating someone, but it was nice meeting you.” 
With that lie she ran to the book store, not even looking back to see what he was doing or how he reacted to what she said. She had decided that good looking guys were off limits. She was going to play it safe and be with Randy. She liked the safe way she felt with Randy. Yes, safe was exactly how she was going to play it now. Safe felt good.
She finished buying all her books and looked at her watch. Six o’clock already! She couldn’t believe how quickly time had passed. She ran to the restroom to touch up her makeup and then quickly ran her fingers though her long brown hair.
 I should have worn that blue blouse instead of this old pink one, she thought, and with that, she rushed out the door. 
Soon she was sitting at the Bin with Nola, Randy, Jordan and Shelly. She was laughing at Nola telling a story about when she was in high school and decided to skip for the day with friends and got caught by the principal who was skipping with a teacher. They laughed at the thought, and she assured them she definitely did not get in trouble. 
“Was living up north fun?” Darbee asked. “I mean, what all did you get to do with friends?”
“Girlfriend, I got to travel to Europe on spring breaks and New York was a place my Dad and I use to go just for a daughter and father weekend.” 
“Did you ever have a boyfriend?” asked Shelly.
“Sure, we broke up before I graduated because I wanted to move south. I just did not want to have a long distance relationship. And anyway, I want to meet a white southern stuck up plantation owner,” she joked.
“There are so many girls here that really do want to do that Nola,” Darbee replied. “That’s what’s so sad.”
Randy grabbed her hand and kissed it. “Not all girls, though, right?” He winked.
Darbee smiled and looked at Nola, who had a weird look on her face. Darbee just shrugged it off.
“Hey, um, Darbee, want to go…what’s the phrase?...ah, yes, ‘powder our noses?’” 
Darbee giggled, and they both got up to go to the restroom. Before they reached the door, however, she ran into the guy named Chris that had helped her when she fell.
“Hey, it’s funny seeing you again in the same day!”
“Yeah, isn’t it?” Darbee quietly said, then grabbed Nola’s arm and plowed toward the restroom.
No sooner had they gotten in the door than Nola turned her around and asked her who the guy was. Darbee told about the fall and how he had helped her. 
“He’s so cute!” Nola beamed.
Darbee shrugged. “Guess I was so embarrassed, I didn’t notice.” 
“Well maybe you should go out there and notice! Heck, I may go and try to hook up with him.” 
After they left the restroom, Nola split from Darbee and went to Chris’ table. Darbee pretended not to notice and went back to flirting with Randy.
Within a few minutes, Nola and Chris got up to dance. They danced all night and would come back to the table only to grab a beer and down it then go back again to dancing. Shelly and Jordan joined them as they all danced together.
As they all left the Bin, Chris told Nola he really wanted to meet her again. He reached down and kissed her quickly on the lips. Nola gave him the dorm’s hall phone and told him to call anytime. She assured him that someone would answer and come get her in their room. Darbee couldn’t believe what she was hearing. A lump formed deep in her throat, and she did not quite understand the feeling rising up in her. Was it…could it be…jealousy? But why? 

[bookmark: _Toc263853924]					CHAPTER TEN
The weather was so cold she could not believe that the semester was almost over and Christmas was getting close. She and Randy had gotten serious. They had not had sex, and Darbee refused to even think about that. She didn’t have any desire to even have sex with Randy, but she did like to snuggle.  
Nola and Chris had also gotten close. Nola found out that Chris was also from Detroit, and he lived only ten minutes away from her. “Small world, huh?” she’d asked Darbee. Darbee only nodded. 
Darbee had gotten really involved in her classes. She loved everything about her major. The professor told her that he wanted her to work on writing a play for the performance they were to put on next year. She was so excited, and it gave her something to work on. 
She would often go to Shelly and Jordan’s room at night because Nola was sneaking out to stay with Chris. Jordan would give her wonderful ideas for her play. The three of them would laugh and decided to make the play a comedy. Darbee liked that idea because she loved to laugh and hoped that the crowd that would see her play would, too.
*	*	*
Darbee was going to meet Randy for a movie. She remembered how Brit had corrected her when she had called it a ‘picture show.’ She hasn’t used that word since. She didn’t want to ruin the moment thinking of Brit and was hoping that she and Randy might have some fun after the movies. Every now and then, she would think of having sex with Randy, but being the gentlemen he was, he never tried anything. She swore she would never tell him about Brit. She just wanted him to think she was a lady. Tara told her that she thought Randy was sweet, but not for her. Her sister had been calling a lot lately, trying to convince her to go to Memphis with a group of them and meet this new guy friend that Tara adored. She had told her they would be perfect for each other. Darbee didn’t want any part of the plan. She liked her life the way it was. Tara had never once come down to Delta State, so why should she keep going up there? She would see Tara during the Christmas Holidays, anyway. 
Perhaps her sudden inexplicable anxiety had been spawned by the thought of Brit or the thought of sex with Randy. She really didn’t know. She just knew if she ever married, she would rather have a kind husband than an ambitious jerk. Just as she was about to turn the corner to Randy’s dorm she saw him walking toward her. Did her heart beat fast? No, but she didn’t care. It was Randy, and he was falling in love with her.  
 
”Hey, honey,” he yelled. “You sure do look beautiful tonight.”
“Granny sent me this outfit; she knitted the sweater and made the pants too,” Darbee proudly exclaimed. “I borrowed the cap from Nola.” 
“Well I couldn’t be more proud to be with anyone so beautiful.” He smiled.
They held hands and Darbee surveyed nearby houses as they passed them, wondering if anyone was watching them. In the beautiful neighborhood, the homes were generally old and small, though many were lovingly detailed; possessing more charm and character than half the people she had known in Greenwood.
“Do you think you will ever move back to Greenwood?” Darbee asked.
“I don’t know. Unlike you, I actually loved it. I love the way the Boulevard’s trees draped over the streets and the antebellum homes were lined up like soldiers.”
“Well, I never thought of the houses looking like soldiers.”
They both laughed and he reached down and kissed the top of her head. She snuggled next to him as they approached the movies. They found two seats in the back and Darbee loved the way it felt with Randy’s arm around her shoulders. Soon the movie ended, and they walked back outside. 
“I love you Darbee,” he said, stopping and turning to face her. “I don’t know if you feel the same way, but I know I am falling hard for you.”
Darbee couldn’t say anything. All she could think of was the word love. She wanted so badly to say ‘I love you’ back, but the words wouldn’t come out.
“Good,” she said.
“Well, I must say good was not the word I wanted to hear,” he laughed.
Darbee laughed and kissed him. 
 
”Boy, I am so thirsty after all that popcorn,” she said. She was hoping Randy wouldn’t notice that everything she was saying was a lie.
“How about some beer?”
“Sounds good.”
They went to Randy’s truck and drove to a corner gas station, where they bought a case of beer and drove to Lake Bayou to park.
After downing a couple of beers, she started feeling a buzz. She felt more relaxed and started to reach over, feeling Randy’s shirt and moving her hand over his body. She felt strange, confused even, over this rediscovered sexual innocence. Bitter innocence was soon sweetened with tremulous hunger. She kissed Randy hard and they laid down on the back car seat as she rocked her hips and rose to him. After it was over, a combined sense of shame, guilt, and sorrow swept over her. 
The ride back to the dorm they didn’t speak. Darbee was in a state of shock that she and Randy didn’t use protection. How could she be so stupid? She quickly counted the days of her cycle and breathed a sigh of relief that she was suppose to start tomorrow. Thank you Lord, she thought, feeling guilty putting God in her mind after what she had done.
As soon as they got back to the dorm Darbee kissed Randy goodbye and jumped out of the car.
“I love you,” he yelled.
“You, too.” Did he notice she didn’t say, ‘I love you, too?’
*	*	*
 “Mom, Dad, where are you?” yelled Darbee. She ran around the house looking for them when she ran into her Mom coming out of the cellar with jars of jams.
“Baby girl! I am so happy you are home. I will have my two girls for two weeks. I’ll bet ya’ll are exhausted after this semester. I heard both of ya’ll are straight-A students! I’m just bustin’ with pride for my two girls You should run outside and see your Dad. He has been on pins and needles all day just waiting to see you.”
Darbee ran outside and just hugged her Dad what seemed like an hour. He looked at her and mentioned that she looked sad in her eyes. He asked if something was wrong, but she reassured him she was fine. Just tired from all the studying.
“Hey, Darbee, where are you?” Tara screamed from the kitchen window.
Darbee ran inside and the two of them jumped up and down like five year olds. Their Mom was watching and smiling from ear to ear.
“You are happier than I have seen you since these two left for college,” said her Dad. “I am so glad to have all my girls together.” They all smiled back at him.
“We are going to have a great Christmas,” said her Mom. “We are going to your Granny’s for Christmas Eve and then back for Christmas dinner. She has been cooking for weeks and freezing pies and cakes. You know no one can beat her dressing.”
That night Tara and Darbee talked all night in their attic room. They talked about Phillip and Randy. Darbee had ridden home with Randy and Tara had with Phillip. Tara said she and Phillip were partying all the time and she was surprised that she could keep her grades up. Darbee didn’t dare tell Tara about having sex with Randy. 
They both talked about how much they loved being in their old room. They loved the musty smell and how it made them both feel so safe. They had each other and would tell each other their dreams. Tara was still going to write music and one day she bragged she would be a star. They laughed that they both wanted to be famous, and that it must be because the only fun they had growing up was making up stories and dreaming about life instead of living life.
*	*	*
Their Mom was right about their Granny cooking for weeks. They couldn’t believe how much food she had on the tables. Soon all the cousins, uncles and aunts were all gathering around the table filling up their plates with turkey, dressing and every fresh vegetable you could think of. Their Granny put up vegetables from her garden all summer. She worked in her garden the whole summer just to have vegetables for the winter. And she always used every part of every vegetable for something. She had lived in the depression and never wasted anything. Over and over, she would always tell them she was worried about the younger generation and how they would make it. 
After dinner they all opened presents and hugged each other good bye. Darbee held on to her Granny and wouldn’t let go.  Darbee had tears just streaming down her face.
“Well, sweetheart, what’s wrong?” she asked, rubbing Darbee’s hair.
“I just miss you so much Granny,” she cried. 
“Remember I am always here for you if you ever need to talk Darbee. I have been around for a long time. There is nothing I haven’t been through or seen baby girl.” 
“I know Granny, One day I will talk to you.”
“Well, you can always run here to me,” said her Granny, and she hugged her tighter.
Darbee held on and hoped she would always have her Granny for along time. She couldn’t bear the idea of losing her.
Tara and Darbee got into their old brown car and drove home. They both told each other that being with Granny was like being in heaven. They loved their parents but in a different way. 
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Darbee couldn’t believe that the spring semester was almost over. She and Randy were still seeing each other and trying to decide if they were going to summer school or go home. Nola was going home but Darbee just wanted to hurry and finish. She liked theatre, but core classes were no fun, and she felt she would be happier with a career. Randy told her if she stayed for the summer, he would stay. Nola insisted that the two of them come to Detroit for a visit. Darbee knew that would never happen. In the first place, she didn’t have the money, and even if she did her parents wouldn’t let her go. Tara, on the other hand, was going to live in Memphis for the summer and work at a bar. Darbee was shocked that her Mom and Dad were even letting her. She couldn’t figure out how Tara could ask and get to do anything. She was going to make a lot of money and Darbee figured that was the only reason they were letting her go. What shocked Darbee the most was that Tara was working, even though her Dad had always said he didn‘t want them to work while they were in school. 
Her thoughts were interrupted by Randy slamming his hand on the course catalog. “Okay,” he said. “I have it all figured out. You will take nine hours in June and July and that will put you almost a semester ahead by fall.”
“That sounds good to me. I’ll ask my parents if it’s okay if I just stay up here and do summer school.”
She sighed and tried to think of ways to talk them into it.
*	*	*
Summer school turned out to be harder than Darbee had expected. The professors piled on the work. Her drama teacher, though, seemed really enthusiastic about Darbee’s work. He encouraged her to write plays on the side. She told him she was writing a play for the head of the drama department for the end of the year. He was thrilled and told her she had a lot of talent. 
When she wasn’t in class or studying, she was with Randy. She really felt happy for the first time in a year. She loved her classes, and she felt as if she was really falling in love with Randy. She missed Nola, Jordan and Shelly, but at least he was around. Her Mom and Granny came every week to bring her goodies. They would take her and wash her clothes as she read them her plays. They told her Tara was having the time of her life in Memphis. She told them that she and Randy were going to go see her when they got a break. Her Mom told her to be careful. Memphis was a big city. Tara was living with her Aunt Dell, so it was safe enough. 
Granny winked at Darbee and Darbee thought, Oh Mama if you only knew that Aunt Dell was the one that use to let her and Tara smoke. Darbee loved Aunt Dell. She smoked and drank moonshine. She used to tell the girls that she was going to teach them how to make moonshine because one day it was going to be a lost art. Aunt Dell used to tell them that their parents needed to let them fly the coop.
*	*	*
Finally, there was a break between the June and July sessions. Randy and Darbee decided to take a trip to Memphis. The ride took three hours from Cleveland and they were so excited to be in a different town. Tara told them exactly where to meet and what time. 
They knew by the sound of her voice coming from the blues bar they were close. Darbee walked in and saw the most beautiful girl on stage singing. Darbee had to squint to make sure it really was Tara. She had changed so! She dyed her blonde hair to auburn and she looked so beautiful. Tara waved and jumped off the stage with her mic in hand running over to them. She announced to everyone in the bar that Darbee was her twin sister. The good looking one she laughed to the crowd. Darbee was so embarrassed. The crowd clapped and Tara ran back on stage and sang some more.
Tara motioned for Darbee and Randy to sit at the table she had saved them in front of the stage. They noticed a reserved sign and quickly went to sit down. They watched as Tara sang some of the best blues they had ever heard. She sang some of the songs she had written herself, and the crowd loved them. Later on, a couple came and sat down with Darbee and Randy. They introduced themselves and told them they were newlyweds.
“My, you look young to be married.” Darbee asked.
“In Tennessee, you only have to be 16 to get married.” the guy said.
“We love being married,” said the girl. 
The more Darbee drank, the drunker she got. As she watched the couple, she thought maybe me and Randy should get married. Randy was as drunk as she was. They never got this drunk in Cleveland. Darbee thought it must be that they were drinking shots instead of beer. Tara was laughing and singing her heart out as she watched them having fun.
*	*	*
As Darbee lay in the bed next to Randy she couldn’t believe that she was married. How in the world did it happen? The last thing she remembered was going to an all night justice of the peace and saying ‘I do.’ Randy was lying next to her snoring. She saw that she was naked and assumed they had sex. She really didn’t remember anything about the night. Panic set in. She wanted to call Tara, but didn’t know Aunt Dell’s number. She got up to go to the bathroom and saw a note she had scribbled that said Aunt Dell and beneath the words was a number. She got back in the bed and shook Randy.
“Randy, wake up,” she screamed. “We got married last night. Do you remember that?”
“Sure I remember,” he said. “I am the luckiest guy in Memphis.”
“My parents are going to kill me!” she cried.
“They don’t have to know,” he said, rubbing his hair. “We just won’t tell them. You stop worrying.”
Stop worrying? she thought. That stupid couple making marriage seem so great. Suddenly, she felt a burning hatred for them, and she started to cry.

“Why are you crying?”
“I will never get to have a real wedding and a white dress.” 
“Yes you will, because we are keeping it a secret. One day, we’ll have the big wedding, and we will laugh to our grandchildren how we pulled it off.”
Darbee wiped her eyes and all she felt was faint. 
“I don’t want to be married; I want my mama.”
“Calm down Darbee, everything will be fine after we eat some breakfast.”
“How the hell will breakfast make us unmarried?” 
“Do you really not want to be married to me?” asked Randy. Darbee looked back at him and saw feelings of rejection on his face.
Darbee‘s heart sank.
*	*	*
Later that afternoon, Darbee met up with Tara. She grabbed her sister and ran into the nearest bathroom, where she spilled everything about the marriage. Tara’s mouth opened, but no words came out.
“Well, say something,” said Darbee. 
“I don’t know what to say. I know that this is not what you really wanted. It was those stupid shots, wasn’t it?”
“Well, we did get a little drunk. Well, very drunk.” she admitted. “I feel like a complete fool. Mama and Daddy are going to kill me if they ever find out.”
“What do you mean, if they ever find out?
“I am not going to tell them. We have decided to keep it a secret and then have a wedding one day.” 
“That sounds like the dumbest thing I have ever heard. Darbee, you have got to stop making dumb choices. You are smart and beautiful. The consequences of this biggy will cost you a lifetime of joy. I can’t tell you what to do, but I think this is a huge mistake.”
“I am not talking to anyone, in fact I am going to forget this ever happened and pretend like my life was the way it was yesterday before marriage.” 
“Well good luck. I mean, I think marriage is a big important commitment. I know that when I marry, I hope it’s for a life time. Hell, I don’t think you and Randy will last a week.” 
“I love you, please pray for me. God knows I need it. Randy and I have to get back so I can figure things out.”
“Love you, too,” was all her sister replied.
*	*	*
Darbee was so glad to be back in her dorm. She crawled under the covers and almost put them over her head. She swore she would not think of her marriage. Yuck, she hated to think the word marriage. She swore she would never think marriage again. If Randy mentioned the word, she would ignore it. 
Morning came too soon and she got out of bed to shower and dress. She wasn’t going to call Randy. She was going to go shopping. She had always heard girls say that shopping would make anyone feel good. Aunt Dell had stuck $50 in her purse, and she had found it on the way back to Cleveland with a note. She had never had anyone give her $50 before and this might be the only time she ever gets that much money at one time. 
She went to every shop in downtown Cleveland. She bought a pretty dress, some shoes to match and a few pieces of costume jewelry. She was so excited when she got back to her dorm to see Nola sitting on the bed.
“What are you doing here?” she asked, dropping her bags and running to greet her.
“Well, I got a call from Tara telling me that I might need to come back to school early because you might need me.”
“Randy and I got married,” Darbee blurted out.
Nola just looked and didn’t say a word. 
“You’re acting just like Tara.”
“I don’t know what to say. When are you moving out of the dorm?”
“I am not moving out of the dorm. We’re going to keep it a secret.” 
“You’re going to keep your marriage a secret? Why?” 
“Because we don’t have money to afford a place to live, and we will be married sorta in name only.”
“That is not how marriage is supposed to work. If you want me to, I could call a lawyer and see about getting it annulled. My dad knows several attorneys, and maybe he could help. Look, I know you don’t want to be married to Randy. You are in some kind of mess. Let me help you.”
“Darbee Hays, telephone!” someone in the hall screamed.
Darbee ran to answer the call. The caller on the other end was her Granny. 
“Darbee Hays, did you get married?”
Darbee’s jaw dropped. “How…how did you hear?”
“Your Aunt Dell called me, and said it was in the paper.”

Suddenly, Darbee felt like a little kid trying to keep her parents from knowing she’d had her hands in the cookie jar. “Oh, please don’t tell! We’re trying to keep it a secret.”
“Well, that’s fine; it’s your life, but marriage is a sacred thing. You should treat this seriously.”
Ignoring her grandmother‘s statement, she asked, “How did you read that in the paper?” 

“Aunt Dell called me and told me. You don’t have to worry. No one here gets the Memphis paper.”
Darbee spoke with her grandmother for a few more minutes, as her Granny gave her some sound advice. When they hung up, Darbee sauntered back into the room.
“Let me guess: that was God, and he said this is just a bad dream,” laughed Nola.
Darbee just rolled her eyes and said that she wished. She told Nola the story about her Granny reading it in the newspaper. 
“I’ll be damned,” said Nola. “If that doesn’t beat all. Darbee, you don’t have to try and figure plots for plays. You can just write about yourself.”
They both laughed and hugged each other vowing to stay close until they died. Which Darbee said could be very soon for her if her Dad ever found out.
*	*	*

Summer school was over and Randy and Darbee saw each other every night. She told him not to mention the marriage, and he respected her and never said a word. They had sex each week, and Darbee only pretended to enjoy it. She told herself it was her duty, and she thought it was the least she could do for her sacred commitment. She convinced herself she was trying. She liked Randy, but she had really messed things up by marrying him. Her dreams were not going to come true, and it was all her fault. Her stupid fault, she thought. Her Mom always used to say you make your bed, you lay in it. She was just starting to figure out what that meant. 


[bookmark: _Toc263853926]					CHAPTER TWELVE

Darbee tried her best to focus on her acting and not her marriage during the fall semester.  She hated even saying the word marriage.  Honestly, she did not even feel married. Was Randy her best friend? Yes. But her husband, no.   

She would sneak out to stay with Randy, but only when Nola stayed with Chris. She fulfilled her sexual obligations to him, but that was all; she found that she could fake making love, if she thought of Brit.  Nola told her she should get the marriage annulled, but Darbee wouldn’t agree to even the thought.  She knew her parents would kill her.  At least she knew Granny and Tara were just phone calls away. Just the thought of having them to talk to made her feel safe about going home.  


*	*	*


“I can’t believe it has been over a year since we started college,” Tara noted as they sat on the old porch swing, enjoying the cool December air. Christmas break had come all too soon for Darbee, but she welcomed the break from Randy.  
“I know; can you believe how time flies?  I sometimes wish, as much as I hate saying this, that we were little again and had to do everything Daddy and Mama told us to do.” She laughed at the thought; it seemed sillier once she said it.

“Are you feeling okay?” Tara asked as she put her hand to Darbee’s forehead. “You were always the one wanting so to be free and have a life of your own!” She paused, as though trying to figure out how to say what she was thinking. “I’m sorry—for making you come to Memphis,” she finally muttered.

“Hey, no one made me marry Randy!  I made that choice all by my little self.” 

“I am just glad we are home for the Holidays for a few weeks so you can relax and forget about him.  That at least gives you a few weeks from your ‘until death do you part’ life.”  

“I hate you,” Darbee said, playfully pushing her sister. But after she’d said it, she wondered if she really was joking.


*	*	*


“Well, Darbee, I think I see Randy’s car pulling up. Are you excited about a new semester?” Her mom looked at her with well-meaning eyes, but they seemed to pierce Darbee right through her gut.

“I guess; it’s just, this holiday’s been real nice, and I hate to leave you and Daddy.” The thought was too much for her, and she felt tears run down her cheeks.

Her mother, misinterpreting the tears, ran over and hugged her. “Oh, baby don’t cry, I know growing up can be scary, but your Dad and I will always be here for you.”

“I know Mama, I know,” said Darbee as she hugged her mother for what seemed like hours and smelling her familiar scent of baby powder. She wanted so badly to run upstairs and lock herself in her room forever. 

Before she could change her mind, she grabbed her suitcase and ran to the driveway, where she got into the car with Randy. Darbee looked back at her Mama standing in the gravel drive and couldn’t take her eyes off of her.  She fought down the urge to get out of the car and tell her what she had done.  She turned to Randy and gave him a fake smile and told him she was glad he was home.  He smiled back at her and said he couldn’t wait to get back to school and love on her.  She grabbed his hand and smiled.  How long of a lifetime can I fake this?  She secretly prayed for God to help her change her feelings toward Randy.  To make her love him. 

The rest of the drive back to school was made in silence as she pretended to be asleep.  She laid her head on the seat thinking that she was becoming a great actress; maybe not the career she had dreamed of, but a damn good actress. 


*	*	*

Darbee became so involved in her play that she thought of nothing else. It was her escape—her great façade. Her professor was helping her and giving her so much advice. She relished the attention, yet she knew it would come to an end all too soon. She worried what she was going to do when the play was over.  

Opening night of the play, Darbee felt as though she would be sick. Her nerves made her shake and her stomach rumble. She felt a new rush of excitement as she saw her family arrive backstage.

“Dad!”

 “You look great,” he cried, wrapping his arms tight around her. “I am so proud of my baby girl.”

“Oh, Daddy, thanks so much.  I’m so nervous about everyone being here.  I just hope all of you like what you see.”

“Honey, we have been so excited about this play that nothing could spoil our night,” her mama chimed in.

Tara ran up and hugged Darbee and kissed her on the cheek.

 “Okay, I have reserved seats for my whole family on the front row,” Darbee explained, handing each of them a ticket. “I want ya’ll to take notes and then later let me know what you think.”

“Darbee, you’re needed in make-up,” her co-star said, peeking around the corner.

Darbee nodded and turned back to her parents.

”Okay, well, I have to go.”

“Break a leg!” her dad said as they left for their seats.

*	*	*

Darbee was standing to the left of the stage as the curtains were drawn.  She felt as if she would faint when she felt a hand on her shoulder and looked up to see Randy.

“Hey, sweetheart, I though you might need some support.”

She leaned on his chest and sighed a thank you.  She really was glad he was there, and for a moment she felt some kind of a feeling that one could mistake for love.  She pushed the thought out of her mind as she prepared to enter the stage. She threw herself in this new world. 

Before she knew it, she was bowing to the crowd.  Everyone clapped and yelled and a few people threw flowers onto the stage. She felt tears stream down her face and beamed a smile to her whole family. Darbee knew at that moment she would never settle for less than the feeling she had at that moment.   

Darbee ran down the stage stairs and quickly hugged her mama, who was smiling from ear to ear.  

“Darbee, we are so proud of you. I always knew my little girl had such talent.”

At that moment Professor Creel walked over to Darbee and told her that the play was one of the best they’d ever had.  He mentioned that the applications for the School of Arts in California were due soon; he suggested she should apply. He told them she wouldn’t have any trouble getting references with her experience and grades.  

Her mom and dad readily agreed.

“You really should think about it, Darbee,” Tara added.

To think: Darbee Hays could be living in California after years of dreaming of moving from the South.  The thought made her feel faint 

Or was it that thought? She felt something, alright. Darbee excused herself and ran to the restroom.

When she walked into the room, she closed the door and felt her stomach rise in her throat.  She threw up in the toilet, and one look in the mirror told her all too well.  

She was pregnant.  

She knew she had missed her period this month, but she just chalked it up to being anxious about the play.  As she stared into the mirror, she knew it was not the play; it was a baby.  

How could this have happened again? They had been so careful; she was even on the pill! 

She walked back to her family in a daze. They were still excited and chatting about how wonderful the play had been.

“Hey, Darbee,” her mama said, “let’s take you and Randy out to celebrate, huh?

“No, thanks. I’m really tired, and after all this excitement, I think I just want to sleep.” 

They all said they understood and said their good-byes with kisses and hugs.

Randy gathered all of Darbee’s belongings, and they walked to his car.  He asked if she really needed to be alone, and she assured him she did.  He leaned down and gave her a big kiss and told her how proud he was of her and that he would just walk to the dorm.  She smiled back.  

She drove out of the parking lot and quickly to a pay phone.  She dialed her Granny’s number and started crying when she answered the phone.

“What’s the matter Darbee? Was the play a disaster?”

“Oh, no Granny; it was a success.” 

“Then what’s the matter?"

“I’m pregnant!” she blurted.

“Well, honey, things like that happen when one’s married.”

“I don’t want to be pregnant, Granny.” She felt a pang of guilt as she remembered a time when she wanted the baby, but couldn’t keep it; now it was the other way around. 

“Honey, I think it’s about time you have a little talk with your Mama and Daddy along with Randy and tell the truth.”

“I know, but I don’t know how.”

“You need to come home and tell them this weekend.”

Darbee paused. She knew it was the right thing to do—the only thing to do—but somehow, she wasn’t sure she could bring herself to do it. “Okay, Granny; I will,” she finally muttered. After a few more words, they hung up, and Darbee began to walk. She had no destination or purpose other than trying to walk away from a life she couldn’t quite escape.

She walked for what seemed like hours looking at the stars.  She saw a falling star and closed her eyes.  She wished that she could be in California and not be married, but she knew that wish would never come true.

When she opened her eyes, she put her hands on her stomach and whispered to her child, “I’m sorry I feel this way; I’ll be better soon, and I’ll be a terrific mother.”

*	*	*

Darbee watched the vein pop in her father’s head as she told him the news. She could not look him in the eye; she just couldn’t bear it. So, instead she focused on that vein and tried to keep her lunch down.

“You’re what?!” he exploded after he took a few minutes to process the news.

“Married, Mr. Hays,” said Randy.  “We got married almost nine months ago.”  He showed them the marriage license to prove he wasn’t lying about the date.  

“And you’re sure your pregnant?” her mom asked nervously.

“I’m sure; I went to the Doctor yesterday.”

“Well, I suppose that’s that,” her mother said, in a way that revealed what she really meant: you’ve made your bed, and now you have to lie in it.

I don’t want to do this, Darbee thought, her blood boiling.  I don’t want to be married, let alone be having a baby.  I don’t love Randy and I don’t want to be here.  I want to be in California! 


*	*	*

It seemed that Darbee’s life was out of her hands now.  Before she could even process everything that was going on, Mama and Randy’s mother were helping them look for an apartment and buying furniture.  All they talked about was the baby and what it might be.  Darbee was so sad when she had to move out of the dorm with Nola.  Nola was her only true friend.  

Despite all the rapid changes, however, Darbee was proud of her apartment and couldn’t wait for Tara to see all she and Nola had done.  She was so excited about Tara coming to see her finally seeing how big her belly had gotten.  The bigger it grew, the more excited she became; it was a part of her, and it made her proud.  She couldn’t wait to share her feelings with Tara. 

“Anyone home?” yelled Tara as she opened Darbee’s apartment door.

“Tara! You’re here!” 

“Honey you look amazing! I believe the saying a pregnant woman glows, ‘cause you’re about to outshine the moon!”

Darbee laughed at her sister’s exaggerated flattery. “Thanks. Come look; I want you to see the apartment and everything I’ve done to it!”

Tara could not believe how adorable the apartment was.  It was small, but so cozy and colorful.  Nola had given Darbee pictures and lots of pillows as a wedding/baby gift. Darbee told Tara that every time Nola came over, she would bring a piece of something to put somewhere.  
“You are so lucky to have Nola as your friend.” 

“Yeah; Hey, guess what? Mama and Daddy finally met her!

Tara gasped. “They did?!”

“Uh-huh, and they thought she was the cleaning lady. Daddy actually told her she sure knew how to clean ‘cause he knew his baby never cleaned her room growing up.”

Tara laughed. “She wasn’t upset, was she?”

“No; she thought it meant she was being a good friend.”

“Did you tell her different?”

Darbee just shook her head. “Nah; it’s not a big deal.”

Tara agreed, and asked Darbee to show her the rest of the apartment, which she did, and chatted the whole time.

Darbee told her sister that she could hardly stay awake in class and couldn’t wait until the baby came.  Darbee told her that she was not going to be able to go to school in the spring because the baby was due around the first of February.
Tara talked about her and Phillip and how she was probably going to move back to Greenwood after they graduated.  Phillip was determined to farm and she was expecting an engagement ring by Christmas.  

“I hope Randy and I won’t move back to the Delta,” cried Darbee.  “I want to try and finish my degree and move out west.  The opportunity for getting my plays published is greater in California than in Mississippi.”

“You can write here in Mississippi and send your plays anywhere Darbee. You don’t have to give up your dream!” 

“Me give up? What about you?” 

“What do you mean?” Tara stopped short of walking into the kitchen.

“Your singing career, stupid!”

She tossed her hair back defensively. “I sing every weekend somewhere. I also write most of my songs, and I have an unbelievable following.  I just don’t want to upset Phillip, and I would move anywhere if he would just give me a ring.” 

“You need more than a ring to make Phillip happy.”

“Now, now, Darbee, don’t be talking about my man,”

“Your man is a bona fide jerk.” 

“You just don’t know Phillip like I do. He can be so sweet and romantic at times. Plus, he’s the richest guy in his fraternity. He practically runs it.”

“Money? You could make more money singing than he could make his whole life!” Darbee stopped, and the two sisters stood in silence for a moment.

“Listen to us,” Darbee finally spoke up. “We haven’t done anything we promised we would do when we were kids.  We are becoming our parents.  We are probably going to move back to the Delta and raise children and be stay at home moms!”

“Don’t you curse me!” Tara cried. 

Darbee gave a half-mouthed smile. “I wouldn’t do that,” she promised, and they silently finished their tour of the apartment. 
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Darbee was so thankful that her Granny and Mama lived so close because they were able to come over nearly every day to help get the nursery together while Darbee continued to attend classes.  Her Granny was probably the only person she could truly tell anything to.  She was a really strong woman, even though she’d had a heart attack several years before.  Darbee just knew her Granny would always be there for her.

“Darbee,” said her Mother one day as she was helping at the apartment, “do you think the curtains are too long?”

“I think they are fine, Mama.  I love how you have made the curtains and the bumper pads all out of the same material.  I think you two are more excited than I am about this baby.”

“Well, of course we are excited about our first grandbaby!” her mother exclaimed.

“Don’t forget my first Great-grandbaby,” Granny chimed in. “I just know it is going to be a little girl! You are sticking straight out in front and that means it is a girl, plus the day the baby is due is the last quarter of the moon, and that’s always a girl.”

Darbee’s Mama and Granny left after dark with the nursery looking so beautiful.  They also cooked her a great supper.  She felt so loved just staring at the room.  She knew she was nesting by the books she had read.  It seemed she loved everyone and everything these days. She even sort of loved Randy. 

As she was standing at the door to the nursery, she heard Randy come up beside her.

“Hey, hon,” he said, hugging her from behind. “The nursery looks great!”

“Thanks.”

“Yeah, but…”

“But what?” she asked, turning to face him.

“It’s just…” he looked a little embarrassed. “It looks kind of like a girl’s room, huh?”

Darbee laughed. “It does look like a little girls room, doesn’t it? I guess that means we are having a daughter.”  Darbee turned and walked down the hall, laughing and singing.

*	*	*


The semester finally ended and Darbee wrapped up all of her classes.  She was beginning to feel like a new person.  She had kept her weight down and looked really good.  The only place she was big was in her stomach, and she still was small compared to all the women she saw at the clinic.  She was getting excited about the holidays and going home to be with family.  She and Randy had decided to spend Christmas day with his family and Christmas Eve with hers.  That was fine with her because Randy’s mother was really nice, and she had gotten closer to her in the last few months.  She would come to the apartment and surprise Darbee by cleaning and having a meal cooked when Darbee got home from school.  She really appreciated all she had done over the past few months.  She just wished she could have feelings like a new mom was supposed to have for their husband.  She hoped that when the baby was born her feelings would change.

“Hurry up, Darbee, we’re going to be late for your family’s Christmas Eve dinner!” Randy yelled from the living room.

“I am hurrying; I just have to wrap a few more gifts and then we can leave.”

“Well, there won’t be any food left at your Granny’s if you keep changing the ribbons on everything you wrap.” 

“Oh, shut up! I just want everything to look pretty. Do you think that I have too many pink ribbons on everything?”

“Well, I don’t think that pink is really a Christmas color, but do what you like. I don’t care and I don’t think anyone else will.”

“Alright, fine; I’ll leave them alone!” They hurried and packed the car, then raced off to her parent’s house.


*	*	*
Darbee twisted and turned in the bed and couldn’t get comfortable.  She woke and realized that her lower back was hurting and her stomach was going in and out real funny.  She got up and walked around and went to the den and sat in the rocker.  Her back was really getting worse.  She decided to call her Mom and rang the number and her Mom quickly picked up the receiver and so did her neighbor on the party line.  Darbee explained to her mother the intense pain she was in. Her mom told her she was sure she was starting labor.  

