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Praise for

Diary of a Mad Fat Girl

“Diary of a Mad Fat Girl is bawdy, sexy Southern-fried fun. McAfee makes a powerhouse debut that readers will love.”

—Valerie Frankel, author of It’s Hard Not to Hate You

“Fresh and funny. Ace Jones is a hoot! This is what Sex and the City might have been if Carrie and friends were looking for love in Bugtussle, Mississippi, instead of Manhattan.”

—Wendy Wax, author of Ten Beach Road

“Ace Jones is my kind of girl: Her outsize appetite for life, plus a dangerously low tolerance for losers, gets her into one impossible fix after another. In addition to involving a delightfully madcap crew of friends and acquaintances in her quest for justice, Ace is aided, abetted, and occasionally bedded by some delicious Southern gentlemen. Ace prevails with humor, heart, and a speed-dial relationship with the pizza guy.”

—Sophie Littlefield, award-winning author of A Bad Day for Scandal

“Stephanie McAfee, in creating Ace Jones, has written a character that will grab you by the shirtfront and take you with her on her ride, and oh, what a wild ride it is. Diary of a Mad Fat Girl is pure fun.”

—Rachael Herron, author of Wishes & Stitches
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All of my bags are packed and I’m ready to go. If I had some white shoe polish, I’d do like we did in the nineties and scribble “Panama City Beach or BUST” on my back windshield.

Spring break is finally here, and for the next week I’m a free woman. No students to teach, no projects to grade, no paintbrushes to wash, and, best of all, no bitchy Catherine Hilliard riding my ass like a fat lady on a Rascal.

I’m sick of her and I’m tired of my job and I need a vacation worse than Nancy Grace needs a chill pill. I wish we were leaving tonight. I squeeze a lime into my beer and head out the back door with Señor Buster Loo Bluefeather hot on my heels. While Buster Loo does speedy-dog crazy eights around my flower beds, I flip on the multicolored Christmas lights, settle into my overstuffed lounger, and start daydreaming about white sandy beaches, piña coladas, and hot men in their twenties.

My phone dings and in the two seconds it takes me to look at the caller ID, I wish a thousand times it was a text from Mason McKenzie.

I wouldn’t give Mason McKenzie the time of day, and he knows I wouldn’t give him the time of day, so it’s ridiculous for me to wish that he would text me, but I still do. Every day.

Of course, it’s not a text from him; it’s one from my best bud, Lilly Lane.

Call me. I will never understand the logic of sending a text message that says call me. Lilly Lane is one of those cellular addicts who could carry on a full-fledged six-hour conversation via text message. Sometimes her messages are so encrypted with abbreviations that I just pick up the phone and call her, which pisses her off. She’s like, “I’m texting you. Why are you calling me? If I wanted to talk to you I would’ve texted you and told you to call me.”

Oh, so I’m the idiot? Right.

Then I’ll say something like, “Hey, heifer, save it for someone who cares and tell me what the hell that last message was supposed to mean. I’m not Robert Langdon. I can’t decode symbols, and if you don’t want me to call you, then send me some crap I can read.”

But I can read this particular text, so I prop my feet up on the lounger and give her a call.

“Ace,” she says, and it sounds like she’s been running, but she’s not a runner. “I’m not gonna be able to go to Florida.”

“What are you talking about?” I’m confused because spending spring break in Panama City Beach is one of our most sacred and beloved traditions.

“I can’t go.” She pauses. “I’m sorry.”

“Sorry?” I yell into the phone. “Are you freakin’ kidding me? We’re supposed to leave in the morning, Lilly! Like nine hours from right now! What the hell do you mean you can’t go?”

Silence. And then it dawns on me.

For the past five months, Lilly has been seeing someone on the sly whom she will only call the Gentleman, and she’s more tightlipped about him than she was about the time she got a hot dog stuck in her cooter. I think he might be a gross old man with tons of money. I thought about making a list of all the gross old men with money in Bugtussle, Mississippi, and doing some investigating, but I’m not much of a list maker so I probably won’t do that.

Lilly, however, is a habitual list maker, and I don’t mean the kind of list you take to the grocery store. She can go on a date with some dude and by the time they get to wherever they’re going, she’s got a list a mile long of everything she thinks is wrong with him.