Darbee woke Randy and told him that her back was hurting and that she thought they should drive to her Mom’s because she might be going into labor.  He quickly jumped out of bed and dressed and packed the car.  They drove in complete silence as Darbee watched her stomach get tighter and her back gets worse each time.  She didn’t know what labor felt like, but she figured this must be the real thing.  They pulled up to her parent’s, and found them standing in the front on the porch waiting.  Her father came over to open the door and helped Darbee out.  

“Hello baby,” he said, trying to sound jovial, “do you think we are going to have a baby today?”

“I don’t know Daddy, but I sure am scared.”

“Now don’t you be scared.  Your Mama gave birth with you twins, and she made it just fine.”  He reached and kissed her on the cheek.

Darbee started to cry and her Mama walked over and told her to go in the kitchen that Mavis was waiting to check her.
Mavis told Darbee to lie down on the bed and she put her hand on her stomach and watched her watch.  She wrote down a few things and after about thirty minutes, she told Darbee that her contractions were about ten minutes apart and she need to go ahead and call her doctor.

Darbee called her Doctor, and he told her to go on to the hospital and they would check her and admit her if she was in labor.  

Well this is it, she thought. No turning back now.

Labor was horrible.  The Doctor walked in and checked her and told her she was four centimeters and then walked out.  She was put in a corner of a small room to labor while a nurse watched her.  After three hours she was crying to see her Mama, and they told her no one could come in.  She was given something to relax her and in her grogginess, she begged them to untie her arms and just let her see her Mama.  She tried to ask them as nice as she could, but to no avail.

“PUSH!” She heard the doctor say. “One more push and your baby will be here.”  She pushed as hard as she could and fell back.  She could hear the doctor say something else, but she couldn’t quite make it out. She blacked out from the pain.  

*	*	*

“Wake up honey, you have a beautiful baby girl,” a nurse was saying.  

Darbee’s eyes fluttered open and were met with the most beautiful baby in the world.  It was hers, and she held her arms out to hold her.  The nurse placed her in her arms and Darbee touched her face and hair and couldn’t stop smiling.  She couldn’t believe that she had produced a daughter.

“This is really a miracle!” she told the nurse.

“Sure is honey; I see it every day and still can’t believe what a miracle life is.”

They rolled Darbee on the stretcher out into the corridor, and all her family was waiting to see her.

“Oh my gosh, she is so beautiful!” screamed Tara.  Tara and Nola had both rushed down after Randy called them. 

Randy reached down and kissed her and told her how proud he was of her and the nurse asked if he was the father. 

“Yes, I am!” he announced proudly.

“Do you want to hold your daughter?” she asked 

Darbee hoped that seeing him holding her would make her feel some kind of emotion, but all of her feelings were for her new daughter.  She loved just thinking the word ‘daughter.’

“Okay let’s get you to your room. You need your rest,” the nurse ordered.

Darbee’s Mama and Daddy watched at the window at their new granddaughter along with Randy’s parents and Randy, all smiling from ear to ear.  

*	*	*

The next few weeks flew by and Darbee was still at her parent’s house.  She felt so safe with her Mama helping with the baby along with Granny. They would bathe and feed the baby, who now had the gorgeous name of Emma Leigh.  Everyone told her the name sounded like Emily, but she always said slowly Emma Leigh, with her southern drawl. Darbee didn’t want to leave.  She loved being with her parents and Granny watching Emma Leigh.

Finally, though, her mother told her she would have to return to her apartment. She was fine, and the baby was fine, and Randy missed seeing her all the time. Besides, the baby should sleep in her own nursery.

Darbee didn’t take the news too well.  She cried all the way home to her apartment.  Her Mama kept reassuring her they would come over once or twice a week and help with the baby, but it was little consolation.
She walked into her apartment and put the baby in her crib and kissed her Mom, Granny and Daddy good-bye.  She sat on the couch and waited for Randy to get home.  She felt so lonely and went and picked up Emma Leigh and held her until he walked in the door.  

“Hey, honey,” he said.  “Are you okay? You look like you have been crying.”

“I have been; I guess it’s that hormone thing women get after having a baby.”

“Well, you’ll be okay, and I am so glad it is just the two of us—excuse me, the three of us—all alone in our home.”

“Me, too,” she lied.

Darbee unpacked all of their things and bathed Emma Leigh and put her down in the bassinet next to her bed.  She had decided not to put her in her room yet.  She needed to be close to her and watch her.  She lay down on her side of the bed and just watched her sleep.  She knew in her heart she wasn’t going to leave her and go back to school.  She just couldn’t put her in a day care.  The most important thing now was what was best for Emma Leigh.

Darbee didn’t know how long she could pretend her feelings for Randy.  She was so grateful he had given her Emma Leigh, but she just felt as if she would explode sometimes.  

Her days consisted of bathing Emma Leigh and watching soap operas and then cooking lunch and thinking of what to cook for supper.  Everyday was the same.  She and Randy only had one car, and she found herself being in the house weeks at a time, only leaving if her parents came and took her somewhere.  Everyone that lived in the complex was single and still partying.  Darbee would hear the loud music and think of what it must be like to be single and living in an apartment, doing what ever you wanted.  She would lay awake at night and fantasize about being rich and living in California.  She would imagine having a huge condo and beautiful furniture.  She would have a nanny for Emma Leigh and no husband.  She would go to sleep thinking of California every night.  She had gotten where she couldn’t wait to go to bed just so she could daydream.


*	*	*

Months passed, with little change. Sex with Randy was always the same; she would pretend to enjoy and moan a few times to satisfy him.  She soon found herself pregnant again.  Randy had walked in to find her crying hysterically.  She had gone to the Doctor and he had confirmed her fears.  

“I don’t know how this could have happened!” Randy said.

“I don’t know either, I thought the pill was supposed to be safe, but the Doctor said when I took those stupid antibiotics for my sore throat, it must have messed me up.” she cried. “I don’t want to be pregnant again, Randy! Emma Leigh isn’t even a year old yet!”

“Well, I graduate in a year, and we’ll move back to Greenwood. I will help run the family business and try to start a franchise.”

Darbee just stared at him blankly. The last thing in the world she wanted to do was move back to Greenwood and have a husband in the ‘family business.’ She wanted to be in California in the acting business! She sat in a daze for several hours, before the sound of a crying baby pulled her back into the real world. 
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“It’s a boy!” Randy ran out and told the family.  This time they had let Randy be in the delivery.  It was a new thing, the hospitals allowing the husbands watch the delivery, but Darbee didn’t like it at all.

“How is she?” her dad asked.

“She is doing great, and the baby’s fine, too. He has dark hair and weighs seven pounds.” Randy floated over and picked up little Emma Leigh, who was only fifteen months old, kissed her, and babbled to her about her new brother.
Everyone went over to the nursery window to see the baby.  Randy got to go in the nursery and take pictures.  He was smiling from ear to ear.  

“Hey everyone, they are bringing Darbee out!” squealed Tara.

Darbee looked absolutely radiant.  She was glowing and had the biggest smile on her face. 

“Isn’t he just the cutest thing you have ever seen?” she said

“He is so precious and tan looking,” her sister agreed. 

“I know, he has my coloring and hair!” Darbee said.

“Honey, I do think he looks like me!” said her Dad laughing.

Everyone was so proud of the new baby and gathered around Darbee in the room, taking turns holding him and cooing over him. They decided to name him Cade, after Darbee’s father, who paraded around the hospital, just bursting with pride.

“Why don’t I stay with you tonight honey?” said her Mama. “Randy can go back to our house and get Emma Leigh down for the night.”

“That would be great, if it’s okay with Randy.” 
“Fine with me,” he answered.

Darbee was glad she could have her Mama alone.  Maybe they could talk about how she was feeling.  She was glad she didn’t have to talk to Randy after being so tired.  She just wanted her Mama and no one else.  She even found herself glad when Tara left.

After everyone was gone, and the excitement had settled down, Darbee decided to ask her mother the question that had been hidden in the back of her mind for months. 

“Mama, do you think I’m a good Mother?”

“Of course you are a good mother,” her Mom answered, holding the new baby boy.  “Why would you ask such a question?”

“I don’t know; my life is really not going the way I’d planned.  I never dreamed I would have two children so quickly. I just don’t want my dreams to interfere with being a good mother.”

“Honey, you just follow your heart. You are doing great with Emma Leigh, and you will do fine with this little one.”

Darbee and her Mama stayed awake most of the night laughing and talking about when she and Tara were young.  She was having so much fun she didn’t want the night to ever end.  This was the best she had felt in a long time.  
*	*	*

Life had settled into a routine for Darbee and Randy.  Cade was such an easy baby; he only cried when he was hungry and slept through the night after four weeks.  Her days consisted of bath times, story times, and nap times—her personal favorite.  Everything was perfect except that she was stuck in the apartment all day with no car.  She would sometimes just drive around when Randy got home just to get out of the house.  

A few months after the baby was born, she took up smoking. It was a wonderful release to breathe in the delicious smoke and exhale her problems away, but the only times she could do it without being found out were those few precious moments she had to herself.

Another added stress on her life was the fact that she and Randy would be moving back to Greenwood as soon as graduation was over.  As she was enjoying one of her few cigarette breaks, she found herself thinking about the harsh turns her life had taken: one minute, people were screaming at her play, and the next, she was a stay-at-home mom. She took another drag on her cigarette and laughed.  She wished she could stop and get a beer, but she didn’t have any money left.  She was married and broke.  

*	*	*

The next morning, Darbee awoke to an odd popping noise and the delectable smell of bacon.

“Granny what are you doing here?” Darbee asked as she entered the kitchen.

“I came to see my little angels, and Randy didn’t want to wake you, so I told him to let you sleep.  He brought little Cade’s bed out here with me and Emma Leigh and I have been having a good ole time.”

“Oh Granny, I love you so much! Thanks so much for coming over and fixing me breakfast; this is such a nice surprise. I get so lonely all day just sitting here with no friends around.”

“Sweetie, sometimes our beds are as hard as we make them. You need to look deep inside your heart and start thinking about how good things are.  You can write plays here at home, if you just set your mind to it.  You don’t have to have no college education to write.”

Darbee didn’t want to try and explain to her Granny how much she needed to learn, and how desperately she wanted to go back to school.

They spent a wonderful day together, but later that afternoon, Granny was looking at the clock and saying she needed to get on the road. Darbee begged her to stay, but she said her eyes weren’t as good as they used to be, and she didn’t need to be driving around in the dark.

Darbee kissed her Granny good-bye at the door and thanked her over and over again.  They had cooked vegetables and all kind of goodies for supper. She had really become the little homemaker.  The thought made her suddenly feel like crying, so she did.  
As she sat on the bathroom floor with a wad of tissue, she found little Emma Leigh standing at the door.

“Mommy sad?”  she asked.

Darbee just picked her up and kissed her all over her face.  She pushed back her beautiful blonde curls out of her face and told her how much her mommy loved her and then tickled her until she was laughing.  She heard Cade crying and went to fix his bottle and feed him.  When Randy walked in the door she was feeding him, and Emma Leigh was playing in front of her.  She looked up and smiled.

“Something sure does smell good. I believe I smell some good ole Granny cooking.”

“You got that right,” Darbee laughed. “Do you think you could run to the store and get me some beer?”

“I already did; I just forgot to get it out of the car. Be right back.”

Darbee couldn’t wait to open a cold one and relax.  Randy walked back in and gave her a beer, and she popped the top.  

“You just sit back and relax, and I will fix our plates and take care of the kids.”  

Darbee welcomed the rest.  She had drunk two beers by the time he told her to come and sit and eat.  She was feeling relaxed and happy.

After supper Randy went and got both the kids to bed and Darbee walked out to the back patio and sat and looked at the stars.  She suddenly saw a falling star and made a wish.  She wished she would fall in love with Randy. That would make her life easier and her world happier. Randy walked outside with a beer and sat beside her on the swing.

“It won’t be long before I graduate along with Nola, and also Tara will be graduating.  I know that is going to be hard on you, but you have to remember what you have done.  Two beautiful healthy children that a lot of people would kill for.”

“It’s alright. One of these days, I’ll go back to school.”

“That makes me happy.  I also want you to get excited about moving back to Greenwood.” 

“Well let’s just take one thing at a time.  I am not looking forward to moving back there so you can just wish that away.”

“Okay, sorry I mentioned it, but I will be working for Dad’s store and trying to update everything and go more modern. We’ll have to save every dime I make because the store is in debt, and I really want to try and save it.” 

She didn’t say it, but she wished he would just let the store go under and forget about it. Their lives were better off without it. 

*	*	*

“Hurry and come on Darbee! The babysitter is here and I need to go get my cap and gown.” Randy yelled. 

Darbee came out of the bedroom looking gorgeous.  She had borrowed a black dress from Nola, and her long brown hair hung over her shoulders.  She wore big gold hoop earrings and couldn’t help but notice how Randy stared at her. It was already 1975, and here she was going to her husband’s graduation.  She never dreamed she would be married and have two kids on graduation day and not graduating herself, but such was life, and they headed off to the school’s auditorium. 

*	*	*

After the graduation, Randy, Darbee, Tara, and Nola went to a local bar, and Darbee had fun for the first time in years.  They didn’t get home until 2:00 a.m. and the baby sitter was asleep on the couch with Cade.  Darbee woke her, put Cade to bed and covered Emma Leigh.  She knew she was going to have to have sex tonight with Randy and that was okay; he deserved it, she convinced herself. She walked into the bedroom and found him fast asleep to her relief and undressed and quietly slipped into bed.  
Morning came too soon with Cade crying, and she looked at the clock. Five-thirty a.m., and she had to stumble out of bed to go feed him.  She picked him up and he smiled and shook his face back and forth looking for his bottle.  She loved it when he did that and just hugged him so tight.  Randy woke about two hours later, and she was fixing breakfast.

“I smelt the bacon cooking and couldn’t wait to eat.  I am starving to death! Do you realize we didn’t eat last night?”

“I know, I was so hungry I had to start breakfast, even if we only got three hours of sleep last night!”

They ate and Randy helped her clean the kitchen.  She asked him if she could use the car to go and see her Mama and take the kids.  He assured her he would love the quietness and kissed her on the head.  

She enjoyed the ride to her Mama’s and the visit went great. Her Dad took Emma Leigh on the golf cart he had bought for yard work and Emma Leigh would squeal every time they passed by.  She would wave and holler, “Hi, Mommy!” Her Dad was holding her in his lap and letting her play with the steering wheel.

Her Mama filled her trunk with all kinds of frozen vegetables that she and Granny had put in the freezer.  She was so grateful to have her parents in her life and thought how nice it was going to be to have them near to help with the kids when they moved back.
She drove back home in silence as both children slept.  She wanted a cigarette and stopped and got out of the car and leaned against the bumper and lit one.  She looked into the sky and promised herself she was going to get a plan.  She didn’t know what kind of plan, but sure as hell something. She was not going to be an uneducated woman and a stay at home mom forever.  She would do something as soon as her precious babies got in school.  With that thought she thumped her cigarette into the field, got in her car and drove home.

*	*	*

“I can’t believe you are getting married and moving back!” Darbee said to Tara as they spoke on the phone.

“Honey, Phillip finally popped the question, and his Mom and Dad said we could live in the house on the plantation that the manager just moved out of.  She was going to have it redecorated by an interior decorator that she was bringing in from Memphis.” Tara excitedly told her.  “She also told me that I could have the maid that lives in the little house behind the big house to cook and clean for me everyday.  Phillip says he wants to start a family on our honeymoon and I told him why not?”

“Marriage and a baby! Are you sure you know what you’re doing, Tara? Why don’t you come stay with Emma Leigh and Cade for a month and then decide.”

“I have already decided, and it is a done deal.  You will be my matron of honor and Phillip’s parents are paying for everything.  Phillip’s Mama said she didn’t want to offend my Dad but she wanted to give me money for the reception.  I am just going to tell them that Phillip insisted, and it was part of his trust fund from college.” Tara laughed.

“Well, if you are happy then so am I.  At least you will be living near me again.  When Randy and I moved back here, I was so depressed.  Our house is so small, but I have to give Randy credit for trying.  He and his Dad added an extra room on the back for Emma Leigh, and I can’t wait for you to help me decorate it for her.” 

“I will do anything I can to help.  Phillip’s mother is taking care of all the arrangements for the wedding.  Mama and I don’t have to do a thing.  She even has someone that is going to address and mail all the invitations.  She has a wedding planner doing everything.  I already have my dress picked out and she told me she would take care of the alterations, decorating the church, and all we had to do is show up.”

“Do you think Mama will get her feelings hurt?  I mean after all this is her only daughter that is having a wedding.”

“Nope, already talked to Mama and she assured me that was fine. Since Granny isn’t doing so well these days, she had her hands full.”

“What do you mean, Granny isn’t doing good?” Darbee clutched the phone tighter. This was the first she’d heard of anything.

“You know, it’s her heart again, and she just needs Mama there to help a lot.”

“Wonder why they haven’t told me; I was just there!” 

“I don’t know, but don’t worry, she is going to be fine,” Tara assured her.

Darbee felt a sickness deep in her stomach.  She pushed the thought away and tried to focus on Tara’s happiness.  She told her she loved her and couldn’t wait for the wedding, and they said their good-byes, and Darbee placed the phone back on its cradle.

She felt overwhelmed with excitement at the thought of Tara moving back, but she couldn’t help but feel a little uneasy, too. 





[bookmark: _Toc263853929]					CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
Darbee combed Emma Leigh’s hair and put it in a ponytail. She couldn’t believe today was her first day of kindergarten! She hurried to get Emma Leigh ready. Tara would be over any minute to keep her company.  She’d married Phillip two years ago, and now they had a little boy, Phillip Jr.  She lived the life of luxury.  She had a nanny that would cook and stay every day with her to help with her little boy.  Darbee couldn’t imagine being so lucky, but she was getting closer to having some freedom.  Cade would start school next year, and then she could hopefully go back to school.  Randy still believed in a one-car family, and she was about to pull her hair out trying to convince him to buy a second car.  

“Hurry, girls, we’re going to be late!” Randy yelled.

“On our way!” Darbee yelled back as she patted Emma Leigh on her backside and told her to hurry.

“Daddy, don’t I look beautiful today?” The girl preened as she pranced into the living room.

“Baby girl, you are pretty as a picture." 

They got in the car and Darbee looked at him with tears in her eyes.  She stared out the window and thought of her Granny and how much she missed her.  She had passed away one year ago, on the same exact day that her Paw Paw had died.  

Darbee was with her before she went into a coma. She had looked at Darbee and smiled and with a whisper said, “Don’t be sad, Darbee I will be watching over you, so you try and be happy for me from now on.”
She died a few hours later.  Darbee’s heart was broken and she had stayed in bed for three days after the funeral.  

“Okay, gang, let’s go to class,” Randy announced, breaking Darbee’s nostalgia.  They all walked to Emma Leigh’s class and the teacher was so sweet to Emma Leigh.  She got down on her knees and talked to her and showed her where her little desk was.  They all smiled at her and Cade ran over and gave her a kiss and they left.

“I can’t do this Randy,” Darbee cried. “I am going to miss her so.”

“Darbee, you goof ball, it’s just school. Enjoy the day!” He laughed.

“Shut up and let me be sad,” she said as they walked to the parking lot.

“Well, I have to get to work so I had better hurry and get you two home.”

When Darbee got home she did the same thing she had done every day: clean.  Cade watched cartoons, and when she was through cleaning, she called Tara.  She lit a cigarette while waiting for Tara to answer.  

“Hello,” Tara answered.

“Hey, what time are you coming over?” asked Darbee as she took a deep drag on her cigarette. 
“I will come over right now; I just got PJ down for his nap.” 

“Why do you call him PJ? It sounds like pajamas.”

“It stands for Phillip Jr., and I like it.  I will be over in ten minutes. I have something exciting to tell you. Now bye!”  

Darbee listened to the dial tone and wondered what the news was as she fixed herself a tall glass of ice tea.  She walked out in the back yard and told Cade to come play outside while the weather was pretty.  He ran after her and played in the dirt pile in the back yard.  She lit another cigarette and sat on the porch swing to wait on Tara.

When Tara arrived, she walked out back and sat next to Darbee on the swing. 

“Hey, girl, you okay leaving your baby at school?” Tara sweetly patted her leg.

“Yeah, I’m okay, now what is your news?”

“I am singing this weekend with Lee at the Ramada Inn Saturday night, and you are going to come watch me.  You have got to get out of this house.  I hate Randy for not getting you a car.  Hell, does he think this is the horse and buggy days?  Hey, there’s an idea! Get a horse!” She giggled.

“I don’t think I should go to the Ramada Inn, Tara,” Darbee answered, ignoring the horse comment.

“Go! You will have so much fun, and you need to get out of the house. You’re just going to hear your sister sing.  Phillip lets me do whatever I want.  He mostly ignores me anyway.  You know, he is really moody.  I didn’t realize how much until we got married. Sometimes, he won’t speak to me for days, but I don’t care because at least he’s not talking to me like I am an idiot.”

“How you are always so happy then?” Darbee asked.

“What do I have to be unhappy about? I have a nanny, money, a new car, clothes. Hell, PJ and I get to do whatever I want.” Tara laughed again.

“Okay, I will ask Randy if I can go and listen to my beautiful sister sing.  I really would love to get out alone and do something.  I am sure Randy will be okay with keeping the kids; after all I have done nothing but that for the last five years.”

“Great, then it’s a plan.” Tara hugged her and squealed.  “Old times here we come!  Here we go again."  

The rest of the afternoon was great.  Tara took Darbee shopping with Cade and bought her some cute tops and a pair of jeans.  She convinced her she needed to look great for the weekend and handed her fifty dollars.  Darbee was so grateful and told her she would help with PJ if she ever needed her when the nanny had a day off. She waved to Tara as she drove off and Tara yelled she was going to let her borrow her car when they went to their vacation home in Florida next month. Darbee glowed with excitement.  

She walked to the end of the street to wait on Emma Leigh at the bus stop.  Right on time the bus driver pulled up and stopped, and the first one off was Emma Leigh smiling from ear to ear.  Darbee had been scared to sign her up to ride the bus, but had no choice. She was glad when she saw Emma Leigh’s face as she got off the bus.

“Hey Mommy, I had so much fun, and I painted, and we played outside on a HUGE playground with slides and everything,” Emma Leigh excitedly told her.

Cade ran up and grabbed her book bag and told her he would take it inside for her.

“That is so great Emma Leigh; I knew you would have fun.” 

Darbee wanted more for her children then she had growing up.  She wanted them to have freedom to visit other children and spend the night and do things she never got to do.  She was not going to keep them from cheerleading camps or parties or anything.  She had a hard time letting go in her heart but she knew she had to for them.

Darbee was so tired of the same routine every day and night.  She would cook supper and Randy would usually help, then she would bathe the children.  She would then fall into bed tired, more from depression than chores. Boredom was what her life had become.  She had dreamed once of living an exciting life.  She wondered where she had gone wrong.  Had she let Brit hurt her so deeply that she let him control her future?  She could almost hear her Granny’s voice saying, “Do something about your life, Darbee.”  She pushed the thought away knowing that her Granny would not approve of her going to bars and drinking.  She had decided that what the hell, she was going to hear Tara and Lee and have a good time.  So what if she had to be selfish and do something by herself.  After all, it was only going to be this one time.

*	*	*

Darbee told Randy good-bye and mentioned to him about going to hear Tara.  He told her he thought that she would enjoy going.  What a dummy, she thought. Does he realize what one night of freedom means to me? She wondered why she thought such a terrible thing about Randy.  He only wanted her to have a good time.  She felt an overwhelming sense of guilt for even considering such a thing.  The one thing she did know was that she couldn’t wait for the weekend so she could go with Tara.

She cooked a good supper for Randy and got the children both in their pajamas.  She took a bath and dressed in the clothes that Tara had bought.  Randy was reading to Emma Leigh as she left, and he didn’t even look up as she told him good-bye. He told her to have fun and was laughing with Emma Leigh as she walked out the door.  She was glad he didn’t notice that she had put a lot of makeup on and had her hair fixed real pretty.  The top and jeans Tara had bought looked amazing.  She felt like a teenager as she ran to the car and drove to the Ramada.  She stopped at the store and got a few beers with the money that Tara had given her.  

The Ramada Inn had not changed much in the last twenty years.  She drove into the parking lot and saw Tara’s car.  She parked by her car and got out.  As she walked into the Ramada’s lounge she noticed that men were looking at her. She felt young and sexy.  She saw Tara waving at her to come to the stage.  She ran up to the stage and they hugged. 

“I am so glad you came. You look great, now will you please try and have some fun!” Tara laughed. 

 Lee winked at her, blew her a kiss and mouthed, “We’ll talk later!”

“I am going to have a great time, just hearing you will be fun.  I haven’t heard you sing and play in so long.”  

“Well we are just about to start.  You can go sit at our table and the waitress will be over to get you a drink.  She’s a good friend of mine, and I told her to take care of you.”  

Darbee walked over to the table and a beautiful girl came over just as quickly as she had sat down and asked her what she wanted to drink.  Darbee thought a minute and told her she would like to start a tab, and she ordered a jack and coke.  A tab, she laughed to herself. She had never started a tab, but she thought it was cool to say anyway.  The waitress soon brought her drink over and sat it on a napkin.  Darbee sipped the drink and almost choked.  She had not had liquor in such a long time.  The more she drank it though the more relaxed she felt.  

Tara and Lee started singing and Tara played the guitar and sang her heart out.  Darbee could have listened to them all night.  A few guys came over to the table and asked her to dance, but she told them she was only there to hear her sister sing.  There was one particular guy that kept looking at her and finally walked over.  

“I’m Patrick, and you must be Darbee, Tara’s twin.” 

“Yes, I am,” she said, surprised that he knew her.

Patrick told her he had known Tara from college.   He said they use to run in the same crowd as he and his soon to be ex-wife had.  Darbee wondered why he was getting a divorce but didn’t want to ask so soon after just meeting him.  There was something about him that was sort of cocky, and she didn’t know if she liked him or not.  He asked her if he could sit at her table, and then he just sat down.  That is rude, she thought.  She realized she didn’t own the table, and he was a friend of Tara’s.  He tried to make small talk with her but she only answered him in short sentences.   She was hoping he would get the message and stop bugging her. 

The waitress walked over to their table as she balanced a tray on her hand and asked if anyone was ready for another drink.  Patrick told her to order Darbee what ever she wanted and to also order Lee and Tara’s favorite beer for their break.  He asked her to put it on his tab.  Darbee just looked at him and didn’t say a word.

“Honey, do you want anything? the waitress asked.

“No thanks,” said Darbee hesitantly.

“Oh, bring her what she had.” Patrick told her, and with that the waitress quickly walked off. Darbee was left speechless.  She just turned to watch Lee and Tara and ignored 
him.  The drinks arrived and Darbee took hers off the tray. 

Tara and Lee walked down from the stage as they announced they would be back after a short break.  Darbee was so glad to have Tara at the table.

“I see you have met Patrick,” Tara laughed, throwing her arms around him. “It’s so good to see you, what are you doing back in the good old Delta?” 

“I had some business to take care of, and I really love getting away from Memphis whenever I can.” 

“Oh that’s right, you moved there right out of college.  How is Lyle doing?” 

“Oh, she’s the same, and my daughter’s doing great.  I see her everyday.”
Lyle must be his soon to be ex-wife, Darbee concluded.

“Why wouldn’t you see her everyday?” asked Tara looking confused.

“Oh, you haven’t heard? We’re getting a divorce.  It’s a long story, and I don’t want to bore all of you.”

“Bore me,” Tara laughed.

“Well, We both just changed.  It happened overtime and one day we looked at each other and agreed we were different people. I am not saying it was easy but we were so young when we married. Hopefully we can be always decent to each other for our daughter.” said Patrick. 

“Oh, I am so sorry,” said Tara.

“Well, thanks but I am going to be okay,” he said, running a finger along the rim of his glass.

“Hey Tara, go to the restroom with me,” Darbee said suddenly.

“Oh that’s right, women can’t go alone; they might get lost,” laughed Lee.

Tara just stuck her tongue out at him and laughed as she grabbed Darbee’s arm and walked away.

“Okay, now tell me about this guy Patrick.  I’m not sure I like him,” Darbee said.

“Oh, he’s a sweetie; he and Lyle use to run with our group at Ole Miss and Lyle was really pretty. Patrick really loved her and they were together all the time.  I always thought they would stay together forever. but that’s just me.  He never raised his voice to her and they acted so in love.” Tara said with a smile.

 “How long were they married?” 

“Well, let me think, probably at least seven years.  After a few years they had their precious baby girl.  We all rushed to the hospital and she was just beautiful.  I remember Patrick beaming showing her to us through the nursery window.”  Tara said.

“Well that is sad they are divorcing,” said Darbee.  “I still don’t know if I like him though.”

“Oh, he’s harmless.” laughed Tara

Darbee and Tara touched up their makeup and walked back to the table to greet Patrick smiling from ear to ear.

“What are you smiling about?” Tara asked.

“Oh nothing, just that you two sure do make this room light up.” Patrick laughed.
Everyone else did, too, and Darbee and Tara sat down. Tara picked up her beer that Patrick had ordered and drank a sip and gave a big sigh as if it was the first drink she ever had.

Patrick asked Tara to dance with him to the tape that was playing during their break.  Darbee watched and thought how good he danced.  She even felt a little jealous that he didn’t ask her to dance.  She noticed how tall and broad his shoulders were. He wore western style blue jeans, cowboy boots, and a great smile.  She had to shake her head to stop staring.  She knew that she shouldn’t be looking at another man and feeling anything.  She knew she had to leave as soon as Tara got back to the table.

Tara and Patrick sat down and Lee commented on how great they looked.  Tara laughed as always and hugged Patrick and told him how nice it was to dance.  She said that watching everyone else dance when you are singing, you could forget how much fun just dancing is.

“Tara, I have to go home,” Darbee blurted.

“Why? We have another set to do Darbee, please don’t go.” 

“Stay, and maybe we can dance,” Patrick said.

“No, I really have to go; I have a busy day ahead of me tomorrow.”

“Alright then,” Tara said sadly. “See you tomorrow. Tell Randy hello for me.”
“Okay, love you, and Lee, you and Tara were better than ever!” Darbee exclaimed as she walked away.
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Darbee climbed into bed quietly so she wouldn’t wake Randy.  She turned on her side and heard his heavy breathing. He was fast asleep. She wasn’t at all tired, and as she lay in bed, her thoughts turned to Patrick.  He had such charisma about him. She couldn’t help but feel a strong attraction that pulled at her like a heavy weight. On the one hand, it was intriguing, but on the other, it nagged at her. Why? What did she have to feel guilty about? It wasn’t as if she’d done anything wrong! She tossed and turned, thoughts bombarding her into the early morning hours. She was not quite sure what time she fell asleep, but it was much later than she should have.  

Darbee woke to Emma Leigh kissing her on the face.  “Wake up, Mama, I have to go to school, remember?” 

Darbee jumped out of bed and heard the shower running. She hated Mondays.  Randy was taking a shower, and she quickly got Emma Leigh ready and woke Cade.  She wanted to leave before she had to face Randy.  She knew she hadn’t done anything, but just seeing him would make her feel guilty.  She was standing at the bus stop when Randy drove by.  He blew a kiss to them and rolled the window down and told them to have a good day.  She wished him the same.  The bus drove up, and she handed Emma Leigh her lunch box and kissed her.  She picked up Cade and ran back to the house.  She couldn’t wait to call Tara and get her to come over.  She turned the cartoon channel on and told Cade to eat a pop tart; she was going outside.  He just smiled as always and took his pop tart.  He was such an easy child, and she was grateful for that.  Just as she picked up her cigarettes and headed outside, the phone rang. 

“Good morning, sunshine,” her mother’s voice came at the other end.

“Hey, Mama! I am so glad you called.  When are we going to have our supper with you and Dad?  Tara told me that you wanted to start cooking our favorite fried chicken and veggies.”

“I thought Wednesday night would be good. We could go to the Wednesday night church service before supper.  It’s only thirty minutes and then we could go home and eat.  You know our church just doesn’t have hardly any members anymore.  You could count on two hands the members we have now.  It would be good to have some children and more faces to see.” 

“Oh that sounds great, Mama; I can’t wait.  I miss your cooking so much.” 
 
She and her Mama talked for over an hour.  When she had finally hung up, she dialed Tara.  Cade was still watching cartoons.  She grabbed her cigarettes and went out back to her porch swing, taking the portable phone with her.  She loved having a portable phone.  Nola had sent it to her for her birthday telling her she needed to get with the times.  

“Hello,” Tara muttered, half awake.

“I need you to get over here now!” Darbee yelled.

“What in the world is wrong with you Miss Grouchy?” 

“Nothing is wrong with me; I just want you to get over here.”

“Okay, let me get a cup of coffee and check on PJ.  I hear him and Marie in the kitchen.”  

Darbee lit a cigarette and waited for Tara to arrive.  

Only a few minutes had passed when the phone rang again. “What does she want now?” Rolling her eyes, Darbee pushed the talk button and yelled, “What?”

“Is this the sweet Darbee I met last night?” the slightly familiar voice said on the other end.

“Yes, who is this?” 

“Patrick,” the man answered.

Shock flooded her. “What are you calling me for?” she asked, careful to remove all traces of emotion from her voice.

“I wanted to see how you were and to make sure no one kidnapped you on your way home,” he laughed.

“Well, I would have been rotten by now if they had.” 

Patrick laughed and told her he didn’t realize she had a sense of humor.

“What does that mean? Did you think I was angry or something?” Darbee shot back.

“Well, I have met friendlier people in my time.”

“I want you to know that I got friendliest in school, and anyway, you shouldn’t be calling me. I am married.”

“There isn’t any harm in talking to one of my friend’s sisters, is it now?” 

Darbee didn’t answer back and just listened to the other end.  She could hear his breathing and felt butterflies in her stomach.

“You there?” he asked.

“Yeah, I just don’t know how to answer that.  I guess it isn’t any harm in talking on the phone.” She began to wonder why she had even made that stupid comment.  
“Okay, with that settled I would like to tell you that I think I would like to know more about you.  Now how many children do you have?” he asked.

“I have two; they are a little over a year apart.  A girl and a boy.” 

“I have a daughter; her name is Hope.” 

“Oh? How old is she?” 

“She is eight, and the light of my life.” 

Darbee thought that was such a sweet statement for a man to say.  Most men were so stoic about relationships, even those to their own children.   

“I really wanted to dance with you the other night,” Patrick said.

“Well, I am married, and I don’t dance with other men,” she answered.

“Oh, I don’t want to interfere in your marriage, I just wanted to dance with you, but I understand where you’re coming from.  I do miss what Lyle and I had in the beginning.

“Oh, I am sorry,  I know that has to be hard for you.”

“It was, but I don’t want to ruin my conversation talking about that when I can learn more about you.  I remember you coming up to see Tara one time at college, and I just watched how you danced and laughed.  I thought you were probably the prettiest girl on the dance floor.  I was walking over to talk to you, and all of a sudden you and this pretty black girl just ran out of the room.”  

Darbee couldn’t believe that he had seen her at Ole Miss.  She remembered exactly when that time was.  She also remembered running out of the room when she saw Brit walking in.  Brit changed my whole destiny.  

“Well, I am flattered that you remembered me.” She laughed, trying to sound as natural as she could.

“Honey, believe it or not, every time Tara and the gang went out with us, I always asked when her pretty twin sister was coming back to see her.  I remember when she told me you’d married.  By then, I was married, and I felt a little sick to my stomach.  Isn’t that strange?” 

Darbee paused, unsure how to respond. Finally, she just decided it was best to end it. “Well, I better go; I have to call Tara because she’s coming over this morning.” 

“Well, I hope to see you again.  I come to Greenwood all the time on business, and I stay at the Ramada.  Hopefully, the next time I am in town Tara and Lee will be playing again, and I’ll see you.”

“Maybe. Bye now.” 

“Bye,” said Patrick, and he hung up.  Darbee listened to the dial tone; her heart was beating so hard she had to sit down.

Tara walked in the door drinking a coke and looked like a million dollars. 

“How do you look so good so early in the morning?” Darbee asked.

“Oh just lucky, I guess, but you look great too!” 

“I feel like shit,” said Darbee.

Tara just laughed and asked her why she had to come over with her college album.

“I want you to show me Lyle, Patrick’s wife.  In fact, he just called me.” 
“That is really sort of weird,” Tara said with a frown.  “That really surprises me.  He’s not that kind of guy, but he did always ask about you from time to time.  Maybe he had a crush on you.” 

Darbee grabbed the album and flipped though the pages.  About halfway through the album, she noticed a younger looking Patrick standing next to a gorgeous blonde girl.   

“Is this her?” she asked.

“Yeah, that’s her. She was real pretty.” 

Darbee looked at her on the page. She couldn’t help but feel so ugly after looking at that picture.

“Hey, I know what you’re thinking, and you are much prettier.  You just never have thought that you looked as beautiful as you are.  I mean, you have to remember in high school how every guy was after you. You’re a beauty.”

“I know, and I’m sick and tired of dwelling on what I haven’t done and feeling self pity. I’m telling you, Tara, I am going to change.  Before long Cade will be in school, and I am going to get some kind of aid and go back to school. Something’s got to be different.”

“I think that would be great! Listen, if I could change the subject real quick, Lee and I are playing at the Ramada the week end before I go to Florida and I want you to come. You really do brighten up when you’re out of this house.” 
“I’ll think about it,” Darbee replied, thinking about what Patrick had said.  She wondered if he would hear about Tara and Lee playing.

The rest of the afternoon was relaxing.  Tara and Darbee watched soap operas all day and napped until Emma Leigh got home.  When Tara left, Darbee got supper started and fed the kids before Randy got off work.  She was going to try and have a relaxing night with Randy and try and show him some attention.  She wanted to be nicer to him.  She didn’t even think that Randy even noticed that she was avoiding him. She had gotten so good at acting that he didn’t really even know the person she really was.

Darbee heard the front door open and the kids ran up to him both wanting to be picked up.  He scooped them both up as if they were light as a feather.  He winked over at Darbee who was standing in the kitchen.

“Hey, I already fed the kids, and I thought while you change clothes I could get the kids ready for bed.  You could read them a book, and then you and I could have a quiet dinner and drink a couple of beers on the back porch.” 

“Sounds like a great idea,” Randy said with a smile.

“Great, I’ll fix us both a plate.” 

Despite her efforts to please her husband, she actually couldn’t stop thinking about Patrick.  She didn’t know if it was because she felt flattered that another man found her attractive and didn’t care that she had children or even a husband.  She wondered if this was how affairs started.  The thought of having an affair was scary.  She had watched the soap stars do it on TV but didn’t know how real people could pull off affairs.  She remembered her Mama talking about Mrs. Dale and how she was scorned from society for having an affair with her boss.  She shivered just thinking about it.  That would never be me, she thought, no, never.

After she and Randy ate supper, they walked outside; she sat on the swing and opened a can of beer.  She looked at the stars and asked him if he thought that heaven was past them.  He just laughed. “Who knows?” he said.

Randy put his arm around her and she laid her head on his shoulder and tears fell down her cheeks.  She wiped them, not wanting Randy to notice.  She reached up and kissed his cheek and told him that she was getting tired and they should go to bed.

She made love to Randy that night, more out of guilt than compassion.  She cared for him, but the feelings would never be passion or love.

She fell asleep thinking of Patrick. She wondered if she would hear from him again.  

*	*	*

The week passed quickly. They had gone to her Mom’s and Dad’s for Wednesday night supper. Tara, Phillip, and PJ were there, too. The children had played together, and Darbee had fun watching them.  

Everyday Darbee stayed home, secretly waiting to see if she would hear from Patrick again.  It was not until ten days later that the phone rang. She couldn’t believe that he had called her again.  They had talked for an hour, and she was surprised at how quickly her guilt was lessening. She didn’t tell anyone, not even Tara. Darbee liked having this little secret from everybody.  

The night finally came that she could leave and go listen to Tara and Lee.  She was so excited.  She dressed and kissed Randy good-bye, and told him thanks for letting her get out of the house.    

“Okay Randy, next time you have got to go, see ya.” Darbee blew a kiss to the kids and went out the door.  

She almost ran to the car.  She couldn’t wait to see if Patrick might show up.  She walked into the Ramada feeling giddy.  She saw Tara and Lee and hugged them both.  They commented on how good she looked.  

She sat at their usual table and the pretty waitress brought her over the drink she had drunk last time.  She felt free as a bird.  She sipped on her beverage and waited for Tara and Lee to start.  She watched them for over an hour. She was looking in her purse when she felt a tap on her shoulder.  Her eyes moved up toward the tall man standing over her—it was Patrick.  Her heart skipped a beat, and she smiled.  He sat down beside her and told her how great she looked.  She smiled and thanked him.  He asked her to dance to a fast song.  It was a song from the Urban Cowboy movie by Charlie Daniels.  She loved the tune.  She noticed that Patrick had on wrangler tight jeans and cowboy boots.  She couldn’t believe how sexy he was.  He was a wonderful dancer, and they laughed as he would swing her to the music.  She and Patrick also danced to a slow song that Tara sang by Ann Murry—“Could I have this dance.”  She loved the way that he felt holding her tight.  She loved the way his breath felt on her face.  She looked up at him and smiled. He reached down and pecked her on the lips.  A feeling of faintness came over her.  Quickly, she looked to see if Tara saw.  No, her sister was lost in the song. Patrick hugged her closer, and she could feel the passion rising.  

“Let’s go sit down,” Darbee said. “I think I need a drink.  This dancing has made me thirsty.”

They walked to the table and Patrick ordered her another drink and one for him also.  He reached under the table and rubbed her hand.  She felt her heart in her stomach.  He looked her in the eyes. She couldn’t believe that she had such strong feelings. She barely knew him!  She remembered her feelings for Brit and thought how young and foolish they were.  She had lived her life since their breakup thinking that she was missing what they had.  She felt scared because she knew Patrick had something that drew her to him, and she knew she wanted more.

The rest of the night they danced and laughed to every song.  Before she even knew the time, Tara announced their last song. The lights came on and everybody got ready to leave.  Tara and Lee had to pack all of their equipment, and Darbee told them she needed to get home.  Tara told her she loved her and would call her in the morning.  Lee blew her a kiss and yelled that he should have snagged Tara when she was unmarried.  Tara just hit him on the arm and laughed. 

Patrick grabbed Darbee’s hand, and they walked out to her car.  He opened her door and as she sat in the driver’s seat he reached down and gave her a long slow kiss.  She kissed him back and then pulled away.

“Patrick, I know this isn’t right.  You really don’t need to call me.  I’m married, and you still have a relationship with your soon-to-be ex.  I mean who knows, you could get back together?

“Darbee, that is the craziest thing I have ever heard.  I would never go back with her.  She’s the world’s biggest control freak. Be careful going home, and I will call you tomorrow.” Patrick smiled.

“Bye,” said Darbee. “You be careful, too.”

*	*	*

Darbee waited all day to hear from Patrick.  The phone never rang except for her Mom and Tara.  She felt like such a fool.  She wondered why he hadn’t called.  She did her usual chores and waited on Emma Leigh to come home from school.  Day after day for five days she sat around the house waiting for the phone to ring and listening to the radio as they played all the Urban Cowboy tunes.  It wasn’t until Friday that the call she had been waiting for came.
“Hello,” she said.

“Well, hello, pretty lady. I am so sorry I never got a chance to call you, but Lyle needed me to keep Hope so she could go on a business trip.  I decided to take Hope camping. We had a blast.  No phones. Just nature and us.”

Darbee’s feelings were hurt, but she knew that she didn’t have any reason to be upset. After all, he owed her no explanation.

“Oh, that’s fine. I was so busy with the kids you would have never caught me home. I wondered a couple of times if you had tried, and I wasn’t here.”

Patrick just laughed and told her he thought about her as he looked at the stars at night.  As he spoke to her, all bad feelings left her.  She loved the way his voice sounded. They talked for over an hour, and then he told her he needed to get to work.  

“Hope I can see you again. Maybe I can take you to supper one night?” he asked.

“Yeah, that would be fun.” 

She hung up the phone and called her Mama to talk, feeling as if her Mom might know what she was doing, or thinking about doing.  She felt guilty talking to her and asked if she could pick her up and take her back to her house.  Her Mama told her she would pick up Emma Leigh on her way there and take her back out to the country.  Darbee felt safe being at her old home.  She told her Mama that she was going to go up to her old room and take a nap.  Her Mama just laughed and said, “You do that honey; I will watch my little grandbabies.”

Darbee climbed the familiar staircase she had climbed for so many years.  She lay on her bed and looked at the pictures of her and Tara on the wall.  Tears filled her eyes and just wished she could go back in time and start over.  She pretended she just woke and her life was just starting back in high school.  She would have walked down the school’s hallway and held her head high.  She would have never been intimidated by any of the other girls.  She would have been the one they should envy.  Soon, she fell asleep.  Her Mama had to wake her to tell her that she needed to get her home.  Darbee rubbed her eyes and hurriedly got up to go.

“Thanks Mama. That felt so good to take a nap and not have to worry about watching any children.”

“You’re so welcome honey; anytime you feel like coming home to escape, you call me.  Since your Granny died, all I do is work in the garden and put vegetables up.  Your Daddy is always trying to tell me how to do everything, and it drives me nuts. I liked working with your Granny; we had a system down pat.”

Darbee laughed at the thought of her Dad trying to control even the canning situation.  She saw him coming in from the field as they walked to the car.  She ran up and hugged him tight and told him good-bye.  He told her she needed to just move back to the country and build a home on her Granny and Paw’s land.  She just kissed his cheek and whispered that he would get real tired of seeing her every day.  He assured her he wouldn’t. 

The ride back to her home was a somber one.  The children looked out the back window sitting on their knees and playing with matchbox cars on the seat.  Darbee just starred out the window and thought of Patrick.  She hoped she would hear from him tomorrow.  When they talked, it made her look forward to something unique and different.

As she and her Mama drove into Darbee’s driveway, they saw Randy getting out of his car.  He walked over to the car and her Mama rolled the window down and reached to give him a hug.  He leaned in the car and told her how great she looked.  She slapped his hand and told him to stop lying.  He swore it was the truth and told her she was just like Darbee: neither one of them knew how beautiful they were.

Her Mama smiled and said, “I better hurry and get home before dark.  I need to run by the grocery and pick up a few staples.”

“Bye, Mama, be careful.  I will call you tomorrow.” Darbee waved bye.

Darbee and Randy walked into the house as Randy reached down and picked up Cade.  He asked them if they would like to go to McDonald’s and get a burger.  The kids squealed with excitement, and Darbee was glad that she didn’t have to cook, so she gave him a smile and they piled into Randy’s car.  
The kids ate and played on the playground as she and Randy sat outside finishing their fries and talking.  He asked if she had fun at her Mama’s, and she assured him that she did.  She laughed and tried to make small talk and patted him on his hand as she finished telling things about what her Mama said.  They looked like the perfect family—both laughing and watching the kids.  

“Hurry up, kids,” Darbee yelled. “We need to hurry home and get ready for another big school day.”

“Please, let us stay a little longer,” Cade begged.

“No, we need to get home. Now, come on!”

When they got home, they both bathed the kids and got them ready for bed.  They took turns reading pages before tucking them in.

Randy put his arm around Darbee as they walked out of the kid’s room.  He kissed her on the cheek.  Darbee flinched at his touch.  She immediately thought of Patrick and how she felt when he touched her.  She undressed and got into bed.  She made love to Randy out of guilt, but she thought of Patrick the whole time. Randy rolled over and went to sleep satisfied, as she lay awake, silently crying.  As she lay awake, she thought of growing up in the Delta and how she had missed most of the fun.  She even missed the partying in college.  Most of the kids she grew up with drank themselves silly, and she never even got the chance to try.

She knew in her heart if Patrick asked her she was going to meet him.  How she would manage it was another thing.  She fell asleep thinking of a plan.

Two days passed before she heard from Patrick again.  When she answered the phone, she was surprised to hear his voice.  They talked about Greenwood and how she disliked living there.  She admitted that her dream was to move away, but she had moved back and was doing things she swore she would never do.  She asked him about his work, and he told her he was a real estate developer and looked for land to buy and developed subdivisions.  He laughed and said he planned on being a millionaire by the time he was forty.  She laughed and said she planned on being something by then.  She looked at the clock and realized that they had talked until it was time for Emma Leigh’s bus to come.  She quickly said good-bye and told him it was a nice change for her day talking to him.

                    
*	*	*


The drive to Winona was about thirty minutes from Greenwood. Darbee was so excited about meeting Patrick for lunch.  She had left Cade with her Mama telling her that she was going to take advantage of having Tara’s car and go to Delta State to check on going back to school in the fall.  She told her she would pick Emma Leigh up from school, and then swing by and pick up Cade.  That way she would have more time with Patrick.  She changed clothes at Tara’s because it was on the way to Winona, and she would change on her way back home. She had borrowed a pair of cute red pants and a white blouse.  The white made her skin look dark and everyone always said that she looked good in white. Her hair hung to her waist and she had put on a little makeup.  She had to admit to herself she looked good.  

She pulled into the Hickory Pit motel restaurant and saw Patrick standing outside smoking a cigarette.  She smiled as she pulled up.  He walked over, looking fine in his jeans and boots.  Her heart beat in her throat as she got out of the car.  He kissed her hair and they walked inside and got a table.  She was praying that she didn’t see anyone she knew.  They got the blue plate special, but she couldn’t eat. He told her he wanted her to go with him to look at a piece of property he was thinking of buying and get her opinion.  She listened, but mostly watched his face as he talked about this and that, not really hearing him.  She just watched his eyes twinkle as he told her about all he wanted to do.

After a bit, they paid the check at their table and went to the front desk.  She watched and wondered what he was doing.  He got back and walked around to a door on the side of the motel.  

“This would be more relaxing than sitting in the restaurant,” he told her.  She just followed him and didn’t say a word.  When she walked in the room, he closed the door behind her.  She turned and he reached and grabbed her and gave her a long kiss and looked at her. She had never felt that kind of passion in her life, and she got lost in the moment in his arms.

On the drive back to Tara’s house she listened to the radio and smiled.  She could not believe that she had made love to Patrick for three hours.  They had not stopped to even drink the beer he bought.  She didn’t realize that she had that kind of passion in her.  She knew that she was not going to live without that feeling ever.  She didn’t know how or when, but she was going to live the rest of her life feeling.  She didn’t care what it might cost her but she was going to find out.  Deep inside she could hear Tara’s voice about Patrick being different, but she didn’t want to listen to her instincts.   She had lived her whole life listening to everybody else, and she wasn’t even going to listen to her own instincts. 

Darbee went to pick up Emma Leigh and then Cade.  She pulled into the driveway and hurried into the house.  She was glad that Randy wasn’t home, and she could change into a sweat suit and pull her hair back. When he got home she told him how her interview went at Delta State.  She told him that she was going to check on financial aid.  He told her he hoped she could get aid.  He told her she would have to try and figure out a ride with someone that was also going.

“Randy, I need a car.  I can’t live my life with two children to pick up and then depend on a ride to school for myself also.  That’s just plain stupid, and I am not going to do it.” 

“Okay, we will check on getting a second car.  Maybe you could drive mine, and I could find an old truck or something.”

“I don’t care, but I can’t be stranded forever, Randy!”

“Okay, Darbee, you don’t have to scream. I said I would work something out.”

Darbee went to bed mad at him, thinking about trying to get a stupid ride to school. How dare he ask her to try and figure out something so stupid.  If she couldn’t get aid, she was going to have to try and get a job or something to buy a car.  Everyone she knew worked just to have a few extra hundred.  After paying for a sitter for afterschool then planning the summer childcare they were working for a hundred dollars net.  The Delta was so backwards! Women were expected to stay home, raise children and let the men control their lives.  Hell, it looked like she was doing just that.  The last words in her head before she fell asleep were “be careful what you wish for.”  The words her Granny spoke often.
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Tara finally came back from Florida, and Darbee was so sad to give up the car.  Having it gave her so much freedom.  She got to pick Emma Leigh up several times at school, go to the grocery store, and even ride through the neighborhoods looking at houses and thinking about Patrick.  She would love to have him in town for a few months.  She couldn’t believe that she had not heard from him in over two weeks.  She wondered if she should tell Tara.  She thought she might wait to see if Patrick called her first and then tell her.  She couldn’t believe after the way she had felt making love to him that he had not called her.  That feeling had to be a two way street for both.  She couldn’t believe it was only her that had felt the passion.  

“Okay, talk,” Tara said, as she stood on her front lawn.

“Talk, about what?” asked Darbee.

“You know damn well what I mean.” 

Darbee just looked at her and didn’t say a word.  

“So you met him,” Tara supplied.

“Yes, and that is all I am going to say.” 

“I told you to watch out; he is not the Patrick I use to know.” 

Darbee still didn’t say a word.

“I love you, and I don’t want to see you hurt.  Do you realize what Daddy would do if he found out you were seeing Patrick?  I shudder to think.” Tara pulled her arms in close to her body.  “I would worry more about Daddy then Randy.  Randy is so damn passive, he would probably in some strange way giving you his condolences.”

“Tara, I don’t want to talk about this right now. Maybe later.”

Tara just shrugged and walked in the house, where a delicious lunch waited for them. They sat on the back porch among the huge magnolias drinking a big glass of ice tea.  Darbee kept thinking how she was going to tell Tara that she had actually made love to Patrick.  She knew she had to tell her.  She never told her about being pregnant in high school, and they had made promises to each to never keep secrets.  She was going to tell her on the way home. 

After a few moments of silence, Tara glanced over at her. “Okay, talk,” she said.

“I made love to Patrick at the Hickory Pit Motel,” Darbee blurted, without even meaning to spill it that way.

Tara sat, speechless, with her jaw dropped. After a few seconds, she closed her mouth, raised an eyebrow, then said, “I don’t know if I am more upset about you committing adultery, or the fact that it was at the damn Hickory Pit Motel.  Did you have barbecue afterwards?”  

Darbee laughed until she cried.  Only Tara could come up with something like that.  

“I will always love you Darbee, and I will stand behind you no matter what- right or wrong. Remember, I am your partner in crime.  I would lie, cheat and steal for you.  I am the one you can call to bury the body if you need help covering up a murder.” She leaned forward and giggled.

“I really think I am falling for him Tara.  I have never felt such passion for anyone.  I realize that Brit was puppy love.” 

“Honey, there is no way that you could be falling in love.  You don’t really know Patrick.” Tara sounded genuinely concerned.

“I know; I guess I am just dreaming. I think about him all day.  I can’t wait to go to bed at night hoping I will dream about him.” 

“What am I going to do with you Darbee?  I am not sure I am going to like this journey we are going to take, but if you take it, I’m with you.”

Darbee smiled, knowing she had a sister who loved her so unconditionally. She didn’t know if that was a good thing or a bad thing.  She just knew she was glad to have her as a sister.

*	*	*
				
Two weeks and still not a phone call from Patrick.  Cade was playing at the new neighbors’ house next door.  They had a little boy his age and Darbee had welcomed the change.  She and the mom had become fast friends. They were the same age, and her name was Peggy.  They smoked the same cigarettes and loved the same beer.  Peggy would bring over a six-pack in the afternoon and hang out with her.  She was a free spirit and Darbee loved that.  Darbee had finally gotten out of the same routine.  She enjoyed having a neighbor that she could talk to during the day.  Peggy was single and had gotten a lot of money from her ex.  She could afford to stay home and not work.  She had caught him with another woman, and he had to give her half his life savings!
While Cade played at Peggy’s, Darbee picked up the phone and dialed Tara’s number. “Tara, can you come over here? I think I’m going crazy. Patrick hasn’t called me in over two weeks.” 

“Yeah, I will be right over. I need to talk to you about Patrick anyway.”

Darbee paced the floor and listened to the radio while she waited on Tara.  She loved the country station that played all the songs that she had listened to with Patrick.  She didn’t even feel guilty about her fantasies, either.  She walked to the window and saw Tara driving up just as the phone rang.

“Hello,” she answered, hoping it was just someone with a quick question or one of those telemarketers she could hang up on. Tara would be at the door any second.

“Hey, good looking, did you think I had fallen off the earth?” Patrick laughed on the other end.

“No,” Darbee replied, heart beating in her throat. “I told you that you owe me nothing.  I’m a very busy lady, and I really don’t sit here and just wait for you to call. You should follow me through one of my days, and then you’d see.” 

Why in the world am I saying such a thing? she wondered.

“Well, I would love nothing more than to follow you around,” he chuckled.

Darbee put her finger over her lips as Tara walked in.  She didn’t want Patrick to know anyone was in the room.  Tara just looked at her and sat on the couch, waiting for her to hang up.  From the look on her face, Darbee knew Tara had already guessed who was on the other end.

“I am coming to Greenwood tomorrow, and I will be staying at the Holiday Inn.  I really want to see you.” 

“I don’t know, I will try and see what my plans are.” 

“Well please try, there is a great band playing, and I would love for you to come hear them with me.” 

“Okay, we’ll see. I really have to go now, someone’s at the door.”

“Bye, love,” he replied.

As Darbee hung up the phone, she looked at Tara and laughed.  “I know you think I’m crazy, but I have waited two weeks to hear from him.  I didn’t want him to think I sit here all day waiting on his stupid calls.” 

“You do!” Tara exploded.

“I know, but he doesn’t have to know that.  I really try and pretend that I am an independent woman.  I really could have been, you know, if I hadn’t married and had children so early, and if I had a car!”

“I need to tell you something about Patrick, anyway.  He and Lyle have been on a two-week business trip.  Lyle wanted him to go with her to watch Hope.  Patrick did as she wanted.  You will not believe where they have been, either. Hawaii.” 

Darbee could feel herself about to cry.  No wonder she had not heard from him.  She couldn’t believe that they went on a trip together.  Their divorce was final now, and he didn’t owe her anything except to be a good father and pay her support.  Traveling together was really going out of his way.

“I tried to tell you, Darbee, that Lyle has a hold on him.  She always did in college, and it looks like she does now.  He loved her; he is just controlled by her because he loves Hope so much that he does anything Lyle wants.” 

“Well, he told me that he was going to be in town tomorrow night, and I want you to come get me.  He said he is going to be at the Holiday Inn and that there is a good band playing.  Please go, I can use the excuse that you want to hear the band, and Randy will believe me.”

“Sure, I’ll pick you up and we can go see Patrick.  I would love to ask him what in the hell he is doing calling my sister.” Tara frowned. 
Darbee told her she didn’t care what she said to him; that she was just glad she would go.

*	*	*

Darbee cooked Randy a very good home-cooked Southern meal of green beans, fried chicken, mashed potatoes and corn bread.  She even had made a great salad.  She had already bathed the kids, did homework and had herself all dressed when he came in the door.

“Boy, something sure does smell good,” Randy said.

“I thought it was about time I cooked you one of your favorite meals.” 

“Well, let’s sit down and eat. You sure do look pretty too.” 

“Actually, I’m going with Tara later to hear a country band she is so interested in hearing.  She hopes that they ask her to sing, and maybe she could perform with them.  I really don’t want to go, but she begged me.” 

“Oh, you know if they hear Tara sing, they’ll want her.” 

“Oh, I know, it’s just that they already have a girl singer, and Tara thinks she’s awful. She hopes somehow she can get a chance to sing.” 

“Well, don’t you worry about cleaning up the dishes.  You’ve done so much, you call Tara after we eat, and ya’ll go do your scouting.” 

Poor Randy, he is so sweet, she thought. He only sees the Darbee he knew in college.  The fake Darbee that I created.

Darbee called Tara after she had eaten and told her that she was ready to leave.  Tara told her she was on her way, so Darbee walked outside for a smoke. 

As she put her cigarette out she paced outside waiting for Tara.  Finally she heard her blow the horn and Darbee ran outside to get in the car.

“You look nice,” commented Tara.

“Thanks, my neighbor Peggy gave me a bunch of clothes that she didn’t wear anymore.  She has really been a lifesaver to me these last few weeks.  I haven’t told her about Patrick and me, but I might. She seems like she would understand and be someone I could confide in.” 

“That’s good; I’m glad you are starting to make friends in your little ole prison.  I thought I was going to have to move you in with me before you went crazy.”

They pulled up to the Holiday Inn and Darbee and Tara walked in together.  Tara waved at Patrick as she spotted him at the bar.  He motioned for them to come over.  He hugged Tara and told how surprised he was to see her.

“I bet you are,” she laughed.

He got up and walked over to Darbee and hugged her.  

“You look absolutely delicious,” he said.

“Thanks.” She was so taken by him she just felt faint.

“Well, let me get you two something to drink. You know the Delta is known for doing nothing but drinking.  I am getting very fond of coming here.  You can have any excuse to drink at any time of the day.” 

“Let’s go sit in front of the band,” said Tara.

“You two go over to that front table, and I’ll get our drinks.  Dirty martini okay with you both?” he asked.

“Sounds good to me,” Tara answered back.

They sat at the front table just as the band was about to begin.  Patrick walked up with a tray and sat it on the table.  He handed each of them their martinis and sat one down for himself.  They all sipped on them and listened to the band.  Patrick asked Darbee if she wanted to dance, and she jumped up in agreement.

He pulled her close and told her how much he had missed her.  He kissed her on the lips and told her he wanted her to come to his room later.  She didn’t say anything.  

The next song the band played was a fast one, and Darbee and Patrick were the only ones on the dance floor.  They laughed and danced together as everyone applauded.  Darbee was a wonderful dancer.  

“You two are amazing on the dance floor,” Tara said as they sat down at the table.

“Thanks, I feel like we have been dancing together all our lives,” Patrick beamed.

Darbee just smiled and held his hand under the table.  He gently rubbed it and smiled back at her.

The rest of the night they just sat and listened to the band until they took a break.  Tara told them that she really needed to get home.  Patrick told her not to worry about Darbee that he would drop her off at her house later.  Tara just gave them a raised eyebrow and told them to take care, and that she would call Darbee in the morning.

Patrick pulled Darbee up from the table and walked her outside.  She noticed they were going toward his motel room, and she was getting nervous.  When they walked inside she fell into his arms not caring that he had not called or that he had been with Lyle for two weeks.  They only thing she cared about was that she was finally with him, even if it was just for a few hours.

Nearly four hours later, Patrick pulled up to Darbee’s house and gave her a long passionate kiss.  He promised to call her in the morning, but she wasn’t going to count on it.  She was so filled with love that she didn’t care what he did. She didn’t know if he loved her, but she knew she loved him. The feelings he brought out in her had to be the way her Daddy felt about her Mama. Her Mama used to say when a man kisses you and your toes curl, then he’s the one.  

Oddly, her thoughts went to Nola as she walked in the front door.  I am going to call Nola and tell her everything.  Yep, that is what I am going to do.  I am going to call my friend Nola and spill my heart out to her first thing in the morning. 

Nola lived in Memphis, and she just might have to have her check on Patrick from time to time.  If anyone could do some checking, it would be Nola.
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Darbee couldn’t wait to see Nola.  They had talked over the past few weeks several times and she had told her about Patrick.  Nola had done some investigating, and she couldn’t wait to see her.  They were going to stay with Tara on Friday night because Phillip was going to be at the fishing camp.  It was going to be like old times.  A real pajama party. Tara said she would make the martinis, and they would stay up and talk all night.  Darbee couldn’t wait to hear the news.  She had tried to live as normal a life as she felt was possible during the last two weeks, even though she had not heard from Patrick.  She and Randy had gone to her Mama’s for the Wednesday night supper and church service.  Her Dad had kept on asking when she and Randy were going to build on her Granny’s land.  Randy had told him that would be great, and she had changed the subject so many times that she felt like a broken record.  

Darbee waited for Emma Leigh, so that she and Cade could walk her back to the house.  She was waiting on pins and needles until September when Cade would start first grade.  Then she really was going to try and go back to school.  She and Randy had talked about how they could afford a second car, and he told her he just didn’t see a way.  She had pouted for days and had even talked to her parents to get an opinion from them.  They told her that a lot of couples are a one-car family with a stay at home mom.  Darbee had told them that she was only going to take morning classes to avoid day care.  She just had to figure out a way to get to class.  She was considering putting an ad in the paper for a ride with someone.  

“Hurry up, Emma Leigh! You and Cade need to go outside and get some fresh air,” Darbee called to them.

“Come on Cade, let’s go swing!” Emma Leigh grabbed her brother and pulled him along.

“I bet I can go higher than you can!” 
“I will fix ya’ll a snack and you can have a little picnic.” 

She walked back in the house, needing the time alone.  As she made the snacks she thought about what to have for supper.  She got so tired of trying to figure out meals every day.  A song came on the radio that made her think of Patrick, which wasn’t unusual because she never stopped thinking of him.  She couldn’t figure out why he was so erratic in calling her. He had told her that he had never felt about anyone the way he had felt about her.  She asked him had he ever made love to anyone like they had, and he told her that he and Lyle used to make love that passionately. Her heart felt like someone had thrown a knife into it, and she found she could not respond back to his answer.  She couldn’t understand: if they had such a great sex life, why did they divorce?  Patrick was a very hard man to try and read.  He was fun, and she knew he liked being with her.  When she was with him, she felt alive.  She could spend the rest of her life waiting on him. Tara told her she was a fool and just a bored housewife, which made Darbee very defensive. She had more character than that! She just never wanted to find anyone else.   

“Okay kids, here are some snacks,” Darbee yelled out to them.

They both ran over to grab some fruit.  Then Cade ran off to go play in his dirt pile.

“Eat first Cade!” Darbee yelled.  “You don’t need to get your hands dirty holding a banana.”

“Sorry, Mama,” Cade said stuffing the banana in his mouth. 
Darbee just looked at Emma Leigh and laughed. 

*	*	*

“Okay, girls, here are my famous Key Lime Martini’s.  Phillip and I had them in Key West, and  they’re wonderful!” Tara bragged, handing both Darbee and Nola a blue-tinted Martini glass.

The girls each took a sip and commented on how great they were.

“I want this recipe,” said Nola.

Tara laughed. “I’m afraid that’s a family secret,” she joked. “Come on, let’s go out on the porch and watch the stars and talk.  I’m so glad that the nanny took PJ to Phillip’s mom’s, so we could be alone.” 

Tara sat on the flowered cushioned porch swing, while Darbee and Nola sat in the chairs next to her.  The crickets were chirping, and they could smell the changing season.  Spring was in the air, and the cool breeze felt so good to them.  They didn’t say anything for minutes as they sipped their drinks.  Darbee loved being at Tara’s and looking across the lake and seeing the moon reflect on the water.  She could have sat there for hours just relaxing.  

Nola broke the silence with her first question to Darbee.

“How in the world did you get yourself in this mess, Darbee, and how are we going to help you get out of it?”

“I never wanted to start an affair.  I always thought in the back of my mind that I would divorce Randy one day, but I never wanted to have an affair, it just happened,” Darbee answered her.

“Well, Patrick lives real close to where I live.  He lives in one of the nicest subdivisions in Memphis.  I also found out that his ex lives close.  She lives in a condo about four or five miles from where he lives.  One day I followed him to her house. I would go over there and stay for awhile, then he and his little girl would leave.  As soon as he would leave, a guy would pull up.  I would assume that is Lyle’s boyfriend. I want you to know that I did not do this investigating by myself.  My boyfriend Duncan just happens to own a private eye agency.” She laughed.  

“You have got to be kidding?” Darbee said.

“No, and I have never had so much fun. I guess you could say you are lucky to have a friend in crime with a private eye boyfriend.” 

They all laughed and Darbee couldn’t wait to hear more.

“He does travel a lot and my boyfriend sends one of his detectives to watch him early in the morning, and he doesn’t come home until late.” 

So he was telling the truth, thought Darbee.

“Jim and I would get a bottle of wine, and then I make him follow Patrick at night.” She laughed.  

“What all have you seen him do?” asked Tara.

“Well, you know I don’t want my best friend in the world to mess her life up, not saying that she has that worldly of a life, but anyway like I said, I wanted to check this man out. Okay, well one night, we followed him over to Lyle’s.  She was standing at the door and we could hear her talking—Jim has these earphones that pick any sound up—she was asking Patrick to stay and eat supper with her.  He was telling her he wanted to spend time with Hope alone.  She kept begging him, and he got mad and told her to stop whining.  As soon as he left, her boyfriend drove up and they left.  I think she just likes to mess with Patrick.”

“I think she does more than mess with him,” Tara said.

“I forgot to tell you Tara, but I’m meeting him next week.  He called this morning and explained why he was at the Holiday Inn with Lyle.” 

“No, don’t tell me he was at a motel with his ex, and you are okay with that!” Nola cried out.

“He had a real good reason.  The sister of someone she knew in college was killed; you probably read it in the paper, Tara.” 
“Yeah, I did read about that.” Tara replied slowly.

“Well anyway, he wants you to come, too, Tara for drinks.” 

“I wish I could be in town. I would love to meet this man in person,” Nola chimed in.

They all laughed, and Darbee told them that she knew she couldn’t continue a relationship with Patrick forever.  She assured them she was going to figure out something.  She told them she wanted to go back to school but had hit a dead end.  Not having a car was causing such problems with her relationship with Randy.  She also told them that Randy didn’t see how he could afford another car.  She knew she had to go back to school before she lost her hours.  She thought she had a couple of years before that happened. When she had Emma Leigh, she was starting her junior year.  She figured she could finish in two years.  She knew she could get aid or scholarships, but without a car she couldn’t do anything.

They all agreed that she needed a car.

“I don’t know about you girls, but I am ready for another martini, how about ya’ll? Tara asked, leaving the room.

They both said they would love one, and Tara went to make them each one.

The rest of the night they didn’t talk about Patrick.  They just laughed and played cards until midnight.  They all got drunk and laughed until they cried.  They looked at old pictures they had taken in college and laughed about the way Darbee dressed.  Darbee always thought she was so cute but after looking at pictures she laughed at how bad she did look.

They all fell asleep in Tara’s bed watching late night movies on TV.


*	*	*

Darbee woke to the smell of fresh bacon cooking.  Marie must be making breakfast, she thought.  She woke Tara and Nola and told them to get up, that she was hungry.  Nola rubbed her eyes and shook Tara.  They all went into the kitchen to see a beautiful table set for them on the sun porch.  The sun porch was Darbee’s favorite room at Tara’s.  She loved the way you could sit on the patio furniture and look across the lake and watch the ducks and the swan.  Tara had decorated the patio furniture with beautiful blue and green cushions.  The sunroom had floor length windows completely surrounding the room with high ceiling fans hanging from the vaulted roof made of copper.  The walls were a rustic pine.

“Marie, you out-did yourself this morning,” Tara crooned. 

“I just made you som of yo favorite foods, Miss Tara,” Marie replied in a very southern drawl.

Marie had cooked fresh bacon, homemade biscuits, cheese grits, and egg casserole, along with  some fresh fruit.

They all sat down, and Marie brought them mimosas in beautiful crystal glasses.

“Okay, now this is the life.” said Darbee.  I think I will just stay here forever.”

Tara laughed and told them “some got it and some don’t.”

After they had finished breakfast, they walked outside and Darbee and Nola left for Darbee’s house.  Tara told Darbee that she would see her later in the day.

As they drove away, Nola used the moments together to give her friend a bit of advice. “Okay, Darbee, I hope you make up your mind and stop seeing Patrick.  I am not necessarily telling you to stay married, but I think you need to get out of your marriage before you start a relationship.”

“I know you’re right, and I was thinking that after I see Patrick one more time that it would be my last.” 

“I know it goes against who you are and what you believe in,” said Nola.  “You may not be in ‘love’ with Randy, but you do respect him.”

“I know, and I am going to decide what to do.  I promise I am not going to make a mess of everyone’s life.  There are the children to think of as well.  I try so hard to be a good mother and wife, and I know seeing Patrick isn’t right.” 

“Well, I am glad you’re thinking clearly.” 

Darbee waved good-bye and told Nola to please call her and thanked her for everything.

As she walked into the house Cade ran up to her and grabbed her around her legs.  She quickly picked him up and kissed him under his cheek.  Soon Emma Leigh was running up and asking if she had fun at Aunt Tara’s house.

“I sure did honey, and I hope ya’ll were good for daddy?” said Darbee.

“Oh they were angels.” Randy came up to her, kissing her on the cheek.  “I am glad you had a good time honey, I know you enjoyed getting away with Nola and Tara without the kids.” 
“We had so much fun, just doing nothing.  It was like old times in the dorm,” Darbee laughed.  

“Well, I am glad you had fun,” Randy repeated as he told the kids to run outside and play.  The weather was getting warmer and warmer as summer neared.

“Yeah, you two need to take advantage of this great weather and let Mama do some good old house cleaning.” 
“I think I will work in the yard,” said Randy.  “It looks like we have our day planned.”

I wish I could be doing anything but cleaning house, Darbee thought to herself. I wish it was already next week and I could see Patrick. She walked to the utility room to gather her cleaning stuff.

*	*	*

Finally, the night came when she and Tara were supposed to go and meet Patrick.  She was so nervous all day that she couldn’t eat anything.   She had talked to Patrick only once, and it was brief.  He told her what time to meet him, and that was about all he said.  She paced back and forth outside, smoking a cigarette waiting for Tara to drive up.  She could see lights coming down the street and saw that it was Tara.  She ran out to her car when she drove up and told her to hurry.  Tara laughed and said that there wasn’t any hurry; they were only five minutes from the Holiday Inn.  Darbee didn’t care; she just wanted to see Patrick.  Her heart would not stop beating.  

“You look like you are going to jump out of your skin Darbee,” said Tara.

“I am,” she replied.

“Well, you look absolutely beautiful.  I love that green blouse on you.  It makes your hair look so dark.”
“Thanks.  It’s one of Peggy’s that she gave me.”

“You really have gotten close to her, haven’t you?” Tara asked.

“Yeah, we’re pretty good friends now.” Said Darbee.  “She’s a lot of fun.  We haven’t ever gone out, but we do have fun talking and spending time together.”

Every thought left Darbee as they pulled into the Holiday Inn.  She was so excited to see Patrick’s car.  They both got out and walked in together.  Patrick immediately saw Darbee and waved to her.  Her heart fell to her feet as she walked over to him.  

“Hey, beautiful,” said Patrick as he kissed Darbee on the cheek. “And you are looking just as beautiful, Tara.”

They all walked over to a table that Patrick had in the corner.  He didn’t take his eyes off of Darbee all night.  Tara saw a couple of her old college friends and left the table to go talk to them.  Darbee was glad that she and Patrick could be alone.

“I have missed you more than you know,” said Patrick.  I didn’t think this week would ever get here.”

Darbee held his hand and told him she had missed him.  She knew that she couldn’t stop seeing him yet, but she would soon.
They got up from the table and started to dance and then Patrick held her and told her that he wanted them to go to his room.  She waved over at Tara and motioned for her to come over.  Tara walked over and Darbee told her she would be back in little while.  Tara just looked at her, and told her she would be going home soon.  She asked if Patrick could take her home.  Patrick assured Tara that he would take Darbee home.  Tara kissed her and with a look that seemed to read “I hope you know what you’re doing,” walked away.

They walked into the motel room and Patrick closed the door.  He went to fix Darbee a drink and brought it to her. She sat down on the bed, and he sat beside her. 

“I have thought of nothing but you for the last month, Darbee,” he said.

She reached up to kiss him and all her fears just vanished as he held her close.
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She waited for another week, then another for Patrick to call.  She knew that she couldn’t live this lie anymore.  She had decided that she would ask Tara today to take her to see their Mama and Daddy.  Though she knew her parents would not be happy about her lifestyle, she wanted their advice more than anything.  

“Mama, Daddy, I have something to tell you,” she opened as she sat in the kitchen with a glass of tea.

“What is it, honey?” her mother asked, pouring herself a glass.

Licking her lips, she prepared her statement. “I’m not in love with Randy.  I never have been and I want a divorce.” 

Her mother nearly knocked over her glass of tea as she poured. Quickly, she grabbed a towel and began to mop up the mess.
“What the hell do you mean, you mean you want a divorce?” her Dad bellowed.  “Nobody made you marry Randy, Darbee, you did that little number on your own.”

“I know Daddy, but I can’t live with him anymore.  It’s not him, it’s me.  He hasn’t done anything, except not get me a car. I just don’t love him!”

“You don’t fool me for one minute, Darbee.  You’ve met someone else haven’t you?” asked her Dad.

Tara’s eyes opened wide with shock.

“Yes, I have met someone, and I do love him,” Darbee declared.

“Who the hell is it?” 

“His name is Patrick.”
Her father’s farmer’s tan reddened even deeper. “What is his last name? He does have a last name, doesn’t he?”

Darbee never really thought much about his last name. “Walker,” she stuttered after a moment’s thought. “His name is Walker.”

“Well, you will call him and tell him you’re not going to see him anymore. I won’t have my married daughter acting like a whore! If I catch you with him again, I’ll make sure you never see those kids again!” He cried, slamming his fist on the table, with a finger pointing directly at her.

Darbee started to cry and her mother walked over and put her arms around her.  The thought of losing Cade and Emma Leigh was too much for Darbee to comprehend.  She felt as if she would faint.  She could barely hear her father’s words as he spoke.

“You and Randy need to move in your Granny’s house. You can rebuild near it but live in the old house in the meantime.  I will talk to Randy about doing just that tomorrow.” 

All Darbee could mutter was “Yes, sir,” and she and Tara left.  

Darbee cried all the way home and neither said a word until they were almost at Darbee’s house.

“Dad’s right, I have got to tell Patrick I’m not going to see him anymore.”  

“I guess that is the right thing to do, Darbee,” Tara agreed.  “I don’t know what else to say.  I just wish you had started school or something.  I really want you to be happy.  I think you will be miserable if you move back to the country.”

“Oh, you have no idea.” 

“When are you going to tell Patrick?” 

“When the bastard calls me.” At that moment, she thought there was no way she could ever hate someone more.

Tara laughed and told her she felt the same way.

They hugged and started laughing through the tears.  

“I guess I will be just like Mama and Granny: planting in the garden, putting up vegetables and working my ass off all summer for the winter to come.”

She looked right into Tara’s eyes and with everything that was in her soul she said, “I might have to do this for a little while, and I will ask God to forgive me, but I am not spending the rest of my life like this.”

She got out of the car, wiped her eyes and walked into her house.
*	*	*

She spent the next few weeks working around the house and thinking of Patrick.  She dreaded telling him, but she had decided she would.

Finally the day came that the phone rang.

“Hello,” she said as she picked up the phone.

“Hey beautiful, I have thought of nothing but you for the past few weeks.  I can’t wait to see you again.” 

Darbee’s heart fluttered as she heard his smooth voice, but she didn’t say a word.  

“Are you there?” he asked.

“Yeah,” she replied.

“What’s wrong?” 

“Patrick, I don’t think we need to see each other anymore.  I mean we haven’t known each other but six months, so we need to stop this before it goes any further.  Someone is going to get hurt.”

“Well, I am hurting now at the thought of not ever seeing you.”

“Look, you have your life and I have mine.  We really shouldn’t see each other with all these commitments to other people anyway.  It would never work.  Like I said, someone is going to get hurt.” 

“I can’t change your mind?” 

“No. Maybe someday another time when our lives have changed, but that time is not now.” She quickly hung up before he could talk her into staying. 

For several minutes, she stared at the phone as if that would change things.  She had to get ready to go to her parents for Wednesday night supper and church.  She needed church and was glad they were going to do communion, so she could go to the front and pray.

Wednesday night supper went as every other Wednesday night supper always had.  She was glad that she had gone up to the alter and asked God to help her with her decision and to forgive her.  In her heart she asked Randy to forgive her, but could never tell him what she had done.  

After church, she and Tara swung on the back porch swing at her parent’s house.

“You know Tara,” Darbee said talking with her lips held tight as she lit the cigarette in her mouth.  I’m glad that I told Patrick that I wasn’t going to see him anymore.  I feel really good about my decision.  You know I spent every moment during the day waiting on him to call.  That was getting boring, especially since he didn’t call but every two weeks or so.”

“I don’t know how you handled him not calling for two weeks after making love to you,” Tara said, swinging her legs back and forth under the swing.

“Believe me, it was hard, and I really hated myself the next few weeks. I couldn’t decide what was worse: the waiting on Patrick or the living with Randy.” 

“I know, sometimes the pasture isn’t really greener on the other side.” 

“Honey, your pasture is greener.” Darbee sighed.

Tara just shrugged, but didn’t say anything else.

“You know, Randy is talking about moving to the country.  He thinks living in Granny’s house is a great idea until we can build one of our own,” Darbee said.

“I know you are not going to be happy in the country Darbee.  Cade is in school now, and it is just you at home alone until they get off the bus.” 

“Well, he wants us to start packing next week and go ahead and put our house up for sale.” 

“Are you serious, that soon?” 

“Yes, he wants to move now.”

“Wow that is quick.  I will have to drive for thirty minutes now just to see you.” 

Darbee couldn’t stand the thought of not seeing Tara every day.  She knew that she would not be able to drop everything and come over or take her somewhere with her living thirty minutes away.  Darbee felt sick to her stomach at the thought.

*	*	*

“Hurry up, Darbee, you need to figure out what you want to pack and what you want to throw away!” Randy told her. “You are walking around here like you are in another world.”

Darbee snapped out of her other world to look at her husband.

Husband. Even the word didn’t sound right. She sat in the middle of the floor and started to cry.  She couldn’t stop herself.  Randy walked over and looked at her like she had lost her mind.

“Honey, I know you love this house, but you are going to love living in your Granny’s house more.” 

This man doesn’t have a clue about what I need or what I think. I don’t love this house! What is he saying?

“It’s not the house, Randy,” she sobbed.

“What is it?” 

“I’m not happy.” As she heard herself speak she couldn’t believe what was coming out of her mouth.  She couldn’t stop the words; it was if someone else was speaking for her. “I am not happy, period.  I haven’t been happy for a long time.  I feel as if I am dying inside.  I was going to ask you for a divorce, but I didn’t want to hurt you. I’ve been thinking of moving to Memphis.”

His mouth dropped open, and his eyes went wide.  He threw the box down to the floor, and the sound of something breaking could be heard with the impact. “Well, I guess we won’t be moving, if you’re going to Memphis.”

“I’m sorry Randy, but I am dying.  I love you, but I don’t think I have ever been in love with you, at least the way you deserve.  You deserve a woman that is not always thinking of another life.  I hate that I didn’t finish college before we married.  I hate the thought of living in the country and doing all the things I swore I would never do.” 

He came over and sat on the floor and put his arms around her.  She leaned against him and cried.

“You know, Darbee, I’m hurt by what you’ve said, but you know I was your friend before I was your husband.  I was so happy that we got married that I didn’t want to ever think about you not being in love with me.  I knew in my heart that you were never in love with me.  I was happy taking you anyway I could get you.  I just let myself believe that my life was perfect.  I sort of forgot where you were in all this, Darbee.”

Darbee looked at him with disbelief.  She knew that he would always be her best friend, but her lover and husband never again.  She held him and cried for what seemed like hours.
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The house was almost empty without Darbee’s things.  She and Tara ate a bucket of fried chicken in the middle of the living room on the floor, along with Peggy.

“I can’t believe you are really moving to Memphis.” Tara choked back a sob.

“I can’t believe it, either!” Peggy echoed. “I am really going to miss you coming over with the kids.  I’m going to come up and see you when my kids go to their Dad’s, though, you can count on it.” She wiped her greasy hands on her blue jeans and stood up. “I really need to get going. The kids’ll be home any minute. Goodbye, Darbee.” She leaned down to give her a hug and turned to leave. 

Darbee loved having Peggy over to say goodbye, but was glad to be alone with her sister.

“Randy has really been understanding,” Tara said.  “I can’t believe he is giving you the car.  I still can’t believe you got the nerve to finally do this.  He never found out about Patrick did he?”

Darbee shook her head. “I can’t believe he is being so understanding either, but it’s probably because he doesn’t know about Patrick.  I’m so glad he doesn’t.  I am grateful to Patrick, though that he made me realize I needed to do some things with my life.  I am scared to death.  Nola has me a two-bedroom apartment near campus that her Dad owns.  She told me that I didn’t have to pay rent until I got on my feet.  The children’s school is pretty close and a bus picks them up and brings them home. Nola has already set that up for me with the school.  I’ll be going to class in the morning, and then tutoring students in the afternoon.  They pay ten dollars an hour to be a tutor in Memphis.” 

“I can’t believe everything is working out so well for you.” 

Later that day, Randy gathered the last of Darbee’s things to load in the trailer.  She hugged Tara real tight and told her she expected her to come and see her next week.  She told her she needed help making her apartment cute.  Tara cried and told her she would try and get some of the same gigs she and Lee had done in Memphis.  She told her she was going to love living in Memphis and would have to take her to all her favorite spots.  The last person she hugged was her Mama.  She just couldn’t speak; she just held her and cried.  Her Mama cried, too.  Words didn’t need to be spoken.  They knew each other’s hearts.

Darbee didn’t talk as she and Randy headed toward Memphis.  Randy was the first to break the silence.  

“I guess you know that it is ironic, that today our divorce is final,” he said.

“No, I didn’t realize that.  I hate that we had to come to this.  I am glad that Emma Leigh and Cade aren’t really old enough to realize what is happening.”

“I know I’ll be getting them as often as I can.  I probably will make a weekly trip to do dinner with them.  It’s only an hour and a half to Memphis.  Remember, we used to make it when Tara was in college.” He shot her a half-grin.

Darbee didn’t want to really think about those days.  She couldn’t even believe that she wanted to move to the place she and Randy got married in.  But she also knew she didn’t really have a choice. 
*	*	*
They stopped at a pay phone for Darbee to call Nola and get directions to the apartment.  Randy wrote them down and they were soon pulling up to the town house.  Darbee couldn’t believe how close they really were to the college.  The townhouses sat across the street from the college and were lined up in a row.  Each one was painted a beautiful light brown with cute flower boxes under the second floor windows.  Nola was standing outside waving to them as they pulled up.  Darbee jumped out of the car and ran to hug her.

“I can’t believe you are doing this for me!” Darbee cried.

“Honey, there isn’t anything I wouldn’t do for you,” Nola said as she walked over to greet Randy.

“Nola, I am so happy that you are going to be watching out for my little family.  As much as I hate them moving, I know that this is what is best,” Randy said firmly, as he shook her hand, though his eyes betrayed his true feelings.

“You are one of a kind, Randy,” Nola said as she hugged him.

“Well, we better get her things out of the trailer before it gets dark.”

Emma Leigh and Cade quickly found some friends outside the town house next door to play with. Darbee and Randy unloaded the trailer with the few things that Darbee had taken.

When Darbee walked into the townhouse she was surprised to see a beautiful sofa and chair with end tables and lamps.

As she looked around she saw bar stools and pictures on the wall.  There was an entertainment stand with a TV and stereo.  Under the coffee table was a beautiful rug that matched the colors in the sofa.

“Nola you really shouldn’t have done this!”

“It’s really not a big deal.  These are a few things I had in my old apartment that I was going to get rid of anyway.  I thought what better person to use them than you!”

“Well everything looks great!”

“I am glad ya’ll like it.”

“I love this place, Nola.  I can’t believe what you have done for me.  I have never had a friend be as good to me as you have been.  I will never be able to repay you.”

“I just want you to be happy.  I am so excited about you living here. The weekends that Randy gets the kids I am going to show you around the famous Beale Street.”

“I can’t wait.  I also can’t wait to meet with my advisor and get my classes underway.”

“Oh, I forgot to tell you that I have eight students all ready for you to tutor in math.  Most of them are taking college algebra and have to pass in order to graduate.  They are going to pay you ten dollars an hour.  You will be tutoring them twice a week.”

“I can’t believe this.  I will finally have money of my own and a car.  I may never get married again,” she laughed.

After they had put sheets on all the beds, Nola gave her a hug and told her good bye.

Darbee tucked the children in bed and fixed herself a cup of coffee.  She was too excited to go to bed.  She sat on her sofa and looked out the beautiful picture window at the college across the street.  She couldn’t believe that she would be going to class next week.  She was glad she had finally made the move.  Telling Randy was the hardest thing she had ever done.  She couldn’t believe that he was as understanding as he was.  She vowed that they would stay close.  She hoped that Randy would find someone that really loved him and would appreciate his good qualities. She thought of Patrick and wondered what he was doing.  She had promised herself that she would not call him.  She needed this time for herself and the children.  Maybe one day, if fate had it in the cards, they would meet again, but right now she needed and wanted time alone.  She knew that she loved Patrick but he had his own problems with Lyle.  Darbee knew in her heart that she needed to concentrate on school and the children.  
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How could time pass so quickly? thought Darbee.  She couldn’t believe that she had lived in Memphis for two years already.   She had accomplished so much in the last year and a half.  She was through with her classes and would finally graduate.  She was so happy that she had gotten a grant to renovate the theater downtown and was going to call it New Stage Theater.  She had so many students to volunteer to help that they were practically going to be up and running by fall.  She and the children had enjoyed working on the theater so much.  The project had gotten her mind off of school and Patrick.  She was going to be the director of the theater and also write and direct plays.  She couldn’t believe that she had put in for a salary of twenty thousand and it had gotten approved.  She would soon be able to buy a house and do things she never had been able to do.  

As she walked to her townhouse, she stopped and looked up in the sky.  Thank you Lord, she thought as she saw a falling star.  She felt the cool breeze and smelled the gardenias in bloom.  The smell of the gardenias made her always think back to her childhood and sitting on her granny’s porch swing.  She felt at that moment her granny was saying I am proud of you Darbee.  She wiped a tear away from her cheek and smiled.  

Darbee put the key in her door and was hoping that Cade and Emma Leigh would want to eat a sandwich for supper and go to bed early.  

“Surprise!” the crowd yelled.

Darbee looked around the room and couldn’t believe all the people in her den. She started to cry when she saw Tara holding a banner along with Cade and Emma Leigh that read “Congratulations, College Grad!” in bold letters.  

“I just don’t know what to say.  I told everyone not to make a big deal out of my graduation,” cried Darbee.

“Well, you deserve a celebration party,” said Nola. “I have watched you study, work, and take care of the children and still maintain a 4.0.”

“I couldn’t have done any of this without all of you,” said Darbee.

She looked over and saw Randy with tears in his eyes.  She walked over to him and gave him a hug.  She was so proud that Randy had met a wonderful girl, and they were really serious.  He had called her one night and they talked for hours.  He confided in her that he really knew what love was when someone loved you back as you loved them.  She was genuinely happy for him.

“You should have brought your new girl for me to meet,” said Darbee as she looked him in the eye.

“No, this is your day, and I didn’t think it would have been appropriate anyway,” Randy laughed.

“Well, I am glad you came,” Darbee said with tears in her eyes. “You have made this so easy for me.  I could not have done any of this without your help.”

“I am very proud of you Darbee, I really am,” Randy said with a smile.

Everyone, including Nola and Tara, gave a toast to Darbee and told everyone to eat the wonderful food that Darbee’s Mama had brought from home.  Everything was perfect as Darbee looked around the room at all of her friends and family that had come to celebrate just for her.   She hugged her Mama and Daddy goodbye and told them how much she appreciated all they had done for the past year and half helping with the children, the theater and more.  Tara and Nola come over and kissed her on the cheek at the same time and told her how proud they were of her.  She cried as everyone left.  Randy took Cade and Emma Leigh home with him for the weekend, just so she could have time to herself.  

She deserved some time, she thought and was looking forward to just relaxing.  She turned the radio on and walked to the couch to lie down.  She was enjoying a glass of wine and listening to a song by Mickey Gilley on the radio.  He was singing “Stand by Me,” and the song reminded her of Patrick.  She closed her eyes and wondered what he was doing.  Was he dating any one, was he married? All these thoughts kept running through her mind.  

She couldn’t believe that she had lived in the same town that Patrick lived in and had not ran into him or even tried to call him.  Now that she was finished with school she couldn’t help but think of him.  She had made a promise to herself that she would focus on school and the children.  She was proud she had stayed true to her promise.  Could she or should she now try and find him? She walked over to the phone and dialed information for a Patrick Walker.  The operator on the other end said, “Hold for your number.” Darbee felt faint as she wrote the number down.  She held the piece of paper for a long time and thought of dialing the number but felt too scared of what he might say.  She walked around the room and walked outside and lit a cigarette.  As she inhaled she felt less nervous about calling him.  She walked back inside and decided to call.  She pressed each number slowly and hesitated between each number. Her stomach was in knots as she listened to the ringing of the line.

“Hello, Mr. Walker’s residence,” the southern lady on the other line said.

“Yes, I was wondering if I could speak with Mr. Walker,” Darbee said nervously. 

“Mr. Walker is out for the evening. May I take a message?” the lady said on the other line.

“Yes, please tell him that Darbee called,” Darbee sighed as she spoke.

“I sure will, honey, can I get your number for Mr. Walker?” 

“My number is 662-555-4958,” Darbee said.

“I wils surely give him the message.”
“Thank you,” Darbee said, and she hung up.

I guess I will now be waiting for a year for him to call, Darbee thought wishing she had not made the call, when the phone rang.

“Hello,” Darbee spoke as she answered the phone.  

“Well hello there, good looking, it is sure nice to hear your voice,” Patrick said.

Darbee dropped the phone and just stared at it.  She didn’t want to pick it up and felt embarrassed that she had dropped the receiver.  After a moment’s hesitation, she picked the phone up and held it to her ear.  “Hi,” she said, not being able to get another word out of her mouth.

“I just walked in the door as my house keeper was hanging up the phone from you,” he said with a laugh. “I have never been so shocked to hear you had called.”

Darbee still couldn’t speak and was thinking about what to say.  “Tara and Nola had just thrown me a party for graduating college, and I heard a song on the radio that reminded me of you.  So I decided to call you.”

“Well, I can’t tell you how happy I am that you did.  I have been thinking of you every day.  I knew you were in Memphis and thought of so many times to call you, but I didn’t want to interfere,” Patrick explained. “Do you mind if I come over? I would love to see you.  I have waited so long for this moment and I don’t think I can wait another minute.” 

Darbee wasn’t expecting to have to answer any kind of question like that, and before she could even think about it, she heard herself telling him to come over. After telling him how to get to her townhouse, she felt foolish.  She ran into the bathroom and touched up her makeup.  It wasn’t long before her doorbell was ringing, and she was looking at Patrick face to face after almost two years.

He looked as handsome as ever and walked in with a bottle of wine, smiling and telling her that he remembered how she loved merlot.  He wanted to congratulate her for graduating and continuing to look amazing over the last two years. 

Darbee blushed at his compliments, thanked him for the wine, and put it on the table as she got two wine glasses out. Patrick asked if she had a wine corker. She gave him the opener and watched as he opened the bottle and carefully poured each of them a glass.

“Let’s sit down and talk.  It has been too long since I have seen your beautiful face.”

“I have been really busy the last two years Patrick,” Darbee explained.  

She told him about school and her theater project.  She explained how her parents had helped with the renovation of the theater and how she couldn’t have done it without them.
He told her he was devastated about her breaking up with him but could completely understand.  He explained that after he stopped seeing her he realized how much control he had allowed Lyle to have in his life.  He was happy to tell her that she had gotten married and even had a baby boy with her new husband.

Darbee couldn’t believe what she was hearing and a smile came across her face.

“I am glad to see you smile,” he said. “I will never forget the pain in your voice when you told me it was over.” 

Darbee blushed again and decided to change the subject. “How is Hope, your little girl, doing?” Darbee asked him.

“She is doing great and growing like a weed.  She looks exactly like I did when I was her age,”  Patrick bragged.  

“I would love to see a picture of her.”

“Well I just happen to have one with me!”

As he pulled the picture out of his wallet, Darbee did notice how much she favored Patrick.  She had his eyes and his beautiful smile.

“She really does look just like you Patrick,” Darbee told him.

“I know, and she acts just like her mother, and that scares me sometimes,” he laughed.

“Well, I have been blessed to have Emma Leigh and Cade act just like Randy.  You know he was always so easy to get along with and so understanding.  That is why it was so hard for me to tell him I wanted a divorce.  We were friends at college long before we got married.”

“I know that was hard for you, and I respect yours and his relationship.  I wish I could have that kind of relationship with Lyle,” he hesitated a moment, as though he wanted to say more, and then shook his head.

“I know, I hope now that Lyle is married, you can get some distance that is healthy and not so controlling,” Darbee said with a smile as she winked at him.

“You have no idea how much I would love that.  She married a really nice guy, and I hope now that she has a baby that she will be happy.” Patrick sighed.

“Okay, now tell me what you have been up to for the last two years,” Darbee said, sipping her wine.

“Same thing I have always done.  I have built a new development in a very prestigious area, and it has done really well.  I worked for a year on the plans.  I am very proud to say that the lots are selling for around 10,000 and homes are being built in the price range of a 100,000.”

“Wow, I must say I am impressed,” Darbee told him.

“Okay, I have to ask this question, have you been dating anyone?” 

“Nope, I have been studying and working on my theater project.  I swore off dating until I got my life in order.  It was the best for the children as well as my parents and all their questions,” she explained.

“I haven’t dated anyone either.  I let Lyle toy with me for about six months, even after she got married.  Her husband finally put his foot down and told me that I needed to get a life.  I just laughed at him and said, ‘Well, you need to keep your wife from calling me everyday all day long.’  I must say that must have been the reason she backed off because I don’t hear from her unless it’s truly something that Hope needs,” he said triumphantly. 

“Finally, you can hopefully have a healthy relationship,” Darbee said with butterflies in her stomach thinking all along that if Lyle ever found out Patrick was dating anyone Patrick might feel guilty.

“Enough talk about Lyle.  I just want to enjoy hearing about all about your plans for the future,” Patrick laughed and hugged her.
Darbee couldn’t believe as she and Patrick shared another glass of wine how quickly time had flown by.  She told him about her plans for the theater and the plays she was working on.  He told her that a day had not passed that he had not thought of her.  He told her he had heard she had divorced and moved to Memphis and every time he had business in Greenwood he would drive by her old house.  She laughed at the thought of Patrick going to the extreme of driving by her house.  He told her he had once called Tara, but only the nanny was home and he didn’t leave a message.  She was really surprised to hear that and glad at the same time that Tara was not at home.  She knew Tara would have told him a thing or two and the thought of that made her smile.

“Well, I better go home.  It is getting rather late, and I know you must be tired,” Patrick said.

Darbee walked him to the door and he gave her a long kiss and told her he was never going to let her go again.  She still felt the same passion she had always felt when he kissed her.  When she closed the door she lay on the couch and just looked at the ceiling letting out a big sigh and closed her eyes.  Sleep came easily for the first time in years.
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Darbee pulled her dress over her head and fluffed her hair.  She had decided to dress casually and wear sandals.  She wanted to be comfortable but sexy at the same time.  Patrick had told her the restaurant was located on the river and they would be eating outside.  She was so excited about having a date.  She had not gone out in such a long time and felt so young.  She looked in the mirror at herself and laughed.   She was only Twenty-six and felt thirty-six.  She had lost a lot of weight over the last year and looked better than she had in a long time.  She still kept her hair long and was tan.  She was hoping that Patrick would find her attractive in the orange sundress.  She looked at her watch and at the same time she heard a knock at the door.

*	*	*
“Reservation for Walker,” said Patrick.

“Follow me Mr. Walker,” said the hostess as she seated them outside on the terrace overlooking the river.

“Oh, this is just beautiful, Patrick,” Darbee sighed.

“I told you this is the finest restaurant in Memphis,” Patrick said.

“I love it, oh I am so happy to be dining out Patrick.  It has been so long since I have been able to really relax and have a good time.”

“I want you to have a good time, Darbee.  Isn’t it nice to know we can go out to dinner and relax and not worry about anything?”

“You do not know how good it feels to have dinner at such a nice place and be able to dress up and feel like a woman again.”
“You’re right, I wouldn’t know about that,” he teased, and they both laughed. As their laughter ended in sighs, Patrick stared at her and said, “You look absolutely beautiful tonight.”

“Thank you,” Darbee smiled.

The waiter came over dressed in a black suit and took their order.  Patrick told him he wanted a bottle of cabernet sauvignon for the two of them.  The waiter came back with two wine glasses and poured Patrick a small glass to taste.  Patrick tested it and found it satisfactory. The waiter then poured each of them a glass and placed the bottle in a silver wine holder wrapped in a napkin.  

“Everything looks so good on the menu,” said Darbee.

“I hear that their veal is absolutely the best,” said Patrick.

“I think that sounds great.  I have never had veal. Remember, I am a country girl.”
“I have a funny feeling, honey, that you could easily drop your country ways very quickly and adapt to the good life,” Patrick told her with his eyebrows raised.

“You are too funny; I love fried chicken and okra.  That’s my idea of a good meal,” Darbee said.

The waiter came over and took their orders as they talked over the bottle of wine about what they had each done for the past two years.  Darbee smiled as Patrick told her about his work and travels.  He told her he had gone to New York for a realtors meeting and how he thought of her as he walked the streets one night alone.  Darbee told him how she felt she would never complete college and was so grateful she had such easy children to handle.  She told him that Emma Leigh and Cade were so laid back and would go to bed at 7:30 every night and never argued about anything.  He couldn’t believe how she was so blessed to have such easy children.  He told her that Hope was an easy child as long as she was away from Lyle.  Lyle was always Hope’s best friend.  Darbee couldn’t imagine being like that with her daughter.  She knew that she was really lucky to have had such good role models as parents.  She didn’t say anything negative to Patrick, but in the pit of her stomach she had an uneasy feeling.

“I am completely stuffed,” said Darbee as they walked out of the restaurant, “I haven’t had a meal like that ever.  I am so glad that we went out tonight, Patrick.”

“I am so glad that you called and let me back in your life,” Patrick said as he put his arm around her shoulder.  

Darbee let out a big sigh as he held her close.  She so wanted him but was determined to keep their relationship at a distance.  Yes, she thought, I will do things right this time. 

Patrick told her he wanted to take a walk overlooking the river.  The bridge was lit up with tiny lights and there was a reflection of the moon on the water.  The scenery looked like something on a Hallmark card.  They walked and Patrick stopped and threw a penny in the river and told Darbee he had made a wish.  She laughed at him throwing a penny and told him that it was the biggest wishing well she had ever seen.  He laughed and told her that he had some mighty big wishes.  Darbee grabbed his hand and they walked for about thirty minutes without saying a word.  The night air felt so good, and Darbee felt as if a weight had been lifted off of her shoulders.  She felt for the first time a peace she had never felt in her entire life.  Maybe Patrick would be good for her.

Patrick held Darbee’s hand as they drove to Darbee’s townhouse.  Patrick had told her he would start looking for her something to buy as soon as her job started.  She kissed him at the door and told him she had a wonderful time.  

“I would ask you to come in, but I am so tired,” Darbee said smiling.

“Well, you get a good night sleep.” Patrick said as he kissed her good night.

Darbee closed the door and leaned her back against it and smiled.  She knew she was going to marry Patrick.  She could just feel it in her soul.  She didn’t know when, but she knew she was.  She walked to her bedroom and took her clothes off and put her pajama’s on.  She crawled into bed and then got back out.  She knelt beside her bed and bowed her head.  She thanked God for all he had given her and told him that she was sorry for not thanking him enough.  She got back in bed and thought of Patrick and quickly drifted off to sleep with a smile on her face.

*	*	*
“Hey Mama, where are you?” Cade’s voice reverberated throughout the spacious townhouse. 
“I’m in your room changing your sheets,” answered Darbee as she ran out to meet him with a big hug.

“Mama, can I have Lisa over to spend the night?” asked Emma Leigh, running up behind her brother.

“Well let’s get all of your stuff in the house and to your rooms and we will talk about it.  You have just gotten back from your Dad’s, and I would think you would be ready to just chill for a while.”

“What’s ‘chill,’ Mama?” asked Cade.

“Oh, just do nothing,” laughed Darbee.

Randy walked up behind Emma Leigh and checked to make sure they were in all right. Darbee gave Randy a look, and he smiled as he walked back outside after kissing the children good bye.  He waved and shook his head and was laughing as he drove off.  Darbee couldn’t believe how their relationship had changed.  How really happy he was that she was happy, and vice versa.  

“Now Emma Leigh, you can have Lisa over after you unpack and check with her Mama to see if it is okay,” Darbee said firmly.

“Yes Mama, I will go unpack and call her right now,” Emma Leigh said as she ran off to her room.

“Why do girls always have to be so silly and squeal about everything?” Cade said with a frown.  

“One day, Cade, you will love to see a girl squeal with delight, I promise, and you won’t think they are silly either,” she said as she ruffled his hair and bent to kiss his head.

Darbee went inside to help the children unpack and was so grateful how Randy had already washed and folded all their clothes and had them ready to put in their drawers.  She wondered what kind of father Patrick was and if he did as much for Hope.  She was sure he did, and she couldn’t help but wonder if Hope and Emma Leigh would get along with each other.  Her stomach felt sick at the thought of them not getting along.  Emma Leigh was such a free spirit, and she could get along with anyone.  Patrick had made references that Hope was a lot like her mother and that concerned her.  She quickly got the thought out of her head and dialed Lisa’s mother for Emma Leigh.  She told Emma Leigh that Lisa was going to be over in thirty minutes and Emma Leigh screamed again with excitement.

Darbee made the girls a tent and got them both flash lights.  Cade refused to play with either of them and said he was going to build his own tent and stay in his room.  As Darbee was making the tent for the girls, she heard Lisa mention a girl by the name of Hope.  Her heart dropped and she sat straight up and listened to what Lisa was saying.  She was telling Emma Leigh about a girl that she met at tennis lessons.  She said she was sort of a snob, but they had played a match together and Hope had won the first game but Lisa had beaten her at the next two.  She told Emma Leigh that she thought it was funny how she stormed off the court and cried to her mama. 

“Hope is a pretty name,” Darbee quietly mentioned to Lisa, “I know a girl named Hope.  Where is she from?” 

“She lives in a really nice area on the river,” said Lisa. “I have seen her for months at the court, but she has just now gotten to be on my league that I play on. Well, level. Her Dad and Mama come all the time to watch her.  Hope has a little brother, and I think her parents are divorced because there is always this other man with them.  I don’t know which one is her dad, though.” 

That has to be the same Hope, she thought. 

“My Mama told me I needed to have her come spend the night one night because she cried when I beat her.  I told my Mama that was dumb, and I didn’t want to, but she said if we are going to be playing on the same league then we have to learn to get along.  Hey, Emma Leigh, you are going to come over when I have her to spend the night.  You have to so I won’t be tortured,” the girl finished dramatically. 

“Yeah, I will come over and meet her.  I love spend the night parties!”

“Ms. Darbee, can Emma Leigh come over next weekend when I have Hope to spend the night?” asked Lisa.
“Well sure,” said Darbee with her eyes opened wide. “If it’s alright with your Mama.”

“Why are you looking so funny Mama?” asked Emma Leigh.

“Just tired, baby, just tired,” answered Darbee as she walked out the door.

Darbee walked into the kitchen to get a cigarette and grabbed the phone to call Tara.  Tara was laughing her head off and told Darbee that she was the only one that could have something like that happen.  She was going to be able to maybe meet Hope and find out from Emma Leigh just how she acts.  Darbee told Tara that she was not going to tell Patrick.  Tara told her she thought that was smart.  Darbee even said if she got over there early enough she might get to meet Hope’s mama.  They both laughed about the thought of all of them meeting and Darbee being the only one that would know the truth.  Darbee lit her cigarette as she was hanging up the phone.  She couldn’t help but be a little excited to see how the girls got along.  She walked back into Emma Leigh’s room and smiled at how much fun she and Lisa were having in their tent.

She checked on Cade and then went to her room and got her planner out to see what she needed to do for the next week.  She saw where she had a meeting with a girl named Tracey.  She was coming in to interview for stage manager.  Darbee was reading over her resume and couldn’t believe that she was moving from Chicago to Memphis.  As she read the resume she was impressed that she was the main stage manager for Black Rose Theater.  Darbee had once been to a play at the theater with her class and everyone was so impressed with the production.  The props and scenery were magnificent.  She read on and saw that Tracy was the one that was in charge of the play that her class had seen.  As Darbee read on she couldn’t believe that Tracey’s passion was helping smaller theater’s get started and off the ground.  Darbee’s heart leapt to have someone with knowledge and experience to help. The excitement of starting the Theater and getting paid for something she loved was a dream-come-true. 

*	*	*
Darbee walked into the theater and looked at her new office.  It was perfect.  She had put pictures up that Nola had given her that were fabulous.  The pictures were of all the old stage actresses on Broadway!  She had posters framed and just as she was hanging one above her desk she heard a voice say.

“Hello Miss Priss, your office looks fab,” Nola said with a laugh.

“Nola, I am so glad you are here, I love all the paintings.  They are great and they make my office look so, well, uh, professional.” Darbee proudly told her.

“You are a professional, sweets, and I am going to be your biggest fan.  I cannot believe how this theater has come together.  It is the talk of the town honey.  We are all looking forward to plays, wine and shows.  You are going to have a wine party before each show aren’t you?” Nola asked with eyebrows raised.

“Well to tell you the truth I have a girl I am meeting today, named Tracey that is coming from Chicago, and she organized everything for the Black Rose Theater.  She will hopefully take the job and be the best stage manager etc.”  Darbee told her with excitement.

“That is awesome; I can’t wait to meet her if she is hired.”

“Well, if you stick around she will be here in about ten minutes,” Darbee said.

“I would stay,” explained Nola, “but I have to meet Daddy for lunch and do some errands for him so I will just have to wish you luck.”

“I will call you later, and thanks for all your decorating skills, I couldn’t have done it without you!”  Darbee said with tears in her eyes.

“Girl, you have got to stop tearing up and thanking me so much.  I am beginning to get a complex.” Nola said as she walked out and blew a kiss.  Darbee raised her hand and caught it.   Nola laughed and shook her head.

Darbee was getting her desk straight just as she heard someone walk in the door.

“Are you Darbee Hays?” the girl asked.

Darbee looked up and saw the most beautiful girl.  She was dressed in a copper sundress and Darbee could tell she was very athletic by her toned arms.  Her long blonde hair was pulled back in a sleek ponytail.  Darbee asked if she was Tracey, and the girl replied that she was.

“I am so glad to finally meet you,” Darbee said. “Your resume blew me out of the water.  I cannot believe that I am so lucky to have someone with your experience interested in stage manager’s position.”

“I have been so excited about moving to Memphis and getting a much quieter life for me and my daughter Tuesday,” the girl answered. 

“Is your daughter named Tuesday?” Darbee asked. “That is such an unusual name.  Well there is an actress named Tuesday Wells.”

“Yes, I named her Tuesday, because I always said she was going to come on June 8th, which happened to be a Tuesday!” 

Darbee knew from the beginning that Tracey was going to be great.  They talked about what Tracey could bring to New Stage.  Darbee just sat and listened to all of her ideas.  She couldn’t even speak because she realized just how much knowledge Tracey had that she herself had not acquired yet.  She also told Darbee that she ran marathons but would not let that interfere with her work at the theater.  She usually only did one marathon a year.  Darbee told her she needed to get into shape and would love to run with her sometime.  Darbee told her she had the job and would be very happy if she accepted the offer.  The money wasn’t too great, but it was decent, and Tracey told Darbee that she was happy to be part of the upcoming New Stage team.  They both laughed and Darbee walked her to the door.   Tracey told Darbee that she would see her first thing in the morning around nine, and they would get down to business.


Darbee sat back in her chair and put her arms above her head and let out a big sigh of relief.  Now she just needed to hire a good assistant.  She had several people in mind but she had to have the best, because her job was going to be so stressful if she didn’t find the right person.  She picked up the phone and called a job placement center and talked to an agent and told her what she was looking for.  The lady on the other end of the phone took Darbee’s information and quickly told her she had the perfect lady.  She was middle age and had run several projects in Memphis for the state expositions.  Darbee had the feeling that this lady would be perfect.  She hung the phone up and immediately, it rang.  

“Hello, Darbee Hayes speaking. May I help you?” 

“Yes you can, I would love to take you to lunch,” said Patrick.

“Hey, Patrick, I have had the best morning.  I just hired a girl named Tracey that is going to be the best asset to New Stage.  And, you’re in luck, I would love to have lunch!”

“Well, I want to show you a house I found for you and the kids that I think you can afford and will love.  It is in one of my developments and I think I can really get you a good deal.  I know the builder, and it is perfect for you.  It has three bedrooms, a great fenced-in back yard, and has a clubhouse and pool for all residents to use free,” Patrick said with pride.

“Oh, I am so excited about buying a house.  I cannot believe I will have my very own home that I bought,” squealed Darbee.

“I figured we would go see the house first and then get a quick lunch,” Patrick said.

“Well, let’s get going!”

Patrick drove about ten miles from where the theater was located and pulled into a beautiful new subdivision with small patio homes.  Darbee couldn’t believe that every home had beautiful trees and was already landscaped.  Darbee was staring at the neighbors’ homes and looking to see if there were children.  She was so glad to see children riding bikes and playing outside.

Patrick pulled into a driveway and looked at Darbee and told her that this was the house that he had in mind.

“Wow, Patrick, I can’t believe this is your development.”

“It is one of the first ones that I started last year. I am really proud of this one,” he told her.
Patrick put the key in and opened the door.  Darbee looked around and couldn’t believe how high the ceilings were and the beautiful picture window near the kitchen overlooking the backyard.  The kitchen had black Formica counter tops, and the walls were a beautiful red.  The hall led to a spacious master bedroom, with its own dressing room! Darbee had never seen such a beautiful home. Two little bedrooms were even nestled side by side just up the stairs—perfect for Emma Leigh and Cade. There was even an upstairs bath in the hall that connected between the two bedrooms, and each bedroom had its own sink and vanity.  She had never seen half baths in a bedroom.  Patrick told her that he got with the builder and thought how nice a private half bath would be for brushing your teeth and getting ready. 

“Patrick, I love it!” she burst out. 
“Well it’s yours.  I got with the builder, and he has already written you a contract and your house payments will only be 350.00 a month.  He finances all of his houses himself.   All you have to do is sign the papers.”

“Oh my gosh! You’re kidding, right?” 

“No, in fact I have the papers right here, and all you have to do is sign your name and the house is yours!” He dangled the keys in front of her face.

“Patrick, I can’t thank you enough!” Darbee gave him a kiss and hugged him.

Patrick pulled her chin up and kissed her long and sweetly. “You can thank me later,” he smiled as he pulled away from her embrace. “Now let’s go grab a bite to eat; then, I’ll take you back to work.”

Darbee could not stop thinking about her new home.  She couldn’t wait to bring Emma Leigh and Cade over tonight.  She was going to call Nola as soon as she got home.  Darbee silently reflected on all the changes in her life over the last eight years.  Emma Leigh was going to be in the fifth grade and Cade in the fourth.  She all of a sudden felt old.  

Patrick pulled up to the theater and reached over and kissed Darbee on the check.  She got out of the car and waved to him and ran inside.  She had so much to do at work and felt as if this was just the beginning of what was to be.
*	*	*

Emma Leigh was running all over the house and Cade was running all over the backyard.  

“Well how do you like your new home?” Darbee asked them.

“Mom, it’s great!  I saw so many kids playing too.  That means I can have my girls club that I have always wanted to have.  Look at all the trees in the back yard.  Dad will have to come over and build me a club house,” Emma Leigh crooned.

“I am sure your Daddy and your Grandfather would love nothing more than to build you a club house, Emma Leigh,” Darbee laughed.

When they got home, the kids ran down the block to tell their friends they have a huge house now.  Darbee picked up the phone to call Nola and told her the news.  Nola also told Darbee some exciting news of her own.

“You are moving where?” Darbee asked in a puzzled tone.

“I am moving to Paris!” Nola screamed.

Darbee held the phone away from her ear for a moment, before bringing it back and asking, “Paris, like France or Tennessee?” 

“France, silly! My Dad is starting a company in France, and I am going to be in charge of designing the new cars that will be the biggest fad in Paris.  Daddy has been researching this for years, and I didn’t want to tell anyone because I was afraid that someone else would find out.  He merged with another company, and I’m moving in a month.”

“I…I don’t know what to say. I mean, I’m happy, but…what am I going to do without you?” 

“Well, be happy for me, Darbee.  All of my relationships have just not worked out, and believe it or not I have met the most amazing man from Paris.  He has been traveling over here once a month, and Darbee I am almost too scared to even say this, but I think he likes me.”

“I am excited for you. That’s great,” Darbee said, but she could not get her voice to sound like she meant it. 

“I love you, Darbee, and you will never know how much it meant to me to have you accept me in the Delta when I went to school with you.  You treated me with respect always, and I will never forget that,” cried Nola.

“Now I have something to look forward to, visiting you in Paris!” laughed Darbee. “I promise like in the movie Gone with the Wind, as God is my witness I will never, ever be poor again, and I will visit you in Paris.”

They spoke for a bit longer, but time took its toll and Nola eventually had to hang up. Darbee sat on the couch and cried for what seemed like hours. She was happy for Nola, yes, but she couldn’t quite be happy about the situation. 
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“Mama, I love where you put the couch,” Darbee said as she walked in the den.

“I am so glad you have a house now, Darbee, this is great! And just look at your Dad and Randy already outside building that tree house for Emma Leigh.”

“I know, Emma Leigh can get anything out of those two men,” laughed Darbee.

 “Okay this looks like the final touch,” her mom said, hanging the last picture on the wall.

“Everything looks great, mom!”

“Well, thank you, darling. You know I don’t mind helping you out. How is your job coming by the way?”

“Oh, it’s great Mama.  I have a great girl named Tracey that I hired as stage manager.  We should be up and running with the new play by the end of the year.  I have to start auditions soon.  Tracey is going to help organize all of the cast calling.  We’re hoping to get great reviews on the first play and hopefully bring in some money.”

“I am so glad for you.  There is no way I can tell you how happy I am for you.  You are the talk of Greenwood.  Everyone thinks that you are going to become famous whenever I tell them you opened a theater.”

“Now that is a joke,” Darbee laughed.  

Tara would be the one that would be famous.  Darbee had in the back of her mind to write a play about a songwriter and have Tara perform the lead.  Of course this would be a long time planning.  Doing a musical was something Darbee had never done before, but for Tara she would try.

“I have to take Emma Leigh to her friend Lisa Jacob’s house. Mama, can you stay here and watch Cade?  I shouldn’t be too long.”

“Sure, honey, take as long as you like,” answered her Mama.

She thanked her and went to get Emma Leigh.  She was so nervous about meeting Hope and maybe seeing Lyle.  On the way to Lisa’s, Emma Leigh was just chatting away, and Darbee did not hear a word she said.  All she could think about was meeting Hope.  They drove up to Lisa’s house as Darbee looked in the mirror, put some lipstick on and fluffed her hair.  She was already dressed in shorts and a t-shirt and looked like any normal mother dropping her daughter off after moving all day.  She walked in with Emma Leigh, and Lisa’s Mom asked if Darbee wanted a coke as the girls ran to Lisa’s room. 

“That would be great.  I have been moving furniture all day and a coke sounds delicious,” Darbee said.

“Well, I know you are so excited to have a new place!” 

“Oh my gosh, you just don’t know.  My Mama is there now, sewing the curtains, decorating and putting things away.  I am so lucky to have her and Daddy come up to help me,” Darbee said with a smile.

Tires could be heard screeching up the driveway. “I think that is Hope coming up the driveway with her Mama now,” Mrs. Jacobs said as she went to open the door for them.

Darbee’s heart skipped a beat as she turned to look at Hope and Lyle walking inside.  Lyle was dressed in a white shirt and jeans.  She had blonde hair that was cut real short and no make up.  In her arms was a tiny baby boy.  Lisa introduced Hope and Lyle to Darbee and yelled for the girls to come meet her.  Hope seemed like a sweet girl.  She favored Patrick so much.  She had beautiful auburn hair and the prettiest smile.  Hope seemed happy to see the girls as she ran over and kissed her baby brother bye.  Lyle kissed her and told her to have a good time.  She told her if she needed anything to call her dad, since she would be going out to dinner that night. Darbee felt a little uneasy as she heard her talking to Hope.  She knew there was nothing strange about having her call her dad, but with Lyle, you just never knew.  With a toss of her short hair, Lyle waved goodbye to Lisa’s mother and never gave Darbee a second glance.

“She seems a little aloof, doesn’t she?” said Mrs. Jacobs with a laugh. “She didn’t even say, ‘it was nice meeting you.’  I hope her daughter is more gracious then her mom.”  

Darbee didn’t say a word; she just sat there and smiled.

Darbee told Lisa’s mom bye and if she needed anything to just call her.  She laughed to herself as she walked to her car.  She should have said call Randy.  She was still giggling as she got in the car.  She couldn’t wait for Emma Leigh to get home and tell her how her night went with Hope.  She wanted them to like each other so much and was hoping that Emma Leigh would want to have Hope over.  How neat would that be if they became friends and then somehow she could pretend to meet Patrick when he brought Hope to her house.  If we started dating, she thought then the kids wouldn’t think it was weird.  


*	*	*

The next day her parents left. Darbee helped Cade decorate his room as he insisted on having a racecar poster on every wall. Afterwards, they ate a sandwich in his tree house. Darbee listened as Cade talked about his plans for his tree house and she couldn’t keep from smiling at her son.  Darbee told him that he was very lucky to have such a great Dad and Granddad.  She then looked at her watch and realized it was time to pick up Emma Leigh. As they walked to the car, Darbee suggested Cade talk to his sister about the two of them deciding on a color to paint their tree house, since her Daddy was going to send the paint back with them next weekend.  Cade looked at her with the biggest smile and asked if he was really going to get to paint the tree house with his sister all by themselves. Darbee just laughed and told him that they could paint it purple for all she cared.  He hugged her and told her how much he loved her.  Darbee hugged him back and kissed him and he quickly wiped it away and told her he didn’t like messy kisses on his face.  She held him down and kissed him again and they both laughed.
The drive to Lisa’s wasn’t far at all from their house.  She was glad because she couldn’t wait to see the girls and ask all kinds of questions.  She and Cade walked in and all three of them were sitting on the floor watching TV and laughing.  Lisa’s mom whispered that they had been great and all three had gotten along so well.  

“Emma Leigh, you ready to go?” Darbee asked as Emma Leigh and Hope turned around to look as she was talking.

“No, Mama, I am having so much fun and I wanted to know if Hope and Lisa could come over to see my new tree house?”

Darbee was so excited that Emma Leigh included Hope.  Hope reached over and hugged Emma Leigh and squealed.  Darbee heard her tell Emma Leigh that her Dad was picking her up and she was sure he would let her go.  She told Emma Leigh that her Dad was really cool.  Darbee felt faint when she heard that Patrick was going to pick Hope up.  She didn’t know whether to stay or run.  

“We can’t leave now Mama,” said Emma Leigh. “We have to wait on Hope’s Dad to get here to ask if she can go with me.”

Darbee couldn’t find her voice; she just barely got “okay” out of her mouth.

Darbee was going to have to act surprised when Patrick came to the door.  She didn’t want him to know that she knew Hope was his daughter, and that she had put it all together.  She didn’t have to wait but a minute before Patrick was ringing the door bell.  Darbee just sat on the bar stool and waited for Patrick to walk in.  She kept her back to him as Lisa walked him in.  The girls ran up to him and were asking all kinds of questions and Darbee turned around and their eyes met.  She almost laughed, but kept her cool as they looked at each other.

“Oh, let me introduce you to my Emma Leigh’s Mom,” said Mrs. Jacobs as Darbee walked up and shook Patrick’s hand and held it tightly.  

“Nice to meet you; I’m Patrick,” he said, cool as a cucumber. 

“Nice to meet you too, I’m Emma Leigh’s mom, Darbee. It looks as if our girls have become friends.  Emma Leigh wants Hope to come over with Lisa and see her new tree house.  We have just bought a new home and her Dad and Granddad finished the tree house yesterday,” Darbee told him.

Cade immediately started telling him how cool it was and he and his sister were getting to paint it all by themselves. He went on to tell Patrick that his Mom said she didn’t care if they painted it purple, but Cade said he and his sister would have to agree on a color other than purple. Patrick winked at Darbee and grinned as he listened to Cade talk about the tree house.

“Well, I would love to see this tree house myself,” Patrick told Cade. “It has been years since I’ve seen one.”  

He looked at Darbee and asked if it was okay to follow her so he could see where he needed to pick Hope up later. It was nearly impossible to contain the laughter as Darbee told him sure.  The girls ran to her car and Patrick carried their stuff out for them.  Lisa’s mom grabbed her hand and told her that she thought Patrick was smitten with her.  Darbee faked a frown and raised her eyebrows, telling her that was impossible; they had just met.  Lisa’s mom laughed and told her she thought he was really cute. Darbee just smiled. 

Patrick was putting Emma Leigh’s things in her car and Hope’s in his.  He looked over at Darbee and winked.  She shook her head and got in the car.  She smiled all the way home and watched the girls on the back seat as Cade sat in the front.

They pulled up to Darbee’s house and Patrick pulled in behind her.  The girls got out with Cade and ran straight to the back yard.

Patrick walked up to Darbee and shook his head. 

“How in the world did our girls happen to meet?” he asked.

Darbee was going to act dumb, but couldn’t lie to Patrick.  She told him the whole story about Lisa coming over and mentioning a girl named Hope at tennis lessons and Darbee figured it out.  
“I met Lyle when she brought Hope over,” Darbee told him.

“Well, I’m sure she was very standoffish; she isn’t very friendly when she meets a good looking woman,” Patrick laughed.

Darbee didn’t tell him that she didn’t speak to her at all. 

“I just hope the girls get along.  I mean wouldn’t that be great if they became friends first before we ever told them we were dating.  We could really all get to know each other through them,” Darbee said.

“This is too good to be true, Darbee.  Things couldn’t work out any better if the girls knew each other first.  I could always ask you out in front of them later, if they become really good friends one day,” he laughed.

“Yeah, I have thought of all kind of ways we could get to go out,” she laughed.

“Well, let’s go see this tree house I’ve heard so much about,” Patrick said.

They walked in the backyard and Patrick told her he was very impressed with the tree house.  The kids were in there just laughing away.  They had even built a room a little higher for Cade to have.  You had to climb two steps to get to Cade’s room.  It was perfect.  Patrick told her that Randy and her Dad had done an amazing job.  She told him that her Dad could build anything.  She was very proud of what they had done and knew that the children were going to have lots of wonderful memories in this tree house.

Patrick walked back in the house and he and Darbee had a coke together.  He told her he would come back in a couple of hours to get Hope.  He asked her if she realized that Hope and Emma Leigh would be in the same school now.

“No, I didn’t realize that Patrick, that is great.  I do hope they become friends,” Darbee told him.

“Me too, honey. Me too,” Patrick said as he leaned down and quickly kissed her. “I will call you tonight and let you know what Hope says about Emma Leigh.”

“I’ll see you later,” Darbee said as she walked him to the door.

Darbee sat outside and watched the kids play.  She especially watched Hope and was very impressed how she got along with both Lisa and Emma Leigh.  She really did seem like a sweet girl.  Darbee wondered if she acted differently around Lyle.

She watched them play for about two hours and gave them snacks to take in the tree house.  She went back inside and started supper.  She decided to cook spaghetti.  It was easy and quick.  The kids loved it, and she did too.  Lisa’s mom had stopped by a little earlier to get Lisa. Patrick came back and got Hope.  She told Hope to come back anytime and play with Emma Leigh and she smiled back and said “thanks.”
Darbee and the kids ate, and she told them to hurry and get their baths and get into bed.  They had a big day tomorrow.  They were going to start at the YMCA summer camp down the street, and they needed to get a good night sleep.  They didn’t argue and did as she told them.  She went into their rooms and kissed them good night.  She was glad to have some quite time for herself.  She walked onto her back porch and sat down.  She lit a cigarette and relaxed.  She promised herself she was going to stop smoking and looked at a falling star and made a wish to quit.  She laughed and told the star to take her love for cigarettes away.  She threw her cigarette away and said no more as she walked inside and prepared to take a long, hot bath.   
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Darbee was so excited to get to work.  When she got to her office, Tracey was already there and had everything organized.  Darbee couldn’t believe how much she had done.  She had contacted stage production workers and an advertising company for the public relations work.

“Good morning, boss!” Tracey greeted her. “I came up here this weekend and straightened my office.  I wanted to get started on all I needed to do to get ready for the play.  Believe it or not, things just always fall into place.  I would love to take the play home so I can get a feel of what I’m going to need to do!” 

“Okay, I’ll get you a copy now,” Darbee replied in utter astonishment. “I would love any advice you can give me.”

“Will do!”

Darbee went into her office and sat in her chair.  She could see the buildings of downtown Memphis through her window.  She had grown to love the area and envisioned posters all up and down the street advertising her plays and events.  She was so happy in her new home, with her job and having Patrick in her life as well.  She still couldn’t get over the coincidence in Hope and Emma Leigh developing such a quick friendship.    

Darbee went into Tracey’s office.  She sat down and asked her if she wanted to go for a drink after work.  Tracey told her she would love to.  Darbee told Tracey that she just needed to chill before going home, and she knew just the perfect place to go.  She was going to take Tracey to the blues bar that Tara sang at during the summers when she worked in Memphis. 

As she and Tracey were walking out the door, the phone rang, and Darbee ran to answer it in time.  It was Patrick on the other end, and she told him that she and Tracey were leaving early to go have a drink.  Darbee sensed a little anger in Patrick’s voice.  She chose to ignore it and told him she would call him tonight.  She and Tracey got in Tracey’s little convertible and drove a few blocks away to the old blues bar.

Darbee walked in and paused. It was as if time had stood still all these years.  The bar hadn’t changed a bit. Even the stage where Tara had performed looked the same. The band was playing, but Darbee’s mind was instantly flooded with memories as she saw the table in front.  Darbee needed this walk down memory lane to reflect on all the changes in her life and where the future was going to take her.   She led Tracey to the table in front; the very table where she and Randy sat as they listened to Tara that night so many years ago. They both ordered a beer and listened to the band.  

“You know this is the very place that my life changed,” said Darbee.  “After Randy and I came here to hear Tara, we got married that night.  We had way too much to drink and I was devastated in the morning.  I am glad I got Emma Leigh and Cade out of the marriage, but I would have never married so young if I had it to do over again.”

“I cannot believe you did that. I never married Tuesday’s Dad. To run off and get married, well I think that showed you had courage, or were just really drunk,” Tracey laughed.

“Trust me, I was really drunk.  We kept it a secret until I got pregnant with Emma Leigh,” Darbee explained.

“My, you have really led an interesting life,” said Tracey.

 “Yeah, I guess you could say that,” Darbee laughed as she drank her beer.

“You know, Darbee, I love being here in Memphis, and I never in a million years thought I would get this job.  I just knew that several people had already applied,” Tracey said.

“Well, we did have quite a few apply, but there was just something about your application that just got me.”

“Well, here’s to a great career for both of us,” Tracey said as she held out her beer for a toast.
Darbee and Tracey sat for an hour and drank their beer as they relaxed and listened to the music.  Darbee knew that she wasn’t going to rush things with Patrick.  She needed time to be an independent woman and not have to answer to anyone.  She had gone to school, was raising Emma Leigh and Cade and now had a new job.  That was plenty to fill her time.  Yep, she thought, you are going to have to just take your time Mr. Patrick Walker, I am in no hurry to do anything…
*	*	*
	
Darbee was glad to be home.  She heard the phone ring just as she and the children were opening the door.  She knew it was going to be Patrick and she just giggled at herself.  She ran to answer the phone, and sure enough it was Patrick.  He asked her if she and Tracey had a good time and she told him they had.  She told him she had just walked in the door and after she got the children to bed she would call him. Patrick told her that Hope wanted Emma Leigh to spend the night.  Darbee replied that that was great and they would talk later about a time.  As she hung up the phone, she still could not believe that Hope and Emma Leigh were becoming fast friends.  She worried about Emma Leigh spending the night at Lyle’s, but she knew she was going to have to let her at some point.

As Darbee was cleaning the last of the dishes she heard someone opening the door.  As she turned around, she saw Nola standing there with the most beautiful corn plant she had ever seen.

“House warming gift,” Nola said as she put the plant in the corner by the picture window.

“Nola, it is so beautiful, I will cherish it forever!” cried Darbee as she ran and hugged her.

Nola tightly hugged her back. “I will miss you so much!  I can’t believe my plane leaves next week!  Daddy has already got someone to decorate and furnish my apartment with all my belongings.  I am still in shock. This is happening so fast!”

“I will love you forever, Nola. Forever.  You have been the best friend I have ever had.  I know my Daddy sometimes would say some very crazy stuff around you, but I know he loves you,” said Darbee.

“Please tell your parents that I will miss seeing them and I hope one day that YOU, Miss Priss, will come and visit me,” Nola cried.

They hugged and made a promise to each other to never forget to call every few months and on their birthdays.

Darbee put her head down and cried as Nola left her house.  Emma Leigh came in the room and hugged her.  Emma Leigh didn’t say a word, she just hugged her mama as if she knew what was wrong.  Darbee didn’t even have to tell her; she knew Emma Leigh knew how her heart felt.
Darbee went to bed and just stared at the ceiling.  She reflected on Nola and how they met years ago in the dorm room and she laughed.  She thought how her life had made so many twists and turns.  She didn’t know if her road would ever just take a straight path, but she wasn’t afraid.  Fear would never ever engulf her soul again.  The road she was taking now was going to be one hell of a ride.  She might slip and slide along the way, but she was going to make it.
*	*	*

Patrick called Darbee as soon as she got to the theater.  She really was too busy to talk but she was happy to hear from him.  He wanted to take her to dinner, and she told him she would love to go.  Patrick could pick her up around seven.  That would give her time to get the kids settled.  Emma Leigh was still talking about spending the night with Hope almost nightly.  She was going to plan when and where with Patrick at dinner.

Darbee walked into Tracey’s office and sat down with a cup of coffee. 
“Whew, I am already so excited about the cast calling we will be doing soon.  We are going to work together and pick the best of the best.  We cannot take any chances of this not being the best opening play for our theater,” said Darbee.

“I read the play, and I loved it,” said Tracey.  “I already have the right characters in my mind, so we can start casting whenever you like.”
“What do you think about the play taking place in the rural south?” 

“I don’t want to change anything.  I just can’t wait to start on this.  We are going to be a hit, Darbee.  You have amazing talent and with my help we are going to make this theater every actor’s dream. I have a meeting with a PR firm, and they are already planning the opening reception. We have been approved for the cost of the reception, haven’t we?” asked Tracey.

“Oh, yes, I made sure to cover everything in our budget.  We have over one hundred thousand for our salaries and production.  I will also be able to put in for another two hundred thousand that has been approved after they see how things work out for cost and plans,” Darbee assured her.

“Well, it looks to me that we will be up and running on schedule,” said Tracey.

“Yep, and I am going to meet with our sponsors and show them our plans.  They are going to advertise for us.  Guess I better get running, or I won’t be able to have my dinner date tonight with Patrick.  I can’t wait for you to meet him.  We use to know each other, but have just recently reconnected,” Darbee explained.

“I can’t wait! Talk to you later,” Tracey said as she shuffled papers on her desk.

*	*	*

Darbee got home and dressed for her dinner date with Patrick.  The kids were staying at the neighbor’s and were so excited about having new friends they would be going to school with in the fall.  Darbee thought about how much she loved her new home and decided she was going to try and meet some of the mothers in the neighborhood.  She had never really gotten close to any of the children’s friends’ parents before, but everyone knew that she was in school and working and didn’t have time to socialize.  

Darbee heard Patrick knocking at the door and when he walked in, he commented on how great her place looked.  She thanked him again for helping her find the perfect home.  He hugged her as they walked out the door.

“I had the perfect restaurant picked out across town, but Lyle wants me to stop by and check on Hope with her new sitter.  Lyle’s husband had taken their little boy to his parents for the weekend, and Hope didn’t want to go.  Lyle had decided to go out with friends,” Patrick explained. 

Why doesn’t Lyle check on Hope?  Why does Patrick have too?  She wanted to ask him those questions, but did not want to disturb the peace. 

“I am sure she’ll be fine, and we can go wherever you want.  I just am glad to see you,” laughed Darbee, trying to play it off.

“Well, let’s go to the jazz bar that you told me Tara used to sing at.  I think I am in the mood for some really good music, and it is close to Lyle’s house if I need to leave,” he said.

Darbee told him where the bar was and her stomach felt extremely uneasy as she tried to fake a smile.  She was glad that Patrick felt open enough to tell her, and she wasn’t going to say a word.  As soon as they got to the bar Patrick went to the pay phone to call Hope and told her to page him if she needed him.

“Is she okay?” asked Darbee.

“She’s fine.  I really don’t know why Lyle couldn’t have gone somewhere close to the house.  She has a pager too,” said Patrick.  

“I need to get me a pager,” Darbee commented, trying to change the subject.

“Yeah, then I can keep up with you all the time and leave messages.  You can get a pager that leaves a voice message.  It’s really cool, unless you get something like, ‘bring toilet paper home,’” he laughed.

“I will check into that for me and Tracey tomorrow.  That is something I am sure we could both use.”

“Well, I want to tell you that you look beautiful tonight and I just want to kiss you right here,” he said as he leaned over to give her a big kiss on the lips.

“That was unexpected,” she breathed, coming back from his kiss.

“Darbee, I know you know I love you,” he said just as the waiter came to take their order.

Patrick placed their drink orders and said they would order food later.  Darbee didn’t say a word; she just looked down at the menu.

“Did you hear what I said?” he asked.

“You said you loved me,” she answered.

“And?” he questioned again.

“And I think you know I never stopped loving you.  I don’t think I have ever loved anyone but you, Patrick.  Well, at least the way you are supposed to love someone,” she admitted. 
“I don’t think I can wait forever to start dating you.  I want Hope to meet you and know and love you as I do.  I want to know your children also.  I think when Emma Leigh comes to spend the night at my house, you and Cade need to stay for a little visit, and we can let the children see us laughing and talking,” Patrick said with a smile as he held her hand.

“Sounds like a plan to me, but Patrick, I am going to tell you the truth.” She sucked in a deep breath and prepared. “I’ve decided, I’m not going to have sex with you this time. I am going to wait until I get married—to whoever it is.  I am going to do it the old-fashioned way this time, even if it kills me.”

“Wow, that is pressure!” he teased.  “Will you marry me tonight?  We can worry about the kids meeting later.”

Darbee giggled as the waiter came with their drinks and took their order.  They listened to the band and laughed and talked and then Patrick’s pager went off.  He excused himself and when he came back to the table, he said Lyle had paged him, and she was worried because no one would answer the phone at the house.  He tried to call Hope, and she didn’t answer, so he asked if they could leave. Darbee quickly got up and followed him out the door.  When they got into the car, Patrick seemed nervous and drove pretty quickly to Lyle’s house.  When he got there he found Hope and the baby sitter sitting outside looking at falling stars and making wishes.  

He went up to them and talked for a moment, then turned around and climbed back in the car with Darbee. When he shut the door, he told Darbee that he felt so dumb rushing over and told her that Hope was fine.  He told Darbee that he just told Hope to take the phone outside next time.  He told Darbee that Hope laughed and said she was wishing he could find a girlfriend so he would stop worrying about her.  

“Well, that is a good sign,” Darbee said as she laughed.
“Do you want to go have a drink somewhere else?  I really don’t want to take you home just yet,” said Patrick.

“I really need to get home Patrick.  I have so much to do tomorrow.  I will have to tell you all my plans that Tracey and I have put into action the next time we go out,” said Darbee.

Patrick drove Darbee home and when he stopped the car in front of her house he reached and held her tightly for a long time.  He gave her a long passionate kiss, and she kissed him back.  He whispered in her ear that he loved her.  When she got out of the car she blew him a kiss and he pretended to catch it.  She waltzed in the house and went straight to the phone.  She had to call Tara and tell her about the pager incident and what Lyle had Patrick do while they were out.  

“Hey,” she said as Tara answered the phone. “I need to ask you something.  Patrick and I had a date tonight, and we had to eat close to Lyle’s house in case Hope needed him.   She was going out with friends and instead of her staying close to Hope, she called and made Patrick change his plans and stay near her house.  I can’t explain why, but this makes me feel very weird and uncomfortable.  Then she paged him and said that the sitter would not answer the phone and asked him to go check on Hope,” explained Darbee.

Tara was silent for a minute before she finally answered, “Well, I told you before that Patrick has a lot of problems with that woman.  I knew her in college, and it seems to me that she hasn’t changed at all.  I am telling you Darbee, if you and Patrick ever do get together she will make your life a living hell.”
“I know you’re right, and I guess I should be concerned.  I really know that Patrick cares for me, but Lyle is so controlling. Hope is such a sweet child, and I think she acts totally different around her mother.  I think when she is with Patrick she’s great,” explained Darbee.

“I would take it very slow.  You and Patrick need to meet with the children eventually, and then let Lyle in the picture and go from there.  Lyle cannot hide her true colors.  You will know what you are getting into, I promise.”

“I will take it slow.  Hope wants Emma Leigh to spend the night.  I don’t know yet if it will be at Lyle’s or Patrick’s.  I am wishing it will be at Lyle’s so Emma Leigh can see what kind of mother she is,” said Darbee.

“You call me the minute all of this happens. I’m just waiting for it to unfold.” Her voice sounded uneasy.

“I love you, Tara, keep your fingers crossed that all goes well.  I will call you later in the week,” Darbee said as she hung up the phone.

Darbee dressed for bed, and as she lay alone in her beautiful room, she wished for a moment that she had never met Patrick.  She wished that some prince charming without a crazy ex would sweep her off her feet.  She hadn’t had sex in so long that she had forgotten how good it could be.  She just knew she could never forget how she felt with Patrick.  
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Darbee tried to help Emma Leigh pack, but was shaking miserably. She didn’t want to admit it to herself, much less her daughter, but she was nervous about taking Emma Leigh over to Lyle’s house.   

“You ready to go, Mama?” Emma Leigh asked as she closed her suitcase.

Darbee smiled and nodded as Emma Leigh grabbed her bag, running to the front door.

They all piled into the car and Emma Leigh was laughing with Cade on the back seat.  Darbee just felt butter flies in her stomach.  

After a fairly short car ride, Emma Leigh blurted out, “This is Hope’s house, Mama. She told me it was the one with the red convertible in the driveway.”

Darbee pulled into the driveway and all three got out.  As they walked to the front door, Darbee took a deep breath.  Lyle came to the door with Hope.

“Hi, I’m Darbee Hays” she said, switching Emma Leigh’s suitcase to her left hand and sticking out her right.

“I met you over at Lisa’s house,” Lyle said, not bothering to offer her hand in return but gave her a quick smile.

“Oh, we did meet, didn’t we?  Well, it is good to meet you again.  Emma Leigh has been so excited about spending the night with Hope.  She hasn’t talked about anything else for days,” said Darbee.

“Really? Hope hasn’t talked much about Emma Leigh until today.  I’m sure they are going to have fun, though.  Hope has a tennis match in the early afternoon, so can you pick Emma Leigh up before lunch tomorrow?” asked Lyle.

“Mama, I want Emma Leigh to go to tennis with me.  She plays tennis, and she has never had any lessons.  I want her to start taking from my teacher so she can play with me and Lisa,” Hope chimed in.

Darbee saw the excitement in Emma Leigh’s eyes.  “Emma Leigh would love to do that, Hope, if it is okay with your Mama?” said Darbee.

“So, your daughter can play tennis?” asked Lyle.

“Well, my twin sister has played with her for years.  Emma Leigh is just like her and is just a natural.  She really could probably benefit from lessons with someone other than her aunt, though,” said Darbee.

“Well, I guess it will be okay,” said Lyle.

“Okay, tell Emma Leigh to just call me, and I can run over and pick her up when ya’ll get home,” said Darbee.

“No, that won’t be necessary.  I’ll bring her home,” said Lyle.

“Okay, if you really don’t mind,” said Darbee.

“I don’t. Goodbye now, nice seeing you again,” Lyle said, closing the door in Darbee’s face.

As Darbee and Cade were walking back to the car, Cade looked up at his Mama and under his breath whispered “Hope’s Mama is pretty.”  Darbee laughed to herself and pretended not to hear what he said. She put her arm on Cade’s shoulder and said “let’s get an ice cream cone on our way home.” 

*	*	*

At exactly four o’clock, Lyle dropped Emma Leigh off.  Lyle didn’t bother to walk her to the door.  She just drove up and let her out.  Darbee was in the kitchen and saw the car drive up and was walking to the door when she saw Lyle drive off.  Emma Leigh came running in the door laughing and saying how much fun it was to play tennis with Hope.  She told her mama that she beat her at every game except one, because she had decided to let Hope win.  She said she didn’t want Hope to get her feelings hurt.

“That is sweet, Emma Leigh,” said Darbee.

“Well, I thought she was really good, and I honestly didn’t really try to beat her Mama,” said Emma Leigh.

“Honey, you didn’t do anything wrong,” said Darbee.

“Well, remember when Lisa said Hope ran off crying when she lost.  I was really scared that she would cry with me, but she didn’t, and boy, was I glad.  Lisa told me she only cries when her Mama is around.  I was glad her Mama was off talking to friends because she didn’t see me win. She only came up when Hope beat me.”

“Well, that is sweet, honey, but you need to play the best you can.  Hope will just have to learn to play fair,” said Darbee.

Darbee was fuming inside at the thought of Lyle getting mad at her daughter if she beat Hope.  She knew she didn’t like her, and if she and Patrick ever did get together she was sure it would be even worse for Emma Leigh. 

I just may have to cool my jets with Patrick until I see how Lyle acts with the girls.

“Tell me, Emma Leigh, did you have fun at Hope’s?” 

“Oh, yeah, we had a blast.  We had to sort of baby sit her baby brother because her Mama was swimming with her stepdad in their pool.  She didn’t want us to swim because she told Hope she needed to spend time alone and relax. I didn’t mind though because Hope’s little brother is so adorable.  Hope loves him so much.  She really acts like the mama.  She rocks him and puts him to bed.  Wish I could have a baby brother or sister one day!”  Emma Leigh squealed.

“I am fine with you and Cade,” said Darbee thinking how a baby would be nice.  She had Emma Leigh and Cade when she was so young, and they were so unplanned.

“Can I go play outside in my tree club house with some of my new friends?” asked Emma Leigh.

“Sure you can.  I will even bring you sandwiches later,” Darbee told her.

*	*	*

The weeks flew by.  Darbee and Patrick had talked every night.  He had come over every weekend that Randy had the kids, and when she had them, he waited until they were asleep, then he would come to her house with a bottle of wine for them to share, while they talked about everything they had ever hoped to share with each other.

They had discussed how he felt when he lost both his parents one year apart each with a heart attack.  He told her that is when he knew he had to leave Lyle because she never would go to see them when he visited. Darbee told him how close she was to her parents and how they never let her do much when she was a teenager.  She told him how her Dad was very old-fashioned and sort of a racist.  She was ashamed to tell him how he first treated Nola.  She told him her Mama was the best friend she could have.  She could not have done all she had to for the last two years if it had not been for her parents.  They would drive at night if the children were sick to stay with her so she could go to class.  She knew how lucky she was and loved them deeply.  Patrick told her she was very lucky to have such great parents.  

Darbee was grateful that she and Patrick had discovered each other all over again in a different way.  They were finding out about each other’s families and past.  This helped Darbee realize that she did love Patrick.  They still had not had sex, and she was determined to keep it that way.  She already knew how sex was with Patrick and she didn’t need to have sex to know she loved him.

*	*	*

“Emma Leigh, you know tonight is when Hope is coming to stay with you.  What do you want to do?  Cade said he is going to try and scare you two tonight after you are in bed, so be aware,” Darbee teased.

“I think Hope and I will stay outside in the tree house and stay up all night watching for shooting stars.  I think that would be fun,” said Emma Leigh.

“That does sound like fun.  I would have loved a tree house when I was your age.  I will make sure that we get an extension cord and put a small lamp out there for you.  I have one that your Grandmother sent especially for the tree house.  It hangs on the wall and will be safe,” Darbee told her.

“Wow, that is going to be so much fun!  We might even let Cade stay up in his room in the tree house,” she laughed.  “We can tell him he can be our watch dog.”

They both laughed about Cade being a watch dog.

Darbee cleaned the house and made a homemade pizza for the kids.  She fixed a few snacks for Patrick and her to have.  She wanted it to be a relaxing evening.  She was a little nervous about the kids seeing her and Patrick together, but she was going to play it really cool...just two adults having some adult conversation.  Darbee was filled with excitement about Patrick staying when he brings Hope over.

“Go get the door Emma Leigh!” yelled Darbee.  “I think that is your company.”

Emma Leigh went to the door and opened it for Patrick and Hope.  The two girls ran to Emma Leigh’s room.  Patrick asked if he could come in as the girls were running off.  Hope looked back and smiled at him.  Patrick and Darbee sat at the counter and she brought out the snacks she had made for them.  She got him a beer and poured herself a glass of wine.  When the girls come in the kitchen, they barely seemed to notice that Patrick and Darbee were there.  They were asking so many questions about what they could take to the tree house, they were in their own world.

Patrick looked at Darbee and said, “Well that seemed easy enough!”

“Well, it is early in the night.  Come outside with me and let’s take the pizza to the kids,” she said.

They walked outside and gave the pizza to the girls.  They both went and sat on the patio and the children still ignored them.  They watched Hope and Emma Leigh go up and down to Cade’s room in the tree house.  They could hear all of them laughing and giggling.  Patrick was so pleased that Hope enjoyed playing with Darbee’s kids. He said he felt like it was almost too good to be true.

“Well, we obviously are not important.  How about a movie?” he suggested.

Darbee settled into the crook of Patrick’s arm as they sat on the couch to watch the movie. After it was over, Darbee told Patrick she needed to go check on the girls. He kissed her cheek and told her to hurry back.

As she approached the ladder, the girls’ voices floated down to her. 

“Hey, wouldn’t it be great, if my dad and your mom started dating?” Hope asked.
Emma Leigh laughed and said she thought that would be the best ever.  It would be like they were really sisters.  They giggled at the thought of being sisters.  “Everyone would be so jealous of us, best friends and sisters.” Emma Leigh sighed.

“Yeah, well, don’t tell my mom I even mentioned it, okay? My mom always gets mad if Daddy does anything. Dad doesn’t know I see what mom does, but I do,” she confided in Emma Leigh.  “I have to act a certain way when I come in the house after being with Dad.  She always asks me questions that I really don’t like to answer and I just tell her what she wants to hear.”

“That is a bummer,” said Emma Leigh. “My mom and dad get along great. My dad has a girlfriend, and she is awesome.  She lets me wear her clothes and do makeup and all kinds of fun things.  Dad really likes her.”

“You’re lucky.  My mom makes me keep my little brother all the time, and she and my stepdad are always doing something with friends outside. I am stuck in the house with my baby brother.  Don’t get me wrong, I love him to death, but it gets old sometimes. I just want to be a kid.” Hope said.

“Geez, I would love a baby brother or sister.  Maybe our parents will marry, and we can both take care of a baby together.  Hey, it would be our brother or sister!” 

They giggled and soon changed the subject to boys.  They both told each other who they thought was cute and how they couldn’t wait to be in the same school in the fall. Not wanting to disturb their girl talk, Darbee climbed back down the ladder and silently went inside.

As she walked in, Patrick met her in the kitchen. “I’ve made a decision,” he declared. “I want you to go with me to pick up Hope the next time I go to Lyle’s.”

“I am not sure I am ready for that, Patrick,” she said, still a little flustered over the things Hope had said about Lyle.

“Well, I am ready, and she can’t say or do a damn thing.  Good Lord, the woman has a husband! I can do whatever I want and you are going to go with me.”

“Okay,” she hesitated, “I will, but I will stay in the car.  She can walk out if she wants to and see me, and I will get out and speak, but that is as far as I will go.”

Patrick cocked his head. “You don’t seem like a girl that would be scared of anything.”

“Well, boo to you, I am,” she laughed.

He reached and kissed her, and she kissed him back.  She agreed to go with him, and he stayed for another hour as they watched The Brady Bunch—a show about a couple that married, each already with children of their own.  After the show ended, Patrick went home and laughed about them being the Brady Bunch.  She kissed him goodbye and watched as he drove away.  She closed the door and for the first time, was starting to really feel right about her and Patrick. She was excited about dating him and getting to know Hope.  She felt in her heart she could handle Lyle. Darbee couldn’t help but think of her Granny’s words “Don’t start anything in marriage you don’t like or you will be doing it for the next twenty years.” Darbee shook at her granny’s words.  She hoped and prayed that she was making the right decision with Patrick and trusted he would handle Lyle.

*	*	*

Tara had visited for the weekend, and she was so glad that she and Patrick had gotten along like old times. They drank wine and talked about everything.  She especially wanted Tara to be happy for her.  Tara had confessed that she was thinking of leaving Phillip but was afraid to tell her parents.  She was so worried how her Dad would take the news.  She told Patrick and Darbee that he was still the same old grouchy snob.  She cried when she told them how he would ignore her every night and sit in his chair and watch TV.  Darbee told her she deserved to be happy and that each of them had chosen men to marry for the wrong reasons.  Tara told her she had not sung with Lee in months because Phillip was such a jerk about her leaving now.  Darbee told her the only reason she use to be happy was the freedom she had and the money.  Tara had to tell them that Phillip had lost a lot of money farming, as had a lot of the farmers.  She was afraid that Phillip was going to lose the family’s farm.  Phillip told her that she might have to let Marie go, and that was devastating to Tara.  Darbee knew in her heart that Tara would leave because without Marie and money, there was nothing Phillip could offer Tara. 
Darbee told Patrick later that there was no way she could stay with a jerk like Phillip if she couldn’t get away from him.  The reason Tara was happy was not because of Phillip, but because of the lifestyle he offered her.  She was able to get away, sing, have a nanny, and all the things a Southern girl dreams of, except the love.  Darbee just hoped that Tara would be able to leave and make some plans for her future.
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Everything at the theatre was going as planned. Darbee was thrilled; she and Tracey made a perfect team.  They had gotten their girls together to play and had even had time to go out with each other and have drinks.  Darbee told her everything about Patrick and Lyle.  Tracey knew that Darbee was nervous about meeting Lyle for the first time with the children.  She and Patrick had been openly dating around the children now for a month.  The girls were so excited the first time they all went to eat dinner one night to celebrate school starting. After they got home Emma Leigh and Hope said they thought that she and Patrick made a cute couple.  Hope said she would love it if Darbee and her dad got married, and she could have her best friend as her sister.  Hope was such a sweet child, and Darbee was falling in love with her.  Darbee couldn’t believe how Emma Leigh said Hope acted around her Mom and how differently she acted with her Dad.  Darbee laughed with them about getting married.  Cade and Patrick got along great and she was so glad that Patrick was having so much fun playing ball with a boy and doing guy things with Cade.  Cade would beam when he would get back from his dad’s and see Patrick when he walked in the house.  The only thing that bothered Darbee was that Patrick didn’t seem to want to warm up to Randy and was very quiet when he was around.  She couldn’t understand what was wrong.  Randy tried really hard to be nice, but Patrick remained distant.  Darbee hadn’t said anything to him, but she noticed that when she and Randy had to talk on the phone about the children, Patrick would walk out of the room.  She also noticed that Patrick seemed bothered by how well she and Randy worked things out without conflict.  

After work one day, she decided to open up to Tracey about how she felt. Tracey told her that Patrick was probably envious that he couldn’t have that with Lyle.  Darbee agreed that was probably the reason.  Lyle was always giving orders and making things so hard for Patrick.  Darbee was trying her best to keep her mouth shut and let him handle things.  She knew that she was going to have to meet Lyle soon and was very nervous.   They had decided that Darbee would go with Patrick to pick up Hope on Friday.  They had planned to take Cade and Emma Leigh with them so Hope would be comfortable.  Patrick told Darbee that Hope told him that she was nervous about her Mama meeting Darbee.  Hope had confided in Patrick that her mother wasn’t fair when it came to him.  

“You are in deep thought,” said Tracey.

“Yeah, I was thinking about meeting Lyle.  Friday is the big day.”

“I know, and I have been thinking of you all week.  You have got to call me the minute you get home.”

“I will be on the phone all night.  I have to call Tara, then Nola in Paris, and my mama too,” she laughed.

“Well, then I guess we’ll all have to wait our turn!” Tracey joked.

“Well, right now, we need to go over all the resumes of the cast we’ll be seeing during the next few weeks.” She jumped up enthusiastically.

“Let’s go into the theater and read the resumes. I have found that this is the best way to get the feel of the characters we will be interviewing for,” explained Tracey.

“You’re right, just being in the theater and looking at the stage does give you a presence of mind about what we’re looking for,” Darbee agreed.

They each walked into the beautiful theater and sat on the front row.  They each had several resumes to go over and looking at the stage with the lights on gave Darbee chills.  She could envision the play already and a crowd in the audience.  

*	*	*

“Hey darling,” Patrick called as he came in the front door.  “You ready to meet the witch of the west?”

“Ready as I will ever be,” laughed Darbee.

“Well gather the kids and let’s go,” he said.

The ride to Lyle’s house wasn’t but fifteen miles.  Darbee wanted a cigarette so badly, but she had stopped smoking and was determined not to start up again.  She just chewed on her finger and looked out the window.  Cade and Emma Leigh were in the back seat laughing and playing.  

Patrick pulled into Lyle’s driveway and told them all to get out.  Darbee looked at him with surprise and whispered, “You want us to get out?”

“Yeah, I want you to meet Hope’s mother.  Come on kids, let’s go get Hope,” he laughed.

Darbee walked behind the children as Patrick knocked at the door.  Lyle came to the door and when she opened it, she just looked at Patrick and raised her eyebrows as if to say, “what the hell?”  She had her little boy on her hip and told them to wait while she got Hope’s things.  She didn’t ask them to come in; she just closed the door on them.

“Okay, now I have to admit that was rude,” said Patrick.

Well at least he noticed it was rude, thought Darbee.

When she came back with Hope, Patrick introduced the children and Darbee to Lyle.  She told them it was nice to meet them, but never even so much as cast a glance at Darbee.  Darbee told her that her little boy was adorable.  Lyle didn’t respond but did smile.
 
“What time will you have Hope back?” she asked Patrick.

“Oh, I don’t know, before she needs to go to bed,” he answered.

“No, I need to know a time,” she demanded.

“Well, I will call you before we come and let you know the time,” he answered.

“She will be staying at your house, right?” Lyle asked with a smirk 
on her face.

“Of course. Where did you think she would be staying?” Patrick asked. Darbee could feel the tension hanging thick in the air like a cloud of smoke.

“Well, I know that when she is with you, Hope has told me you let her spend the night with this child here, Emma Leigh.”

“Emma Leigh and Hope are best friends, Lyle, and she has stayed over here so what is the deal now?” he asked.

Darbee walked off with the children and took them to the car so Lyle and Patrick could talk in private, but the voices were so loud, they seemed to trail her.

“Well, it looks to me like you have a little family now.  What is the deal coming to get Hope with all of these people, plus your new little girlfriend?”  she yelled. The baby started to whimper.

“It is none of your damn business who comes with me to get Hope and also none of your business who I date.  As long as Hope is happy and well adjusted, that is all you should care about,” he said as he stormed off.  Darbee could hear the door slam as he walked down the driveway.

The children were all in the back seat laughing and having fun when Patrick got in the car.

“Um, that doesn’t look like it went too well” said Darbee.

“Nothing that I didn’t expect to happen,” he said.  “Hey kids, he yelled in the back seat, how would ya’ll like to go get pizza for supper and then go bowling?”

“Yay!” they all screamed.

As they drove toward the pizza place, Darbee reached and grabbed his hand.  She whispered that she was sorry Lyle was giving him a hard time.  He told her that a lot of things were going to change.  He was tired of Lyle doing whatever she wanted, and he was at her beck and call.  Darbee couldn’t believe that maybe Patrick was really going to change things.  She smiled as they all went out to the pizza place.

After they ate pizza, Patrick took them home and Emma Leigh and Hope went back to spend the night at his house.  Darbee couldn’t wait to call everyone and tell them about her meeting with Lyle.  She first called Tara and her mom and then Tracey.  They all said the same thing and that they were worried that she would always be a problem for Darbee.  Her mom told her she wished she could just move past Patrick and date around.  Tara reminded her she had never really dated anyone and that their mom might be right.  Tracey just listened and gave her support.  Though she valued her mother and sister’s advice, she wasn’t quite sure she could take it in this case. Whatever the outcome was to be with Patrick, she knew she was going to stay with him.  She fell asleep thinking of holding him forever and their life as a family.
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“I’m so nervous Patrick, I could throw up.” Darbee paced frantically backstage. 

“Everything will be great.  Your play will get great reviews and I can’t wait to see it,” he assured her.

“I just wish Mama and Daddy would hurry up with Cade and Emma Leigh.  Why didn’t you bring Hope?” Darbee asked confused.
“Why do you think?  Lyle found out I was bringing her to opening night, and she came up with some excuse for Hope not to come.  I didn’t want to argue with her; I just wanted to be here for you,” he explained.

“Tara is on her way.  I talked to her hours ago, and she was about to leave.  She told me to break a leg.  I laughed and said thanks, but I think that is for the cast,” Darbee laughed, expelling some of her tension, at least. 

Tracey ran up to Darbee and told her that the play was a sellout.  She said there were tons of people drinking wine in the reception hall and some of them wanted to meet her.  She told Darbee that she had to go mingle a little and introduce herself and thank everyone for coming.  Darbee quickly grabbed Patrick’s hand and they followed Tracey to the reception.  Darbee was amazed to see everyone dressed up and drinking wine and talking about the play.  She introduced herself to several people and thanked everyone for coming.  She felt so important for the first time in her life.  She wanted this moment to last forever.  Patrick kissed her on the cheek and told him he saw her Mama and Daddy standing at the door along with Emma Leigh and Cade.  Darbee ran to them, hugged them, and thanked them for coming as she reached down and kissed her children.

“You were here,” she told them, “when my vision for the theater was just a dream.”

“I will never forget the many days and nights we painted, moved, cleaned and worked until the wee hours of the night,” said her Dad.  “Emma Leigh and Cade slept many nights in the chairs or on the balcony floor.”

“I will never be able to repay you for all you did.  Tonight we will all see if our hard work pays off,” Darbee squealed.

“Let the show begin,” Patrick said as they all walked to their seats.  They wished Darbee luck as she took her place behind stage.  

As the curtain rose Darbee couldn’t believe that the entire theater was packed full.  She felt faint as Kelly Marshall walked out on the stage with her first line.  The next hour and a half flew by, and she and Tracey just held hands in amazement as the cast played their parts flawlessly.   When the play was over, and the cast bowed, the curtains were raised and everyone in the audience was standing.  A standing ovation Dabee thought, and tears streamed down her face.
  
“We did it,” Tracey whispered in her ear.

“Yes we did!”

Darbee saw Patrick walking up and smiling with everyone else.  Her Mama and Dad looked as if they were going to burst with pride.  They all hugged her and Tracey and soon had to make room for all the press that was walking up with microphones and asking a million questions.
There were reporters everywhere interviewing the cast.  Kelly Marshall was getting a lot of attention, as were Darbee and Tracey.  Darbee gave a sly wink to Patrick, who stood off to the side. He gave her a reassuring smile, and that was all she needed to face the press. 

*	*	*

Patrick had asked Darbee’s parents if they could take the children home with them, and Darbee was grateful for the time alone. When they walked in the door to her house, she sat on the couch and smiled at him.  He went and got two glasses of wine and walked over to the couch and knelt down in front of her.  As he held her hands, he told her that he had never been as proud of anyone as he was of her tonight.  She looked at him and thanked him, tears streaming down her face.

“I know you are wondering why I am on one knee, but I have something to ask you,” he said as he pulled a small box out of his pocket.

Darbee put her hands over her mouth as she watched him open the tiny box and saw the most beautiful diamond ring she had ever seen.  It was an emerald cut diamond, and the dim lights around her made it sparkle.

“Will you marry me Darbee?” he asked with tears in his eyes. “I have loved you from the moment I met you.  I will not live my life without you, and I want you as my wife.”

“Yes,” she said surprising herself, “I will marry you.” She held out her hand for him to put the ring on her finger.  

“Perfect fit, how lucky is that,” he smiled as he reached and took her in his arms and they embraced and kissed passionately.  Darbee led him to the bedroom and Patrick was surprised as he watched her undress and saw her beautiful naked body for the first time in years.  He quickly undressed and they both climbed into bed together.  He held her body close to his and brushed her hair gently out of her face.  He kissed her eyes, her nose, and then her lips very softly.  He could feel her body against his and he rubbed his hand down her side and under her hip.  She lifted her body to his and they made love for hours, and he could not get enough of her.  He cried several times as he told her over and over how much he loved her.  Darbee cried and told him how much she had missed him and that she would love him forever.  She laughed later about not waiting to make love until they were married, but an engagement was just as good, she told him.  He grabbed her again and they made love until they fell asleep in each other’s arms.

Darbee woke and immediately looked at her ring finger.  She smiled and wondered where Patrick was, but quickly knew when as she smelled fresh bacon cooking.  She walked into the kitchen and sheepishly smiled at him. He commented how beautiful she looked and handed her the newspaper.  

“I went to get a paper this morning and before you open it up to read, I want you to first take a sip of my wonderful mimosas,”  he demanded, “I think you are going to need one.”

Darbee nervously opened the paper and on the front page were the words: “The Play Going Home Hits a Home Run,” in bold black letters.  She read aloud to Patrick everything they said about her and Tracey, as well as all the actors.  Kelly Marshall was a hit and the paper was saying that the play would probably run for months.

“Congratulations,” he said. “I have tons of papers over there on the couch for you.  I know you want to give one to all your family.  I am so very proud of you, Darbee.  You are amazing, and I couldn’t be more proud for you to be my wife.” 

Darbee began flipping through all of the papers on the couch, as though expecting one of them to be different. “I want to get married soon.  Let’s tell the children this weekend and plan a date.  I know they are going to be so happy for us.” 

“That is fine with me, the sooner the better!” He beamed.

Darbee couldn’t believe all the calls she was getting.  Tracey had called and was in tears.  She told her that everyone was talking at the coffee shop that morning about the new play at the theater.  They were the talk of the town.  Darbee called her Mom and Dad and told them the good news about the play and Patrick asking her to marry him.  They were so happy for her.  She had so many people to call.  When she got off the phone, she had called everyone she could think of and three hours had passed.  Patrick had fallen asleep on the couch and she went and cuddled next to him and smiled as she closed her eyes and took a nap beside him.  

*	*	*

“I think a December wedding would be great, Mama,” said Emma Leigh.

“I do too. I just hope Mama lets me come,” Hope said with fear in her eyes.

“Honey, your Mama can’t stop you from coming to your father’s wedding,” Patrick assured her as he looked at Darbee, confused.

Darbee wasn’t surprised at all that Hope would make a statement like that.  She was surprised that Patrick couldn’t believe Lyle would keep her away.  She realized that Patrick really didn’t see the real Lyle she saw.  Darbee knew deep down it was just her own insecurities about Lyle left over from her past.

“Okay December it will be.  I want you girls to wear white dresses with red ribbons and Cade you can wear a black tux.  I never had a real wedding, and I want this one to be special,” Darbee said as she smiled at Patrick.

Patrick was beaming as he watched Darbee tell the children.  He went over to Hope and put his arms around her and assured her that everything would be fine with her mother.  He told her how her mother had a husband and a child and that she was very happy.  He tried to be very careful not to speak negatively about Lyle.  Hope just looked at him, expressionless.

Patrick and Darbee got all the children to bed and they went to the bedroom.  Darbee first checked to make sure the children were asleep.  She wanted Patrick to leave before they woke up and saw him.

The love she felt for Patrick was getting stronger.  They kissed for hours and then made love softly, but with passion she had never known.  She couldn’t believe the zeal she felt for Patrick.  She could make love to him every night.  She knew that was going to be the bond that kept them together for life and through any troubles.  Not even Lyle could destroy what we have. 

“Have you ever made love to anyone like this Patrick?” she asked.

“Yes, Lyle and I use to make love a lot when we were first together,” he answered.

Darbee felt her heart in her throat.  She didn’t even know how to respond to his answer.  It was not the one she expected. 

“I just lost my feelings for her when I found out she trapped me,” he said.

“So you did love her once?” Darbee asked, not wanting to hear the answer.
“Oh, yeah, I really thought in college she was the one.  I never imagined us getting a divorce in the beginning, but you can’t stay married to someone you can’t trust, and trust me, she has destroyed every feeling I ever had for her.”

“Well, I have never had anyone I felt this way about.  Only you, my love,” Darbee said as she kissed him on the cheek.  

“I guess I am lucky to be able to make you feel like a real woman then,” he laughed.

“Yeah aren’t you the lucky one.  I may attack you every night of our marriage,” she laughed.

“Ohoooo, I can’t wait,” he said as he held her and pulled her close to him.

They both fell asleep. When Darbee woke up, he had already left. 
 
*	*	*

Darbee went for drinks with Tracey after work the next day to celebrate their success.  They had so much fun laughing and talking.  Darbee even got up on the stage and sang with the one of the singers in the band.  Tracey commented how great she sounded.

“Oh, I was acting like Tara.  I guess over the years watching her perform, I can actually sing like her,” she laughed.

“I can’t wait to see Tara perform.  Hey, didn’t you tell me that she and her husband were having trouble? How is she doing?” Tracey asked.

“Yeah, I hope she leaves him.  He is the biggest jerk; he totally ignores her.  I wouldn’t be surprised to be hearing from Tara that she is moving out.”

“I know you will be happy for her if she moves.  Do you think she will move here?” asked Tracey.

“Nah, Tara has always talked about moving to Nashville.  Her major was music, and she is so very talented.  She can play any instrument and sing like you would not believe.  I want her to hurry and get out while she is young so she can work on her career.”

“Well, maybe she will get smart and do just that.  Let’s order another round and toast our play,” said Tracey as she motioned for the waiter to their table.

When Darbee got home, she was a bit tipsy.  She walked in and Patrick was there with the children. He laughed as she stumbled across to kiss him and thank him for watching the kids.

“You and Tracey looked like you had fun.  I am glad you two had a good time. That is, I assume by your walk you had a good time,” he laughed.

“Yep, we had a great time.  I even got on stage and sang with the band,” she replied.

“Well, I wish I had seen that.  You need to sing for me.  I have only heard Tara and never knew you could sing,” he said.
“Well, I didn’t know I could sing either. Hey, that reminds me I am going to call Tara right now.  She has been on my mind all day.”

Darbee walked to the phone and dialed Tara.  She told her how she had sung with the band and everyone said she was good.  She laughed and told her that she was trying to act like her.  Tara only gave a half-hearted ‘uh-huh,’ and Darbee knew something was wrong.

“Okay, sister, tell me what’s up.” Darbee demanded.

“I am leaving Phillip,” her sister said matter-of-factly. “I have told Mama and Daddy, and they are supportive, believe it or not. It’s all set, and I’m moving to Nashville next week.”

“Oh my gosh! Well, I can’t say it wasn’t expected.  We will only be three hours from each other.  Where are you going to live?” 

“Well, I found a job with a music company as their receptionist.  I told them I had a music degree. They told me the only job open was the receptionist.  I told them I would take it because maybe if I get my foot in the door I can do back up or something.  I am desperate for anything.  I have to get away from this crazy man or I will be crazy myself.  PJ and I are leaving as soon as the last box is packed.”

“I know Mama and Daddy are really going to be heartbroken to have both of us gone.  I never thought in a million years, Tara, that you and I would ever leave Greenwood.  I want us to promise to stay close to Mama and Daddy and always try to go see them together at least once a month.”

“I promise that we will always come back to see them.” Tara told Darbee she loved her, but had to finish packing, and then hung up.

Darbee told Patrick about Tara, and he said couldn’t believe that Tara was leaving Phillip.
  
“I guess I could call you two girls Delta Gone.  Once you leave you don’t ever want to go back,” he mused.

Darbee was so happy for Tara.  She couldn’t wait to have her so close.  The next thing she was going to focus on was her wedding and just being married.  All her wishes were coming true, and she hoped that they all worked out.  She still couldn’t get that uneasy feeling out of her stomach every time she thought of her future.  She just pushed it away and smiled at Patrick with her kids.
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“Hurry Darbee,” said her Mother.  “They just told me they are ready to walk me down the aisle.   Go find your Daddy and get him ready.  I love you and good luck.”

Darbee ran to the dressing room and told Tara and Nola it was about time to walk down the aisle.  She got Emma Leigh, Hope, and Cade ready.  She found her Dad and he had tears in his eyes.  

“Oh, Daddy please don’t cry.  This is the happiest day of my life,” Darbee said with a smile to reassure him.

“I am happy Darbee, it is just that I never have walked you down the aisle before and these are tears of joy,” he assured her.

“I love you so much Daddy.  You know you will always be my number one man,” she said as the photographer snapped a picture.

The music started and Nola and Tara walked down the aisle and then the children each followed.  Cade was the last one to go before Darbee as he held the pillow with the ring.

Her Daddy looked at her and said, “Show time,” and she laughed as he led her down the aisle to the wedding march.  She couldn’t take her eyes off of Patrick who was smiling from ear to ear.  She felt prettier than she had ever felt in her life.  She was wearing her Granny’s wedding gown and could still smell the scent of her Granny on the dress.  She wouldn’t let her Mama get it cleaned because she told her the dress still smelled like her Granny and she liked the smell.

“Who gives this woman to be with this man?” asked the preacher.

“Her Mother and I,” said her Daddy.

The rest was like a dream to Darbee as she kissed Patrick after the preacher said “I now pronounce you husband and wife.”

“Let the party begin,” Tara said as she got on stage with Lee and they performed a song for Darbee and Patrick to dance to.  

Everyone partied until the wee hours of the night, and the next morning Patrick and Darbee were on a plane headed to Colorado to a chalet in the mountains.  Darbee had never been on a plane in her life and was so excited about flying.  

“This is going to be the most beautiful place you have ever been Darbee,” said Patrick.

“I can’t wait to see snow and be in a romantic setting with you.  I really want to learn to snow ski and believe it or not, I am pretty athletic,” she says.

“I am sure you will pick it up really fast.  You might want to take a few lessons at first just to get the feel of the skis.”

“Oh for sure I will be taking lessons and then I can’t wait to go down the mountain with you.”

When the plane arrived Darbee and Patrick walked out with their luggage to meet a man that was waiting with a limo.  Darbee couldn’t believe all that Patrick was doing for their honeymoon.  She was giddy and couldn’t wait to climb into the limousine.  When they got in the back seat there was champagne opened and two glasses.   Patrick poured her a glass and they toasted their life together.  Darbee was fascinated with the scenery.  She had never been anywhere except Greenwood and the mountains were beautiful.  She couldn’t stop looking out the window and Patrick kept telling her to roll the window up because he was freezing.  She laughed and told him that she wanted to see it all.  He hugged her and just laughed watching her act like a little kid.  
He had never seen her so beautiful. Her long brown hair was blowing in the wind as she looked out the window.  He loved the way she looked in jeans and boots.  She was wearing a white sweater and had her jeans tucked in her boots.  She looked like a movie star.  She was so tall and beautiful that he sometimes thought someone would see her and want her to be in the movies.   Patrick knew in his heart that Darbee was a behind-the-scene woman with her plays and never really wanted to act.

The limo driver pulled into a driveway and Darbee was so excited to see the place they were staying.   The chalet was on a mountain side overlooking a wonderful view.  When she walked in she couldn’t believe how beautiful the place was. There was already a fire in the fireplace and a hot tub on a deck that over looked the mountain side.  Darbee couldn’t wait for her and Patrick to get into the hot tub later that night.

Patrick tipped the driver and they both walked outside and looked at the beautiful scenery.  

“Patrick this is a piece of heaven.  I have never seen anything so romantic in my life.  I can never thank you enough for bringing me here,” Darbee said as she kissed him.

“I can never thank you enough for marring me.  You have made me the luckiest man in the world and I promise to be faithful and never hurt you,” he said.

“You are so sweet and I am just as lucky to have you,” she said.

“Well let’s unpack and go into town.  There is a car in the garage that came with the rental.  I want to show you the beautiful town of Breckinridge.  You are going to love all the lights and the shops.  We can have dinner and then come back and get into the hot tub,” he said.

“That sounds like so much fun.  I will unpack right now and put my ski jacket on.  It is really cold up here and I am not used to even having to wear a jacket very often,” she laughed.

The ride into town was beautiful.  They walked and held hands and went into different little shops and Darbee smiled at everyone she passed and would speak.  Patrick just laughed watching southern charm with everyone.  They found a very small Italian restaurant and drank two bottles of wine with their meal.  Darbee was so tight that her head was spinning. When they got back to the chalet she ran to the bathroom and undressed.  She grabbed a beautiful white robe that was lying on the bed and ran outside and got into the hot tub with no clothes on.  Patrick followed with two more glasses of wine.  They kissed and looked at the stars and then Patrick lifted her out of the hot tub and carried her to the bedroom.  They made love all night and fell asleep in each other’s arms.  
   
*	*	*
 “I love skiing,” Darbee squealed.  “I have never had this much fun in my life.”

“You are amazing me Darbee I can’t even keep up with you.  One lesson and you are skiing like you have done this for years,” Patrick told her.

“Let’s ski to the lodge and get some hot cocoa,” he said. “You are killing me and do you realize we have been skiing for three hours?”

“No, I could do this all day,” she laughed.

“I see that,” he said.

They skied to the lodge and took off their skis and loosened their ski boots.  Patrick laughed at how Darbee walked in her boots up the stairs.  She even looked like a ski bunny with her cute white ski suite and pink boots.  Her hair was in a pony tail and she had a head band over her ears.  She didn’t have any makeup on and every man that passed her on the stairs was staring at her.  Patrick was filled with pride and a little jealousy at the same time.

The rest of the trip they enjoyed everything the town had to offer.  They were both sad when they had to leave.  Darbee cried on the plane and Patrick just held her and reassured her that they would be doing a lot of traveling and experiencing many new things.  She still cried for hours as she told him she didn’t want to go home.  He just let her cry and couldn’t believe how sad she was about leaving.  He figured that she would be ready to get back to the children. 
Darbee and Patrick were busy getting the luggage out of the car.   They had already moved all of Darbees' things into Patrick’s house.  He had a huge home with four bedrooms which worked out great for the kids.  Hope’s rooms were already decorated and they were going to let Emma Leigh and Cade decorate their rooms.   

“Welcome home, Mrs. Walker. Now I have to carry you over the threshold,” he laughed.

He picked Darbee up and carried her into their new home.  They kissed as he held her in his arms. 

“I can’t believe this is our home Patrick.  It is so beautiful,” Darbee said as she helped carry the luggage in.

“I can’t wait for you to meet Jesse, my housekeeper.  You will never have to do house work again or cook.  She has been cooking for me since I got divorced and cleaning for me everyday.  You are going to love her and she is going to spoil Emma Leigh and Cade also.  She spoils Hope terribly,” he told her.

“I can’t believe I am going to have a housekeeper and a cook.  I can concentrate on my play and knowing the children are taken care of will take a lot of stress off of me,” Darbee said as she ran up to him and kissed him on the cheek.

“This is your home and I want you to be happy.  If there is anything you want to change you don’t ever have to ask, just do it,” he said.

“I love the house just the way it is.  I am not big on decorating and to have things already done is fine with me,” Darbee said with relief.

“Well the children will be getting home tomorrow and we have to get back into the school routine.  I was very luck that Tracey was able to keep them and take them to school for me every day.  Of course Randy got them this weekend, but I was so worried about who would keep them for the week and Tracey offered,” she said.

“Well let’s unpack and see if Jesse left us something in the fridge to eat,” Patrick said as he walked to the refrigerator.  “Yep, just as I thought, she left us chicken salad and fruit.  She knows how much I love her chicken salad and she always has me a light supper when I come home from traveling.” 

They unpacked and ate supper and went to bed completely exhausted.  Patrick hugged up to Darbee as she fell asleep.  He couldn’t believe how lucky he was that she married him.  He snuggled closer and could hear her breathing and listened for an hour to her before he fell asleep.


*	*	*
The children loved their rooms after they had decorated with the colors they wanted.  Darbee and Jesse had become fast friends.  Jesse made Darbee laugh every day.  She was so grateful to have Jesse in her life.  Jesse was fast becoming like a mom to Emma Leigh and Cade. Hope had only come over once since Patrick and Darbee had returned from their honeymoon.  Darbee was worried that Lyle was starting to mess with them.  Hope seemed really happy when they were all together but the last few times Patrick went to get her she always had some other plans.  Darbee noticed that Patrick was being very distant and quite.  They were still making love like honeymooners, and that was the only time she felt close to him.  The rest of the time he was distant even with the children.  She was really starting to worry about what was going on in his mind.

“I have to take a trip out of town, Darbee, to look at a new development that I am going to start working on, and I have to leave today for about a week,” Patrick said.

“Really, that is great.  Do you need me to do anything while you are gone?” she asked.
“No, just be your sweet self and work on that new play while Going Home is still playing.”

“I will, I am so grateful for Jesse helping that I feel like I am Cinderella,” she laughed.

Darbee kissed Patrick goodbye and told the children to hurry up because the bus was coming.  She quickly grabbed her purse and rushed out the door to go to work.  She was going to miss Patrick but she was going to take this time to write at night while he was gone.  

The next few days flew by, but she couldn’t figure out why Patrick had only called once since he left.  She had this sick feeling in her stomach when he used to go days without calling her when they were seeing each other.  She quickly got the thought out of her mind and concentrated on her play.  She was going to talk to Jesse in the morning before she left for work and ask her about Patrick not calling.  If anyone knew Patrick it was Jesse.

Morning came too quickly as Darbee woke to the alarm. She went into the kitchen and Jesse already had the children’s lunch packed and they had eaten breakfast.  After the children left for the bus, Darbee knew this was her chance to talk to Jesse about Patrick.

“Jesse, I haven’t heard from Patrick but once since he left. Can you tell me if you think there is anything going on with Lyle and Hope?  Hope hasn’t been over here but once since we all moved in.  I know Patrick worries himself sick about Hope and never stands up to Lyle,” Darbee confided in her.

“Miss Darbee, all I can say is I have watched Mr. Patrick go through hell with Miss Lyle with that girl of his.  Hope is a very sweet child but her mother has a lot of control over her.  If I had to guess I would say that Miss Lyle is doing a mind game on Mr. Patrick and he is feeling guilty or something.  I have watched him for years go into these moods whenever Miss Lyle wouldn’t let him get Hope for whatever reason.  He is a good man and he needs to tell that woman like it is.  I guess he is always worried about Hope and what Miss Lyle might say,” Jesse explained.
“I guess you are right.  Thanks for your info Jesse I need all the help I can on how to deal with Lyle,” Darbee said.
“Well, you don’t worry now and you have a good day.  I will have Cade and Emma Leigh fed when you get home.  You just take care of your business as you need too,” Jesse said in her southern drawl.

“Thanks Jesse, and I will call when I get home.  Sure hope I hear from him at work,” Darbee said as she walked out the door.

When Darbee got to work, her desk was full of calls and articles that she had been sent.  She had to meet with the board and give them the new updated financial statements.  The play had already brought in over $50,000 and she was excited about showing them the success.  Putting in for a higher salary for she and Tracey was going to be easy.  She was so excited to be able to be financially successful.  She didn’t have to depend on anyone to support her.  She had finally become the woman she always was striving for.  

The meeting with the board was a success and she and Tracey got their salary increases.  She still had not heard from Patrick and she was not far from getting mad.  She just hoped he called when she got home.  

As she walked into the house, the children had already eaten and Jesse was leaving.  

“Did you hear from Mr. Patrick today?” Jesse asked Darbee.

“No, and I am worried.  If I don’t hear from him tonight I will just have to wait.”

“Did he give you the name of any motels he would be staying at?” Jesse asked.

“I didn’t even think to ask him.  I was just happy for him and just thought we would talk every night,” Darbee said.

“Well, don’t you worry yourself sick? He will call.  See you in the morning,” Jesse said as she left.

He better damn well call tonight or his ass is going to be in trouble.  I am not going to put up with this.  I don’t have to and I am going to let him know that she thought.

Darbee climbed into bed and looked at the clock.  The time was 10:30 pm.  She still had not heard from Patrick.  She was about to go to sleep when the phone rang.

“Hello,” she said half out of breath.

“Hey, honey,” Patrick said on the other end.  “I am sorry I am just now calling.  I have been so caught up being on the job site with contractors that I fell into bed every night half exhausted,” he explained.

“That doesn’t get it, Patrick.  I am very upset that you haven’t called me.  As far as I knew you could have been dead.  I will not put up with this, Patrick, and I mean it.  You were always doing this to me when we were seeing each other.  I didn’t like it then and I don’t like it now,” Darbee said in anger.

“I am so sorry, honey, and you are right.  It will never happen again.  You do still love me, don’t you?” he said in a child like voice.

Her heart melted as she assured him that she still loved him.  She told him she couldn’t wait for him to get home and he started saying sexy things on the phone that he was going to do to her when he got home.  She laughed and told him to stop that she was getting embarrassed.  

When she hung up the phone she was mad at herself that she had let him as always get to her with sex.  She hoped that they had more to their relationship than sex.  She wanted respect and if she couldn’t have that then they didn’t have what she thought they had.
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There was a definite strain between Darbee and Patrick.  She couldn’t figure out what was going on in his mind.  Hope had been to visit as usual and everything seemed fine with her, but Darbee noticed that Hope was not as friendly to her as she used to be.  She hoped that Lyle was not spreading her poison.  Hope and Emma Leigh were as close as ever; they got along so well.  Hope confided in Emma Leigh that she was afraid that her Mama might be getting a divorce, and she was really scared.  Emma Leigh told Darbee, but Darbee had not told Patrick.  She thought that Hope should be the one to say something and not her.

Darbee called Tara to talk.  She had already settled in Nashville and loved her job.  She hadn’t gotten to sing, but had played back up on her guitar one time when a guy didn’t show for a recording.  She told Darbee she smiled for weeks.  Tara knew it was just a matter of time until she got her break. She wasn’t going to do gigs, because she told Darbee she heard that really isn’t a good way to break into the business.  She was making demo tapes in the studio where she worked at night with the guy that ran the sound studio.  He had told Tara he would help her make tapes and send them out.  She really was having a great time.  Lee had been to see her, and they sang together on one of the tapes, mostly songs she and Lee had written.  Darbee was thrilled.

“I hate to change the subject, but Emma Leigh told me the other night that Hope had confided in her that Lyle may be getting a divorce.  I am scared to death how this will impact mine and Patrick’s relationship.”

“Oh no,” Tara gasped as she listened to Darbee.  “I don’t blame you at all.  I would be worried, too.”

“Well, I am going home to see Mama and Daddy next weekend when he gets Hope.   I just feel that he needs to spend some time alone with her without all of us here.  Maybe Hope will tell him about her mom then.  I hope if Patrick has some time alone with Hope that he will start acting better around here.  He is in some kind of mood and is ignoring all of us.”

“I think letting Patrick have time with Hope is a good idea.  I would go home to Schlater and let Mama take care of you,” Tara laughed.
“I know, she always wants to cook and pamper me.  I am taking the kids with me because Randy and his wife are going to be out of town.  I know Mama will love seeing them and it has been a long time since I just went home to visit and be their girl again,” Darbee said, almost in tears.

“Well, you go and have a good time.  Tell them I love them and hopefully soon they will be seeing me on the Grand Ole Opry,” Tara laughed.

“I love you, and I will talk to you later,” Darbee said as she hung up the phone.

She walked outside only to smell the change in the seasons in the air.  Her mind immediately went to the past when she was a small child.  She could still see herself in her attic room with Tara.  She could feel tears running down her cheeks.  Why she thought does life have to be so complicated.  The very thing you want to leave is the one thing that makes you cry and feel safe.

She walked to her car and drove to work.  Work was something that took her mind off of everything.  She could escape and be herself.

“Tracey?”  Darbee asked, “Have you talked to the finance department to see if we are still in our budget?  I can’t believe that every weekend the play opens is still a sellout.  I know that the actors are ready for a break.  I am so glad you are looking for an assistant director.  Do you realize, Tracey, that in the past four months we have hired over twenty new employees?”

“I know,” said Tracey.  “We are raking in the money.  We have grossed over $100,000 already.  There has been over $10,000 in donations to our theater since the play opened.  We have several businesses that want to be on all the advertising.  It is phenomenal the success we have had.”

“So that means everyone is getting a pay check and we still have funds?” asked Darbee.

“Oh, we are so in the green on that.  I see us being able to stay open for another six months and then take a couple of weeks off until the next play opens,” Tracey told Darbee.

“Well, I am almost through with the next play.  I just have to tie up some loose ends.  I have had several writers send me plays, and we need to hire someone to read them and pick the ones out we could use,” Darbee said.

“Oh, I have already hired someone for that job.  In fact they are coming in today to start.  I was also in charge of that when I worked in Chicago,” Tracey told Darbee.

“I don’t know what I would do without you.  I feel like we are the best team.  You are always thinking the way I am.  You know we are both very lucky,” Darbee said.

“Oh, honey, I know how lucky we are.  I can’t believe our success.  I almost feel like it is too good to be true,” Tracey said as she let out a huge sigh.

“I’m going to see my Mama and Daddy this weekend.  Patrick needs some time alone with Hope.  I haven’t been home in a long time and I really need to see my parents.  It is so funny that I couldn’t wait to move away, but when I feel down, that is where I feel the safest,” Darbee told her.

“Me, too,” said Tracey.

“I just feel that Patrick and I need some time apart from each other.  Hope is acting weird since we got married, and I don’t know what the problem is,” Darbee said with a frown.

“I am sure it is her Mom.  I was so worried that she would try and make you and Patrick unhappy,” Tracey said.

“Hold the fort down while I am gone and tell everyone to break a leg,” Darbee laughed.

“I have everything under control, and the new assistant director will have to show me what he is made of this weekend,” Tracey said with one eyebrow raised.

“Love you,” Darbee said with a smile as she walked out the door.

Darbee looked up and she couldn’t believe it was already after 5:00.  She was so lucky to have Jesse at home and not have to rush out when things got hectic.  She was hoping that Jesse had something really good to eat, because she had skipped lunch and was starving.  Darbee hoped that Patrick was in a better mood when she got home.  Darbee opened the door to a wonderful smell coming from the kitchen.  She smiled at Jesse when she walked in and just shook her head.  She was so thankful to be able to have a home-cooked meal with her family.  Jesse gave her a hug and told her that Mr. Patrick seemed in a good mood.  Darbee felt a sigh of relief as she went to the children and gave them a big hug.

“Hurry and wash up so we can all eat this wonderful meal Jesse has made for us,” Darbee said.

Cade and Emma Leigh ran to the wash their hands and Patrick was coming down the hall as Darbee was pouring herself a glass of wine.

“Hey, good looking,” he said with a smile as he walked over and gave her a kiss.

“Yeah, right, I look like hell, I bet.  I haven’t had time to even freshen my lipstick today,” Darbee laughed and gave him a kiss.

“I need a glass of wine, too,” he said as he walked to the cabinet to get himself a glass.

“Everything smells so good, Patrick.  I am so lucky to have Jesse in my life.  I feel like a queen when I come home.  My Mama never had anyone help her.  She has slaved over a stove all of her life,” Darbee told him. “Oh, by the way, I am going to visit Mama and Daddy this weekend with the kids.  I know you are getting Hope and I think this would be a great one-on-one time for the two of you.”
“That’s sweet, but what makes you think I need a one-on-one time with Hope?  She’ll miss Emma Leigh,” he said.

“Oh, I don’t know.  I just think Hope has some things on her mind and would love to have you all alone to talk,” she said.

“Yeah, I have noticed that she has sort of stayed away from me the last two times I have gotten her and just spent all of her time with Emma Leigh,” he said.

“Yeah, I have noticed something too.  Maybe you can find out if there is anything on her mind,” Darbee told him.

“Good idea, now let’s eat,” he said as Emma Leigh and Cade came running in the room.

*	*	*

Darbee and Patrick made passionate love when they went to bed. He whispered in her ear things that made her toes curl.  She felt as if they were truly one soul and body when they made love.  She knew this was the glue that held them together.  She fell asleep in his arms and felt at peace.  Maybe Patrick really isn’t being distant; maybe I just think too much.  The thought left her mind as she fell asleep in his arms.

Morning came too quickly.  Darbee turned over to find Patrick had already gone.  She got out of bed to wake the kids and she couldn’t find him.  He had left a note saying he loved her on the table and he would call her later.  She looked at the note and put it down and let out a big sigh.  

All day Darbee waited at her desk to hear from Patrick.  He did not call her all day, and when she got home Jesse told her she had not seen him.  The kids ate and Jesse left and just shook her head as she walked out the door.  Darbee felt heat rise in her body as the anger swelled inside her.  She got the kids ready for bed, and when she got out of her bath, she looked at the clock and it was 9:30, and she still had not heard from him.  She climbed into bed and started working on her play.  She was almost finished with the final scene when she heard Patrick open the door.  She looked at the clock; 11:30. She was fuming when he walked into the bedroom.  She glared at him as he walked into the door.  He didn’t say a word as he looked at her.

“Where have you been?” she asked.

“I have been over at Lyle’s house,” he said.

“You have been at your ex-wife’s house, and you don’t think you should have called me?” she said, her anger rising. 

“She called and told me that Hope was really upset and that I should come over.  When I got over there it was just she and Hope.  Her husband, well soon to be ex-husband, had their son.  She started crying and wanted me to be there when she told Hope that she was getting a divorce.”
“Well, you know that is just damn nice of you Patrick.  You don’t call your wife all day and then you go over to your ex-wife’s house and stay half the damn night.  I am pissed, and you can sleep on the couch,” she said as she gave him a ‘go to hell’ look.

“You don’t have any right to be mad at me.  I was worried about Hope, and she is my priority,” he said.

“And what am I, chopped liver?” she said.

“You are my wife, and you will not tell me what I can do when it comes to Hope,” he yelled.

“How dare you say that I am telling you what you can’t do?  You can kiss my ass, you jerk, and sleep on the damn couch!” she yelled back.  

Patrick grabbed his pillow and slammed the door as he left the room.  Darbee was glad that the children’s rooms were at the other end of the house.  She didn’t want them to know that they were arguing.  How dare he insult her with accusations saying she didn’t have a right to be mad?


When she finally woke it was 6 am.  She got up only to find Patrick already gone.  Darbee had decided that she would pack and leave for her parents and tell Emma Leigh and Cade that they didn’t have to go to school today.  She quickly packed her bag and the kids’ bags.  She woke them up and they were thrilled about not going to school.  She called Tracey and left a message that she was leaving a little earlier than planned to go visit her parents and would call her later.  She and the kids got in the car and drove to her parents.

The drive to her parents was a peaceful one.  There were very few cars on the road and the kids fell back asleep.  She was so mad at Patrick that she didn’t think she could speak to him ever again. She had never been so hurt by him before.  He had some nerve, she thought, staying at Lyles and not calling me. Hell, for all I know, the stupid idiot probably felt he should go back to her.  That would be fine with me!

Her Mama was on the porch as she pulled into the gravel driveway.  Her Mama ran to the car and opened the door to let the children out.  

“I have never been so surprised to see a car pull into the driveway, Darbee.  I thought you were coming this weekend,” said her Mama.

She grabbed both the children and gave them a big hug.  Darbee noticed that her Mama had lost a lot of weight.  She looked so frail and pale that it scared her.  Darbee walked to hug her mother and could feel her Mama’s back bone.  She suddenly felt a deep fear engulf her.

“I love you so much Mama,” Darbee said almost in tears.  “I just couldn’t wait until the weekend.  I really need to be home right now.”
“I love you too, sweetie,” her mama answered.  “Let’s go in the house and have us a slice of chess pie.  I know it’s your favorite.  I am so glad ya’ll are here.  Your Daddy is going to be so glad to see his younguns.”

“I can’t wait to sleep in my bed tonight, Mama,” Darbee said.

“You sure you are okay Darbee? You sure do have that look in your eye,” her Mama said.

“What look?” Darbee asked, thinking she could tell that she and Patrick were having trouble.

“That pregnant look,” her Mama said.

Darbee was taken completely by surprise with her Mama’s remark.   She panicked when she thought that she hadn’t had a period in over a month.  She had been so busy at work and worrying about Patrick that she hadn’t even thought of her period.

“Well, I am late, Mama, now that I think about it.  I haven’t even noticed until you said something,” Darbee told her.

“Darbee, I think you are pregnant.   The whites of your eyes always get really white and, honey, yours are as white as bleached linen,” she laughed.

Oh, great, she thought bitterly. 
They went inside and Darbee ran to the back porch and surprised her Daddy.  He got up and hugged her real tight.  

“Honey, you look better than buttermilk with corn bread,” he said.

“Oh, Daddy, I am so glad to be home.  I really needed to get away for a while.  The play is a big success and I have been working my tail off writing the next one,” she told him.

“How is Patrick?” he asked.

“Fine,” she told him.  “He had to work and he is getting Hope this weekend and spending some alone time with her.”

“Well, whatever the reason, I am glad you and the younguns are here for a few days.”

“Can we go drive the golf cart?” asked Cade as he pulled his Grandfather out the door with Emma Leigh running behind.

“I guess we are going to drive the golf cart,” he said as he walked out the door with the children.
Darbee walked into the kitchen with her mama and sat at the kitchen counter as she had done many times as a child.

“Mama, why have you lost so much weight?” Darbee asked 
“I don’t know Darbee; I just haven’t had an appetite for some reason.  I found a lump in my breast, and I’ve been too scared to go see a doctor.” 

Darbee felt faint.  She walked over and hugged her mama, and they both cried.  Darbee loved the scent of her mama, and for some unspoken moment they both knew what the future held for both of them.  Darbee was filled with fear and her mama pulled her back and looked her in the eyes and told her to take care of her Daddy.  Her mama didn’t have any fear in her eyes and Darbee had never seen such a peace in her mama’s eyes before.  

“Mama, stop saying that!  You are going to be just fine,” Darbee said as she wiped the tears off her face.  “If I am going to have another baby, I am going to have to have you around to help me.  I am going to have my hands full, and I am going to need you,” Darbee said.

Her mama smiled and told her they were going to have a great weekend and to not talk about anything sad.  Darbee promised that she wouldn’t if she promised her that she would see a doctor the next week.  

The weekend was just what Darbee needed.  She and her mama and Daddy sat on the back porch at night while the children played checkers.  Darbee could hear the frogs and the crickets as they all sat in silence watching the children play.  She loved sleeping in her old room.  She had walked around and looked at all the old pictures of her and Tara in school.  Her mama had not changed one thing.  There were still all of her old cheerleading pictures and pictures of Tara singing in talent shows.  There were ribbons on the wall and the room still smelled the same as when she and Tara were young.  She loved sleeping in the feather bed.  She almost wished she was young again where she wouldn’t have to face Patrick or the thought of her mama being sick.  She just wanted to stay in her old room and go back in time and start her life over.

She hugged her mama and Daddy bye and she and the children got into the car and drove back to Memphis.  She looked at her mama and knew in her heart that the news she was going to get was not going to be good.  She was not going to scare Tara until she talked to her mama next week.  The drive back to Memphis seemed to take forever as she pulled into her driveway.   Patrick’s car was there, and she was almost scared to walk in. They had not talked since they had argued.   She opened the door and the kids ran to their rooms. She saw Patrick outside so she walked outside and sat in the chair beside him.

“I am really sorry that I was an ass to you,” he said.  Darbee didn’t say a word she just looked at him. “I hope you can forgive me.  I really had a good visit with Hope, and she was worried about her mama getting a divorce.  She is worried about not seeing her brother, but we all reassured her that she was going to see him all the time and that her step dad was not going to get custody.  She really missed all of you this weekend and told me to tell you that she loved you.  Lyle and I took her out to dinner and she seems to be okay now.”

Darbee’s heart sank at the thought of all of them going to dinner.  She didn’t want to say anything because it would come across as jealous, but she was mad that he and Lyle had dinner together.  She convinced herself to let it go and not say a word.

“I think you need to know that I am late with my period,” she said, not believing what just came out of her mouth.

“Are you saying you think you might be pregnant?” he asked.

“Well, that is usually a sign of being pregnant,” she laughed.

“Well, the timing is really bad with Hope and all,” he said.

“Please tell me you did not just say that, when WE may be having a child,” she said, trying to keep her voice down. 

“Darbee, I didn’t mean that I wouldn’t be happy.  I just don’t want Hope to get depressed and think she may not get to be around this baby too,” he tried to explain.

“Kiss my ass, Patrick,” Darbee said as she walked back into the house.

Lord, I must be pregnant.  My temper is so short and I am cursing like a sailor lately.

She walked back outside and hugged Patrick and told him that she was sure everything was going to be okay, and Hope would adjust just fine.  She was just saying words to make it better with her and Patrick.  The truth was she felt like killing him.
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“Push one more time and we will be having a baby!” the nurse exclaimed. Patrick circled her with the camera. 

“Take the camera out of the way, Patrick!  I don’t want anyone seeing my privates when the baby comes out!” Darbee screamed.

After one more agonizing push, Darbee heard the doctor cry, “It’s a boy!” 

“Let me see him!” she shouted; the nurse brought him to her.  He had a mop of red hair and looked just like Patrick.

Patrick walked over, kissed her, and thanked her for giving him a son.  

“I think God is responsible for that,” she laughed.

Their new son was beautiful and Patrick was beaming as he walked out to the waiting room with him to show him off to everyone.  Everyone ran up to him and couldn’t believe how big he was.  Tara just raved about his red hair.

Patrick carried the baby to Darbee’s mama who was sitting in a chair.  The breast cancer had almost gotten to her.  She was thin and had lost all of her hair from the chemotherapy.  Darbee’s mama kissed him and winked at Patrick.  He knew in his heart that she was waiting for the baby to be born before she died.  She was a fighter.  When they found out she had cancer, the doctors had only given her about three months to live.  She had made it almost eight.  Darbee was scared to death about having the baby, fearing that her mama would stop fighting.  Darbee and Tara had gone every other weekend together to be with her.  

Patrick kissed Darbee’s mama on the cheek and told her he loved her and that he better get the baby back or they would come after him.  Darbee’s Dad just smiled as tears ran down his cheeks.  Patrick walked back into the room with Darbee and handed the baby back to the nurse who quickly took him for his first bath.

“He is beautiful, isn’t he?” Darbee gleamed as she watched the nurse bathe him.

“How could he not be handsome, he looks just like his Dad,” Patrick said proudly.

Darbee kissed her mama and hugged her tightly as the nurse got Darbee ready to go back to her room.  

“Isn’t he adorable, Mama?” Darbee said, “And to think you were the first one to tell me I was pregnant.”

Darbee’s mama just laughed as the nurse handed her the baby.  She cooed at him and rocked him back and forth.  She whispered to him, “I will love you for always, my baby you will be.”

Darbee started crying and Patrick came over and held her tightly as they both watched her mama hold the baby.  Patrick took a picture and smiled at Darbee as she watched them.  

“I am going to name him Patrick Jr.” she said with a smile, “and call him J.R.”

*	*	*

The next few months were a whirlwind for Darbee and Tara.  Darbee didn’t have time to worry about Patrick worrying about Hope.  She was traveling back and forth with the baby to see her mama.  The baby was wonderful.  He slept through the night after one week.  He was so good, a blessing to have such a great baby at a time when her mama needed her.  She had decided not to breast feed, because she knew her mama would need her.  Friends kept the baby when she and Tara were at the hospital.  Darbee’s daddy would not accept the fact that their mother was dying.  He was in denial and Darbee and Tara were so worried how he was going to cope after her death.

“Darbee, can you and Tara get in the bed with me?” Darbee’s mama asked.  Darbee and Tara had been watching TV like they did every night and laughing at the jokes on Laugh In.

They both climbed into the bed one on each side of their mama.  They put their arms around her and snuggled closely to her cheeks.  She told them how much better she was feeling and they talked for hours.  She told them about the night they were both born and how proud and blessed she was to have both of them in her life.  She told them not to be sad because she would always be in their hearts.  They both started crying silently to themselves.  They reached across their mama and held hands.  They looked at each other and watched as their mama closed her eyes and passed away.  She looked so peaceful as the nurses ran in the room.  The monitor at the nurses desk showed her heart had stopped.  The nurse listened for a heartbeat and then told them that she would leave them alone to be with her.  Their Daddy was at home.  He had left earlier, and they will never know what was said, but their mama told them she wanted to be alone with him for a little while earlier that day.  He left not saying a word to each of them.  Darbee didn’t try and stop him as he walked out the door.  The rest of the day was pleasant and their Mama was feeling better than she had in weeks.  They were both in shock now that she was gone.

“I guess we need to go home and tell Daddy,” said Tara.

“Yeah, you’re right.  I am dreading having to tell him.  I know he knows, but it is going to be so hard on him,” said Darbee.

They didn’t say a word on the way to their Dad’s.  When they walked in the house their daddy was reading her Bible and he was wiping tears from his eyes.

“You don’t have to say a word, girls.  I know exactly when she died.  My heart skipped a beat and something told me to go get her Bible,” he said. “I want to read you what fell out of her bible when I picked it up,” he smiled with tears in his eyes.

It was a picture of their wedding day and on the back they could see something written.

“I will love you always.  You were my best friend, and I had the best looking husband in Schlater.  I don’t want you to be sad because we were one when we married, and you have Darbee, Tara and those beautiful grandchildren.  I want you to see me every time you look at them because they came from us.  Thank you for being my husband, and I love you. 

~Your Baby Doll” 

They all three held each other and cried.

*	*	*

The funeral was beautiful.  Tara sang “How Great Thou Art” to a church full of family and friends. Their mother would have been so proud.  Darbee felt exhausted.  She had not really gotten over the birth of J.R.  She was looking forward to going back to work and getting her mind off the last few months.  She and Tara had already gone through their mother’s stuff and had each taken things that she wanted them to have.   Everything had been done before her death.  Their dad was the only one they were going to have to worry about now.  Darbee told Tara that they would each take turns going to see him at least once a month.  They had agreed they would do that for him.  Darbee was grateful to Patrick during her mother’s illness.  He had taken care of Cade and Emma Leigh and gotten along with Randy great.  He had taken them to meet Randy when they had to be at the hospital.  She knew that he was worried about Hope adjusting to J.R. but she didn’t really care.  She just wanted her life to get back to normal.  She wanted to be back in Memphis.

Darbee kissed Tara bye and told her she loved her.  They both talked about how they were going to miss sleeping together in their old room and how much fun they had during a really bad time.

Darbee cried most of the way home.  Emma Leigh reached over from the back seat and kissed her.  Darbee didn’t say a word until they pulled into the driveway at their home in Memphis.

“Home sweet home,” she said.

Patrick got J.R. out and put him to bed, and everyone else followed. 

Darbee was so glad to be at home.  She woke up to the smell of a wonderful breakfast cooking and walked into the kitchen to see Jesse cutting fruit on a plate for her.

“Hey there Miss Darbee.  You sit down and have yoself a good breakfast,” Jesse greeted her.

“Jesse, thank you so much.  I am starving and I haven’t really been eating like I should.  I have already lost all my baby weight and 5 more pounds.”

“I’s sees that you been looking all puny!” 

“It won’t take me long to get back my weight with your cooking,” she laughed. “I can’t wait to get back to work.  Are you sure J.R. is good for you?  Patrick said we could hire a nanny if we needed too.”

“I love that child.  I don’t want no stranger keeping my boy. He’s such an easy baby,” she assured her.

Darbee ate breakfast with Patrick and the kids as they watched J.R. cooing in his infant seat.  They all laughed as he looked like he was trying to talk.

“Wouldn’t it be great if Hope lived here and could see him every day,” said Patrick.

“I would love that,” squealed Emma Leigh.

“That would be great,” said Darbee.

“Well, I have wanted to ask her if she wanted to come live with us and give it a try.  She will be thirteen, and she should be able to say where she wants to live,” Patrick said.

“Well, I have to go and get ready for work and get back to the real world,” she said as she leaned down and gave J.R. a big kiss on the mouth.  She leaned down and kissed Patrick and laughed leaving him a wet J.R. kiss.

Everyone at the office was so glad Darbee was back and told her how sorry they were about her mother.  She showed them pictures of J.R. and everyone said how adorable he was and how he had grown.  They all loved his red hair.  

“I can’t believe all that has happened to you Darbee in the last six months.  I don’t know how you have survived with work, a new baby, and your Mama,” said Tracey.

“I guess it is true there is a power that takes over when you have to do things. You just go through the motions and everything falls into place,” said Darbee.

“Well, I certainly am ready to start our new production.  Darbee, I think this is going to be better than our last play,” said Tracey.

“You really think it’s good?” asked Darbee.

“I love it.  In fact I have already started lining up cast calls for the play.  I know exactly what type we should have for each part.  I have been a busy bee studying your play and I can’t wait until everything unfolds and the play takes on its own life!”
Darbee and Tracey worked all day with the new stage production crew on what kind of set they needed for the new play.  They worked until dark, and then both knew they had to go home.  Darbee wasn’t really looking forward to going home, because she never knew what mood Patrick was going to be in when she got there.  She walked in the door, and she was so surprised.  Patrick had a candle light dinner prepared for her, and Jesse had stayed to keep the children so they could be alone.  She ran over and gave him a big hug.

“You have been through so much lately and I know losing a mama is the hardest thing you will hopefully go through in a long time.”

“Honey, you don’t know how much I needed this,” she said with a big smile as he poured a big glass of wine.

Patrick had cooked prime rib and roasted potatoes.  It reminded her of when she lived at her other house before they were married, and he used to cook for her.  She loved being with him when he was happy.  He smiled through the whole dinner as they laughed and talked.  He told her how much he loved and respected her and how proud he was of their children.  She loved it when he said, ‘their children.’  She always liked being a family and wanted so much for Hope to be part of what they had.

“I think I may mention to Lyle about Hope coming to live with us, or at least giving it a try,” said Patrick.

Darbee raised her glass to toast him with a smile.  The rest of the night was magical and she fell asleep thanking God for all of her blessings.
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Darbee looked out the window and couldn’t believe that it was snowing.  She was so excited.  She never got to see snow in Schlater much.  When it did snow everything closed and all the kids would play all day with garbage sacks on their feet to cover their shoes.  Snow boots could not even be bought.  She was going to go get Emma Leigh, Cade and Hope a pair as soon as she woke them up.

“Hey kids get up and look out the window!” Darbee said with excitement in her voice.

“Mama, please let us sleep,” Emma Leigh growled.  She had become so different now that she was a teenager. They had her thirteenth birthday in September—she was the youngest in her freshman class. Patrick still had not had a birthday party for Hope because she was out of town on a cruise on her real birthday with Lyle.  Patrick was furious that Lyle had taken Hope on a cruise and didn’t tell him until the day before.

“Well, it’s snowing, and I am going to go play in it,” Darbee said as she walked out the door.

Both girls jumped up and looked out the window and screamed.  They ran and got Cade up and all three were dressing in layers and layers of clothes.  They played in the snow for hours.  Patrick built a snowman and the girls decorated it with clothes.  They took pictures and laughed.  Darbee had not had that much fun in years.  She felt like a kid again and loved chasing Patrick and hitting him with snowballs.  Jesse stood at the window and watched with J.R. and came out with him in a blanket for pictures.  They got the neighbor to take a picture and Darbee was going to have it framed and put it on the mantel.

“I am exhausted,” Patrick sighed when they finally trampled inside.

“Me too. Hey, let’s make snow ice cream.  My Mama made snow ice cream the one time it snowed in Greenwood!” said Darbee.

“Never heard of that, but it sounds good,” said Patrick.

They all went into the house and the kids sat by the fireplace while Emma Leigh and Hope played with J.R.  He was pulling up on everything and trying to walk.  He looked a lot like Hope, and Darbee was so glad that Hope adored him.  He would go to Hope and not let Emma Leigh touch him.  Hope loved it and would tease Emma Leigh and always ask her if she wanted to take him.  Darbee thought it was funny because J.R. would turn and scream.

Everything had been going so great for all of them. They had really become a family and every time Hope came over, she and Darbee were getting closer and closer.

Darbee couldn’t ask for anything more.  Hope would ask Darbee about boys and what it was like when she was young.  Darbee told her how overprotective her Dad and Mom were, especially her Dad, and how she wasn’t going to do that with them.  Hope laughed and said she was glad.  Patrick hated that boys were now calling to talk to the girls.  They were both beautiful.  Emma Leigh had gotten so tall and her hair was just like Darbee’s.  Hope was also tall; she had Patrick’s eyes, but her Mom’s mouth.  She had beautiful white teeth and a glowing smile. Darbee felt lucky that they both were beautiful and not jealous of each other.  They had the same friends in school and both had made the tennis team.  Darbee felt her life was full.    

Jesse was making chili for all of them, and they were all freezing as well as starving. As the phone rang, Darbee had no idea that her day was going to take a turn for the worse.  She answered the phone, and it was Lyle, rude as ever, wanting to speak to Patrick.  She gave the phone to him and watched as he spoke to her.  He walked out of the room, and she couldn’t hear what he was saying.  When he came back into the room, he acted very nervous.  He helped clean the kitchen as he gathered the dishes up.  He told Hope that she needed to gather her things because it was time to get her home.  He told her that her mother had called and said there would be school tomorrow.

“Oh, I was hoping we could have another snow day,” said Darbee.

“Me too, Dad, I wish I could just spend another night here.  I had so much fun today.  I guess I better go kiss my little brother bye so we can go,” Hope said as she went and kissed Darbee on the cheek.

Darbee couldn’t believe that Hope had kissed her.  Emma Leigh smiled at her mother and so did Cade.  They both knew that Hope giving their Mom a kiss was a big deal.  Patrick came over and gave Darbee a kiss while he waited on Hope to gather her things.
“What did Lyle want that you had to walk out of the room?” asked Darbee.

“She just told me that there would be school and Hope needed to come home, that’s all,” answered Patrick as he nearly tripped over the couch trying to walk out of the living room.

Darbee could tell by Patrick’s clumsiness that there was more to the conversation then he was letting on.  She didn’t want to press the issue since they were about to leave anyway.

“Do you want me to ride with you, honey?” she asked.

“No, that’s okay, I will just run her home and get back so we can snuggle in the bed and watch a movie.” He smiled—a sign of reassurance. 

*	*	*

Patrick came home very late, and Darbee took that as a bad sign. This was more than just “dropping Hope off.” She knew he had spoken with Lyle…for a very long time. When she heard the door shut, she thought of going in there to give him a piece of her mind, but when she saw the pensive look on his face, she changed her mind.

“Hey, honey what’s wrong?”

“Well, I guess this is as good a time to tell you as any.  Lyle told me that Hope wants me and Lyle to take her to dinner to her favorite restaurant.” His voice cracked as he spoke, and he looked at the floor, instead of her. 

“You have got to be kidding me,” she said with a laugh.

“No, really, this is what Hope wants,” he said.

“So, do I have a say?” she asked.

He looked up, surprised. “Of course you do and I told Lyle I would have to check with you.”

“You can kiss my ass, Patrick. You should have told her no and the very idea that you told her you had to check with me. I am not your mommy,” she spat back. 

“Fine, fine. I’ll tell her that I don’t think it is a good idea.  You’re right, and I was wrong.  We are a family, and we should be taking Hope to dinner, not me and Lyle.  I will talk to Hope later,” he assured her.

Darbee walked out of the room without speaking.  She was fuming and couldn’t say a word.  Darbee was still mad the next morning. As she drove to work, she started crying.  When she walked in her office, she threw her purse across the room.  It hit the wall and a picture fell on the floor and Tracey came running in her office holding her chest.
“What in the hell is going on?” Tracey asked.

“Sit down and I will tell you,” Darbee said.

Darbee told her the whole story about Lyle wanting an alone dinner with Patrick and Hope for Hope’s birthday claiming it was what Hope wanted.

“Okay, that is crazy, and I would be mad too.  Do you think he is going to take them?” Tracey asked.

“I don’t know, but I know if he does it will cause trouble for us.  I don’t want to hurt Hope’s feelings, but I also don’t think it is her idea.  I think Lyle somehow put the thought in her mind,” Darbee said.

“You’re probably right.  What teenager wants to go out with their divorced parents?” said Tracey.

“I am not mad at Hope, she is so sweet to me now, and I know that Lyle has been jealous of our family since J.R. was born.”

“Lyle got another divorce, didn’t she?” asked Tracey.

“Yeah, and he has lots of money.  He bought her a beautiful home and a car during the divorce.  She was also given a big settlement. She doesn’t have to work, and I don’t think she ever has her son.  He is about six years old now and goes everywhere with his dad.  They are big hunters and his family has a plane and everything.  They do the safari thing and Lyle and Hope stay home.  I wouldn’t be surprised if their son moves in with his dad.  I really think Lyle wouldn’t care.”

“Geez, what a soap opera!” 

“Patrick and I have been getting along so great.  I can’t tell you how happy we have been.  Hope has finally gotten close to me and loves J.R.  She even kissed me good-bye the other day when she left.  We have made such progress, and I just hate that Lyle has asked Patrick to do this.  I guess I should apologize and trust he will do the right thing.  I don’t want to act like a jealous wife,” Darbee said.

Tracey raised her eyebrows and walked out of Darbee’s office.  Darbee knew that she was getting her hopes up thinking Patrick would not go.  Deep down she knew he would end up going and it made her sick to think of Lyle alone with him and Hope like they were a happy family again.  She laid her head on her desk and cried hating her life and feeling guilty at the same time.

				CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO 

The door creaked open as Darbee heard small footsteps tiptoeing across the hardwood floor. She rolled over and rubbed her eyes.  When she saw Patrick standing at the door with a bottle of wine, and she saw Hope walking down the hall dressed up, she knew.

“You went to dinner with Lyle and Hope, didn’t you?” she asked.

Patrick motioned for Hope to run on to bed, which she gladly did. 

“Honey, I was completely taken off guard.  When I walked in, they were dressed up and Hope ran up to me and asked if it was okay if we all went to dinner.  I told her I wanted to call you and see if you could meet us.  I tried but you didn’t answer your phone.  I guess you were working in the auditorium.  I even called Jesse too.”

“I could say some things that would not be very ladylike, Patrick, but I am going to pretend this night never happened.  I don’t want to know where, what, or anything else about it.  Do you understand what I am saying?”

“Yes, I do and I am so sorry.  It was very innocent, but I can completely understand if you are angry,” he said.
“Don’t talk to me, Patrick, don’t say a word.  I am going to bed and tomorrow morning is a new day.  I am not going to think about you being an idiot and pretending to have another family.  No wait, let me say ‘pretending to have your old family back,’” Darbee amended as she walked to the bedroom, leaving Patrick to himself. 
*	*	*
Darbee never thought about the night Patrick took Lyle and Hope to dinner.  Things were going so great for them, and he was being so kind.  She had to concentrate on her play and get ready for the big opening.  She had one thing on her mind and that was to make this play the best Memphis had ever seen.  She had the best actors and actresses that she had ever hired.  She and Tracey had worked their tails off.  She loved working on the play because that was the one thing that kept her mind off any troubling thoughts she might be having.  She didn’t want to think about the times Patrick would be late after taking Hope back to Lyle’s.  She would make herself sick if it was not for the play.  Every time her mind would start thinking of why Patrick was taking so long at Lyle’s, she would focus on her play and what needed changing.  The play had become her life saver.

“Darbee, I have been thinking about the music that is played when the curtains open.  I think we should have something different. I can’t get the tune out of my mind, and I don’t think it goes with what the play is about,” said Tracey.

“Well, what do you think we should have the orchestra play?” asked Darbee.

“I don’t know, but I have a few tunes I am going to work on for them to play, and we can rehearse them next week,” she said.

“Sounds good to me,” said Darbee.  “That’s your expertise, not mine.”

Darbee gathered her things and walked to her car.  She stopped to get gas and saw Lyle pass by.  She had never seen Lyle over in this area before.  She quickly got gas and decided to follow her.  She stayed two cars behind her and watched as she drove to a little restaurant bar near the theater.  She noticed that Lyle was dressed in blue jeans and a very cute white top.  She was shocked when she saw Hope get out of the back seat.  She watched as they both walked in.  She sat in the car and watched them.  Hope was supposed to be spending the night at their house tonight.  Just as she got the thought out of her mind she saw Patrick drive up and walk in and her heart sank.  She could see Lyle and Patrick talking and then they sat at a table.  The waiter came over, and she watched as the waiter brought them two beers.  She couldn’t see what Hope was doing, but it looked like she was playing some kind of game in the corner.  She saw Patrick put his arm on Lyle’s shoulder as she seemed to be crying.  Darbee wanted to kill him.  She had not talked to him all day, and she wondered if this is where they met every time he got Hope.  

She waited for about thirty minutes and watched as Lyle hugged him and left.  Darbee waited until she got in her car, and then she drove home.  She was so mad that she had to figure out something so Patrick wouldn’t think she knew anything.  She decided to go back to the theater and then wait and call him later.  She needed to calm down.  

Darbee drove up to the theater and quickly ran to her office.  She picked up the phone and dialed Tara’s number.

“Hello,” Tara answered.

Before she could even speak, the tears started flowed. “Tara?” she muttered. 

“Darbee, what’s wrong?” her sister asked. Worry tinged her voice. 

“I need to talk to you about a lot of things that Patrick is doing, and I have been too embarrassed to say anything,” she sobbed.  “You need to get a glass of wine because this could take a while.”

As Darbee’s secrets began to spill, Tara just listened.  When Darbee hung the phone up, she felt better.  She was going to wait and see if Patrick said anything to her when she got home.  If he didn’t, then she was going to say something to him.  She walked to her car and nervously put the key in the ignition, not really wanting to face what she needed to do when she got home.
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Patrick was already home when Darbee walked in the house.  He was busy working on some papers and Darbee had to fight a rising urge to walk over and hit him.  He looked at her and smiled.

“Hey, honey, you look like you have had a bad day.  Something wrong?” he asked.
“Oh, just the same old stuff I always have going on. You know, production problems.” 
“Well come over and sit beside me, and I will get you a beer.  I had a pretty good day actually.  My new development is doing great.  I have sold over 140 lots,” he said with a smile.

“Well, that is just wonderful,” she commented as she sat next to him on the couch. Trying to be nonchalant, she leaned over and took a small sniff. “You smell like you have already had a beer?” 

“Oh, I had one when I got home,” he lied. 

She sat back against the couch. “No, you didn’t Patrick. I know you had a beer with Lyle,” she said very calmly.  

Patrick didn’t say a word; he just looked at her.

“Well, are you going to deny you had a beer with Lyle?” she asked.

“No, she asked me to meet her to pick up Hope because she needed a beer, and she wanted to talk.  She told me that her ex was thinking of moving, and he told her he was going to get custody of their son.  She was really upset and asked if I knew a good attorney.”

“Well, why didn’t you tell her to use the one that she had when you two got a divorce?  She seemed to have done well taking you to the cleaners. No, let me rephrase that statement, you let her take you to the cleaners willingly.” Darbee sighed.
“Darbee,” he said as she clasped her hand over his mouth.

“Shut up, I am not finished.  If I went and had a beer with Randy, I know you would throw a fit.  I have a great relationship with him, but it’s normal.  He has his life, and I have mine.  I really don’t know what to say about you doing this, Patrick.  I feel like crying, but at the same time I want to hit you.  I had to put up with Lyle before we were married and now it seems to be worse.  I think you better do some soul searching about what you want, because if you continue to behave like this, our marriage is not going to work out.”

“I don’t know what to say.  I won’t let this happen again, I promise.  I love our family and I don’t want to ever upset you like this again.” 
Tears began to well up in his eyes. Darbee hated it when he started to cry.  She always felt weak, and he knew how to work her.  She didn’t think he did it on purpose, but she was beginning to wonder.

“Darbee, do you want me to get you a beer?” he asked.

“Yeah, see if we have the kind that you and Lyle just drank,” she said as she puckered her lips up.

Patrick was embarrassed and went to get her a beer.  Darbee was glad that the kids had come into the den with J.R.  Cade put J.R. on the floor and he walked to Darbee.  They all screamed because he had not taken steps before.
“We have been working with him in the back,” said Cade.

“Yeah,” said Hope, “I would hold him, and Cade would wiggle a toy and J.R. would take steps to get the toy from him.”

Emma Leigh was laughing at how funny J.R. would walk to Cade, but when she held the toy he would crawl and lay his head on her shoulder.  They all told Patrick and Darbee that it was a man thing, and J.R. wanted to be a big boy like his brother.

Darbee laughed and stood J.R. up, while she and Patrick let him walk back and forth between them.  Emma Leigh was right because he would only walk if he was going to Patrick.  They all laughed.

After all the excitement, J.R. fell on the floor and went to sleep while the girls cooed over him.“Well,” Darbee interjected, “I think I am going to call Tracey and see if she wants to go have a drink with me.  I feel pretty stressed about our play and I have a few things I need to discuss with her.”  Patrick just looked at her as she got up and walked to the back.  When she came out of the bedroom she was dressed in jeans and cowboy boots and a navy blue sweater.  She didn’t say a word as she grabbed her jacket and walked out the door.

Darbee got in the car and had to fight back tears as she drove to meet Tracey.  She was so grateful to have Tracey as a business partner, as well as a friend.  When she got to the local bar, she walked in and saw Tracey wave.  She walked over to the table and sat down and put her head in her hands.  Tracey quickly motioned for the waitress over.

“We’ll just have two martinis,” Tracey ordered. As the waitress walked off to fill the order, Tracey looked at Darbee and put her hand on her arm. “Okay, girl, spill.”

“I have just about had it with Patrick!  I made bad choices in high school, and I seem to be making the same mistakes as an adult,” Darbee said in tears.

“What did he do this time?” Tracey sighed. 
“When I left work today I saw Lyle pass by, and I followed her.  Which maybe I shouldn’t have done, I don’t know. It just seemed odd that she would be in the neighborhood. She went and met Patrick with Hope at a local bar/restaurant, and they had a beer together.  They also, remember, had a private dinner with Hope as one big ‘happy’ family.  Lyle is worried about her ex trying to take their son and move to Colorado, and of course Patrick is scared she will follow with Hope in tow,” said Darbee.

“I don’t blame you for getting upset.  You have had to deal with an awful lot with Patrick and Lyle,” said Tracey.

“I don’t know what to do sometimes.  I don’t want to act jealous because I don’t think it is jealousy.  I just feel Patrick is letting Lyle control him.”

“I think Lyle is in the middle of your marriage and that just isn’t good. You’re supposed to be married to him, not them.”

“I just know that I will not be able to handle Lyle and Patrick going out together and having meetings,” Darbee said, panic rising in her voice.

“Darbee, I don’t think you realize how abnormal their relationship is.  You don’t have to meet your ex for dinner alone to discuss stuff about your children.  You can talk on the phone and pretty much handle anything.”

“I know; I just get so upset. Hope has become such a part of our life and she and I really get along.  I don’t want her to move because Patrick would not be able to handle her not being in his life on a daily basis.”

After finishing her drink and pouring it out in tears, she decided it was time she went home to face the situation.

She walked in the house and everyone was already in bed.  She checked on J.R. and quietly closed his door and went to her bedroom.  Patrick was watching TV and smiled as he watched her get undressed.  Darbee got in the bed and could feel the affects of the martinis.  She turned to Patrick, and he reached and kissed her.  She responded only because she was a little buzzed.

They made love as if nothing was wrong, and the passion was as strong as ever.  They even made love again before morning.  As Darbee was taking a shower to get ready for work she leaned her head against the shower wall and cried.  She really didn’t want Patrick to think everything was okay, but she knew him and because they had made love he would figure they were fine.  

Darbee quickly got ready and grabbed her coffee as she blew kisses to the kids.  Jesse smiled at her holding J.R.’s hand and made him wave as Darbee walked out the door.

Darbee was ready to get her play finished.  She felt this was the best writing she had ever done.  Tracey told her she wouldn’t be surprised if they got a call to have the play open on Broadway after opening night.  Darbee wouldn’t have to fly to New York very often because the assistant director had worked in New York and was fabulous. New York would be a great escape for Darbee and Tara.  She smiled to herself how proud her Mama would be if she knew how successful she was.  Imagine she thought a little old country girl like me having a play in New York.  She could feel her Mama and her Granny, especially now that she felt so lost about her situation with Patrick. She wished so badly to be able to pick up the phone and talk to them.  She had to call her Daddy and go visit.  She needed to get away and she was going to tell Patrick that she was going to visit her Daddy and take the kids and drop them off at Randy’s for the weekend. She needed to call Tara and ask if they could meet in Memphis and drive to Schlater together.  

*	*	*
Tara and Darbee were so excited about seeing each other.  They laughed all the way to Greenwood.  Their Daddy was so excited about them being home.  He had steaks ready to cook on the grill and had bought them beer and wine.  They all stayed on the porch until well after midnight.  They went through old pictures and watched 16-millimeter films from when they were kids.  Tara and Darbee laughed at how funny they were as kids.  Their Dad got sad when he saw films of their Mama, and they all cried when they heard her voice on film.

“This has been so much fun, Daddy,” said Darbee.

“You don’t know how much we miss you, Daddy,” Tara agreed.

“I really wish you would think about moving to Memphis and being close to us,” said Darbee.

“I can’t leave your Mama,” said their Dad. “I go to her grave every day, and we have our special talks.  I hate cancer had to take her, but I also know that she is watching me every day.”

They both looked at each other and shook their heads.  They understood where he was coming from, and they knew what he meant about feeling her watching over him.

“Well, I guess I will go to bed,” their Dad announced.

“Yeah, me and Tara are going to hit the sack too, Daddy,” said Darbee.

Darbee and Tara walked up the old attic stairs to their room.  They both exclaimed at the same time how the room smelled the same as it did when they were living there.  Darbee walked around the room and looked at all the old pictures on the wall.  She saw one of her and Brit and picked it up.  It was an old prom picture.  Darbee couldn’t believe how much she had loved him once.  She looked at the picture and remembered that night.  She couldn’t believe she thought he was so handsome.  As she looked at the picture, she didn’t remember him being so skinny. What a dork she was to think that he was the love of her life, and he caused her to make such stupid mistakes!  She felt the anger rise in her as she thought of him.

Tara walked over and gave her a hug.  Tara always knew what she was feeling and could make her feel so safe.  They both got in the bed and could smell the scent of their Mama. They couldn’t understand why their sheets always smelled like their Mama.

They both told each other to have sweet dreams like they did when they were young and fell asleep touching each other’s feet, as though nothing had changed. 

*	*	*

Darbee and Tara each hugged their Daddy bye and told him that they would see him again next month.  They kissed him on his cheeks at the same time like they did when they were kids.  He had tears in his eyes when they left, and they waved at him and watching him standing in the gravel driveway until he was no longer in sight.

“Daddy seemed so sad, didn’t he?” Darbee asked her sister after a few moments’ silence.

“Yeah, I think he is just missing Mama,” Tara replied.

“I don’t know; it seemed almost like we weren’t ever going to see him again.”

“Oh, stop it, Darbee, you always get so weird about things.  You’ve always thought the world was coming to an end at the end of every year.  You would go around and write us all letters telling us how much you loved all of us and would miss us,” her sister teased.
 
“Yeah, I was sort of a dork at times wasn’t I?” Darbee laughed.

They stopped and picked up Emma Leigh and Cade.  Darbee was so nervous about going home and seeing Patrick.  She really felt like she was going to be sick at the very thought of him maybe talking to Lyle while she was gone.  She just knew that Lyle had called him.  She could feel something, but she wasn’t about to tell Tara because Tara would just laugh and call her a dork again.  Darbee really hoped that she was just imagining things.

When they pulled into Memphis, Darbee looked at Tara and asked if she could spend the night. Tara told her she needed to get back before it was too late and it was only a few hours drive to her house, so she could make it before dark.

“Well, I had a great time and we will have to do this again next month.  I will try and go see Daddy in a couple of weeks,” Darbee said, as she got her things out of the car.

They hugged good-bye and Darbee and the children walked in the house.  Jesse was still there playing with J.R.

“Have you talked to Mr. Patrick?” asked Darbee.

“No Miss Darbee, I haven’t heard from him all day.  He usually calls to check on J.R., but he hasn’t called today.”
Darbee felt her stomach sink, but she couldn’t quite explain the odd sense of panic.  She knew something was wrong since he hadn’t called to check on J.R. She went to the back and unpacked while Jesse put J.R. to bed.  She didn’t have the energy to even go in J.R.’s room and tell him goodnight.  She just wanted Patrick to get home so they could talk. The distance between them seemed to be growing, and she just wanted to make up.

When Jesse left, Darbee and the kids watched TV for an hour before she told them they had better go to bed.  She poured herself a glass of wine and waited for Patrick to come home.  She watched the clock as every hour passed, one by one.  Patrick was back to his old tricks before they were married, and he would go forever without calling her.  She got madder and madder as she waited.  Finally, around 1 A.M., she fell asleep on the couch.  She was shocked when Jesse walked in the door, and Darbee looked at her and started crying.

“Patrick didn’t come home last night,” she told her.

“Lands a goodness,” said Jesse, “I sho hope nothing is wrong, and he has done had a wreck.”
“Oh my, I never even thought of that,” said Darbee, guilt welling up in her, as she realized she had only thought his lateness was his fault, and not a tragedy. 

“Well, I am sure you would have heard something by now Miss Darbee,” Jesse assured her.

Darbee gave a sigh of relief. “Yeah, we have all our telephone numbers in the glove compartment as point of contacts, so you’re right, I would have heard something if he had an accident.”

Darbee walked to the back and got the kids up for school.  Jesse got J.R., and Darbee got ready for work.  She was so angry that she didn’t know what she was going to say when Patrick got home. If he ever gets home.

Just as she got that thought out of her mind, she heard the front door open.  Darbee could hear Patrick talking to Jesse, and then she heard Emma Leigh and Cade leaving for the bus.  She then heard Jesse say that she was going to take J.R. for a stroll.  Her heart dropped as Patrick walked to the bedroom.  She knew that it was not going to be something she wanted to hear because Jesse never took J.R. for a stroll in the morning before breakfast.  When Patrick walked in the room, he looked white as a sheet, and suddenly, Darbee knew.

“You’ve been with Lyle, haven’t you?” she asked.

“Yes,” he answered.
“Did you sleep with her?” Darbee fought to keep her voice under control, mostly because she already knew the answer.

“Yes,” he said as he looked down to the floor.
“You bastard.” She clenched her fists and choked down a sob. “Why would you do that to us? Why would you sleep with someone you have always made me believe that you hated?  You lied to me! I am the biggest fool in the world for trusting you.  Like my Mama always said, you reap what you sow, and I guess what I did to Randy is haunting me now.”

“Stop it, Darbee, this is my fault. I can’t explain what happened or why.  I am going to move out so I can get my head straight. I love you with all my heart. I know that you are the best thing that has ever happened to me. I know I have made all kinds of excuses for my behavior with Lyle, but the truth is I was fooling myself.  I knew in my heart that I still cared about her and when she got married, I thought my feelings had changed.”

“So since she is divorced, I guess you want to go back with her?” asked Darbee.

“I’m not saying that.  I just need to get my head straight,” he said, burying his face in his hands. Darbee could tell he was honestly confused, but in his confusion, he had hurt her. And she was not sure she could forgive that yet.

“I am not going to sit around while you figure out what to do.  You can get J.R., but I don’t want to see you. I don’t care if I ever see you again!  All I can think about is time after time, year after year, the stupid things I excused with you and Lyle.  I am tired of it and I am sick of trying to pretend it doesn’t exist.  It always will, Patrick, and I know you will never change.  I knew before we got married. I chose to ignore the warning signs, but they were there.  So go and get the hell out of my life. I have to get my head straight, and that is going to take a lot longer than you think,” she spat.

Patrick packed a bag and told her he would come get his other things tomorrow.  Darbee didn’t even look at him as he left.  She refused to cry and wanted to stay angry instead.  Crying meant she cared, and she didn’t want to care. She just wanted to feel numb and empty. No, not empty. Something else had to fill that space. 

She walked out of the door, got in her car and drove to the theater.  Yes, she thought to herself as she drove, I will be married to my play.  Who needs a husband anyway?

*	*	*

Opening night had finally arrived and Darbee and Tracey were so excited.  The auditorium was full, and the mood of the crowd was exuberant.  Darbee scanned the crowd to see if Patrick had shown up, but she didn’t figure he would.  She had not heard from him in weeks.  He would come get J.R. when she wasn’t home, and Jesse would go over to his apartment to help.  She, Emma Leigh, and Cade were adjusting, and they seemed to be okay. Randy stayed active in their lives.  He was coming as often as he could to watch Emma Leigh in her tennis tournaments and Cade at his baseball games.  She wouldn’t let herself miss Patrick. Every time she thought of him, she would call Tara or Tracey, and they would remind her of what a jerk he had been.  
She couldn’t wait for the reviews in the morning paper.  She knew they were going to be good because of the crowd’s enthusiastic receptions.  Fulfillment filled her and happiness beamed from her, regardless of whether Patrick had come to watch her play.  She figured he was with Hope and Lyle, and she quickly got that thought out of her mind.  She didn’t want anything to ruin the joy she was feeling as she walked into the cast party.  Darbee walked over to get a glass of wine as people came over to hug her.  She smiled to the cast and the crowd and thanked everyone, fighting back tears as Tracey and Tara came over and squeezed her hand to help her not to cry.
“Here’s to the three amigos,” she toasted Tara and Tracey, and the trio smiled, knowing they would always remain friends. 

[bookmark: _Toc263853947]				CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

Darbee starred at the phone receiver and just listened to the dial tone.  She still kept thinking if she hadn’t answered the phone, it would have changed reality, and her father would still be alive.  She felt numb after hanging up the phone.  Tara being there alone and seeing their father’s body lifeless on the floor ripped Darbee apart inside.  She still couldn’t believe he had a heart attack.  She felt so guilty for not going to see him.  For the last few weeks, she had gotten so involved in her new musical that she was writing for Tara that she had put off going to see her Daddy.  She blamed it on Patrick, and her effort to forget her feelings about their situation, which made her even angrier with him.  
“Hey, Mama,” Emma Leigh said as she ran in the house, Cade, Jesse, and J.R. close behind.   
“Kids, I have something to tell you,” Darbee said. The children, sensing the seriousness of the situation, sat down on the edge of the couch. Darbee cleared her throat. “Your grandfather just passed away; he had a heart attack.”
Emma Leigh and Cade both ran and hugged her.  Darbee squeezed them back, but she could not cry. She just told them it was going to be okay, and he was with their grandmother now and very happy.
“What do you want me to do, Miss Darbee?” asked Jesse.
“Call Patrick later after I leave and tell him to come get J.R. Tell him about my Daddy,” she answered.
“I will pack Emma Leigh and Cade a suit case and something to wear to the funeral,” Jesse told her.
“Thanks, Jesse. I am going to get my things and hurry and go home, so I can be with Tara,” Darbee told her, but as soon as she said the words, she knew she wasn’t going home; she was only going to a house.
The ride to Schlater was somber.  No one said a word, and Darbee couldn’t stop thinking about the last time she saw her Daddy.  She felt as if he knew it was going to be the last time he saw her.  She wished so badly that she had gone with Tara to see him one more time.  She was glad when she got to Randy’s’ house and left the kids.  She needed to be alone for a little while.  Darbee drove to her Dad’s and looked at all the places she had been when she was growing up there.  Everything seemed to look different now. Even the crops had changed.  She drove past her old high school and thought of all the times her Mama and Daddy came to watch her cheer.  She wanted to be able to go back in time and just hug them both.  She felt so alone and sad and didn’t think she would ever find anyone that she ever loved again.  Her Daddy was her greatest fan and hero.  Daddy, how can I possibly cope without you? 
When she drove up to her Dad’s, she saw Tara sitting on the front porch swing.  She wanted to cry, but she didn’t. When she got out of the car, Tara ran up to her and they hugged and walked into the house.
“You know this is the first time that we have ever been alone in the house without Daddy or Mama,” Darbee said.
“Yeah, I was thinking the same thing,” Tara said.
“Where is PJ?” 
“Phillip came and got him. I am so glad that I brought him this time to see Daddy.  He usually never wants to go anywhere now that he has a girlfriend.”
Tara came over and held Darbee and cried.  Darbee started crying and couldn’t stop.  She was crying about her Daddy, she was crying about missing her Mama, and she was crying about Patrick.  She felt like the flood gates had opened and Tara just sat and held her for over an hour.  
After she finally calmed down, she grabbed some tissues and blew her nose. “I am so sorry I cried for so long,” she sniffled. 
“Honey, you have been holding up for so long, you needed a good cry.” Her sister just patted her on the back.
“Let’s go in Daddy’s room and pick out something for him to wear and take it to the funeral home tomorrow,” said Darbee.
They looked in his closet and both got choked up when they saw his clothes.  He still had a few things of their Mama’s hanging in between his clothes.  They found the suit that he got married in and decided that would be the perfect one.  Their Daddy was always bragging that he could still wear the suit he got married in, even though their Mama was the best cook in Schlater.  They smiled and knew that they had picked the right one.  
“Let’s put this picture of him and Mama on their wedding day in his casket,” said Tara.
“Oh, how sweet.  Look at how beautiful Mama was and how young Daddy looked.  You favor Mama a lot now Tara,” said Darbee.
“I know, I sometimes walk by the mirror and laugh and look at myself and say, ‘hey Mama!’” 
Darbee laughed at Tara’s sense of humor.  They walked around the house, and it seemed so weird to both of them to be alone without their parents.  The house didn’t feel like a home anymore.  It was as if the house died when their Daddy died.  They both tried to remember playing and living in the house and how life used to be there.  
“Why does death make a house not a home anymore?” asked Tara.
“I don’t know, maybe there is a spirit that lives in a house when people live there.”
“I don’t know but it is so different.” 
They watched old home movies and drank beer and laughed at how goofy they were as children.  Darbee didn’t mention Patrick.  She wanted this to be her and Tara’s time alone to reminisce about their home and growing up together.  They laughed about how both of their lives had changed so much since the days they lived in Schlater.  
“Where is Brit now?” asked Darbee.
“I think he lives in Florida and has a child.”
“You know, I always wondered what it would have been like if I had not had the abortion and had his baby.  Isn’t it strange how one thing in our life can make us who we are or take us in a direction that we might have never chosen?” 
“I know. We never really know how things can make or break us.”
“Well, I am not going to be broken,” Darbee said firmly.
There was a short pause before Tara asked, “Darbee, do you think that if Patrick admits he made a mistake, you would take him back?”
Darbee’s heart skipped a beat as she thought of Patrick standing in their bedroom, telling her he’d screwed up. She had left that part out of the story when she’d relayed to Tara what Patrick had done. “Yes, I think so,” she replied slowly, but even she wasn’t sure of her own answer.
They walked up the attic stairs to their room like they had done so many times, and when they got into their old bed, they didn’t say a word.  They both fell asleep quickly as if to forget the day had happened.
*	*	*
Tara had decided for her and Darbee to buy matching black dresses and black large brim hats.  They wanted to be Daddy’s twins again and dress alike.  He loved taking them places dressed alike when they were little, because everyone would stop and ask if they were twins, and he would just give them the biggest grin.  They knew he would be smiling down on them today.
The funeral was beautiful and the preacher told stories about their Daddy and how he would take care of the church lawn with such pride.  He said their Daddy planted most of the flowers that were in bloom around the church.  Darbee and Tara picked some to put on his casket when they walked out of the church.  They both walked to the limousine that was waiting for the two of them to take them to the gravesite.  Tracey had ordered the Limo for them.  Darbee was shocked to see so many people from the theater at the funeral.  Tracey stood beside her the entire time that she was greeting people. Darbee knew that she and Tracey would be friends for life, business partners or not.  Darbee looked to see if Patrick was at the funeral, but she couldn’t see because of the crowd, and he never approached her. It was not until later that Tracey said she had seen him there, standing off to the side with a bouquet of flowers as they buried her father.
Before they got into the Limo a man walked up to them and said he was their Dad’s attorney. He handed them both an envelope.   He said he had been instructed to hand deliver these letters should anything happen to him.
When they got back into the limo, they each opened their envelopes.  There was a letter their Dad had written to them and a card.  Darbee opened hers up and watched as Tara read hers.  The letter was addressed to both of them. 
To my sweet twin girls,
You two have given me more joy and happiness than I could ever tell you.  The greatest gift that the Lord gave me and your Mama was the both of you.  I am so proud of you both. You each have your own talents.  Darbee, you have been an amazing writer and director, and Tara, you are a great singer and performer.  Darbee, I really wish I could go back and change some decisions I made.  I wish I had let you make your own decision about having your baby.  I never considered your feelings, and I hope you can forgive me.  I am glad you and Patrick have a great family, and I hope you will always be happy.  Tara, I was mad at first for you moving to Nashville, but you have proven to me that you are truly an artist.  I know you will one day be at the Grand Ole Opry.  I love you both and I want you to forgive me for anything I may have done or not done that hurt you.  I only wanted the best for you both.  I am leaving you some money, I hope you will use for yourselves and your children. It comes from a few investments I had some years ago that paid off more than I expected. I want you to have it and use it to make the life for yourself that I wasn’t always able to give you. I will love you forever,  
- Daddy
As Darbee put down the card, she thought to herself about all of the wonderful things her daddy had said, and she was glad that he passed without knowing about her problems.
After they both finished reading, they found themselves staring at checks for $500,000.00 written to each of them and then discovered a card in there as well.  It was a birthday card and in each of their cards was a ticket to Paris and a note from their Daddy that read, “Have fun in Paris and forgive me for not accepting Nola; she is a great person.” Their birthday was in a couple of weeks, and they couldn’t believe he was giving them a trip to Paris.  Darbee was looking forward to getting away and not thinking about anything else. She was getting tired of not knowing what Patrick’s plans were, and the trip to Paris was heaven sent.
Darbee started laughing and Tara looked at her and smiled.
“And to think, this whole time we thought we were just poor little Delta girls,” said Tara.
“No, I think all along we were rich little Delta girls.” Darbee smiled.
“Darbee do you think you will go back to Patrick?” Tara said with a whisper.
“No, I left and I am not going back. You know Tara after I left knew it is over.” Said Darbee with no expression.
Tara starred at Darbee and noticed how confident she was and thought “well maybe this is really the beginning of Darbee’s dreams coming true. She sure hoped it was.” She reached for her hand and they looked at each other and smiled knowing this was just the beginning not the end.
They sat gazing out of the window at the rows and rows of cotton fields and thought of the place they once called home.




THE END


					