I know this because she keeps me updated with a continuous stream of text messages. Not because I ask for them. I don’t.

After the date is over, she documents the potential suitor’s faults on a piece or twelve of loose-leaf paper that she then files in an alphabetized four-inch binder. I mean, God forbid she should forget one small thing about a guy nice enough to take her goofy ass out to dinner and a movie.

Some poor fellows hang around long enough to have their list read to them, and the truly unfortunate get shown the actual notebook. Imagine a man looking at a hot pink polka-dot binder stuffed with more than ten years’ worth of documentation on Mr. Wrong.

The Gentleman, however, does not have a list. As far as I can tell, he has only an itinerary. Since the commencement of her supersecret affair, Lilly has been to New York City, Los Angeles, and Chicago. In the past five months. Five months. And she returns from these escapades with truckloads of fancy shopping bags stuffed with extravagant gifts.

I guess she may have finally found her Mr. Right, although I have serious doubts about how right a man can be who requires such secrecy concerning his identity.

Further adding to the mystery of this surreptitious affair is that new BMW convertible she started driving about two months ago. I mean, she has some serious cash stacked up from her days as a lingerie model, but I don’t think she’d blow every last dime of it on an automobile. Maybe the Gentleman is a rich man in a midlife crisis. The car is red.

Whoever he is, I hate his guts because I’m relatively certain he’s the reason my vacation plans are now in ruins.

“Oh,” I say, “I get it. It’s him. The Gentleman’s got bigger plans for you, Lilly? A little trip down to the Redneck Riviera doesn’t quite measure up to your new travel standards? I can’t buy you six pairs of Manolos and three Gucci purses so I’m out now?”

“Ace, please don’t do this to me. Just get someone else to go.”

“Don’t do this to you?” I yell and feel my face getting hot. “How about you don’t do this to me? And who the hell am I gonna get who can pack up and be ready on such short notice? I’m the only person I know who is that spontaneous.”

“You could ask Chloe,” she peeps.

“Oh, yeah, that’s a great idea. I mean, Chloe can’t go to the mailbox without being watched, so I’m sure her adoring husband would just love it if she took off on a trip to the beach, where she might actually get to relax and enjoy herself. Why can’t I come up with ideas that brilliant?”

Chloe is married to Richard Stacks the Fourth, a prominent pillar in the Bugtussle community who puts a ridiculous amount of effort into his let-me-get-that-door-for-you-my-sweet-beloved-wife-because-I’m-a-perfect-husband persona. In private, however, he talks to Chloe like she’s a shit-eating dog. It’s been almost six years since that midnight phone call when Chloe quietly confided the details of her first verbal beat-down. She’d only been married a few months and asked me what I thought she should do. I told her to pack her crap and come to my house. She wouldn’t. I told her to go in the bedroom and superglue his lips together. She wouldn’t do that, either. I was about to ask her why she called me if she wasn’t going to heed my stellar advice, when it dawned on me that what she needed was for me to clarify who the bad guy was and that it wasn’t her. Soon afterward, Richard had an affair with a skanky-ass local woman who, upon discovering that she was not his only mistress, told everyone in town that he was a gruesome nymphomaniac with a weird, tiny penis. His other concubines obviously didn’t mind sharing, and rumors of his sexual deviance became standard fodder for the rumor mill.

Chloe refuses to acknowledge his infidelity, shrouds herself in ignorance, and stands by in silence as he flaunts his gentlemanly manners in public. She won’t entertain even the slightest suggestion of divorce and ignores me when I say he should be killed. I’ve offered to do just that on several occasions and come up with some good places to hide the body, but she is determined to make her marriage work because she thinks he can change. I think the only thing that can change a man like that is a bullet to the skull. Just like that Dixie Chicks song about Earl.

Silence on the line.

“Well,” I say.

“Well,” she says, “I think you should go on down to Florida and try to patch things up with Mason. You could stop by Pelican Cove on your way to Panama City and y’all could have lunch or something, and maybe work things out. When I was at the bar the other day, Ethan Allen told me he isn’t seeing anybody and, honestly, Ace, I think he’s just waiting on you to come back.”

“Is that what you think?” I ask, heavy on the sarcasm. “How could you even bring that up right now? What the hell is wrong with you?” I pause. “But, hey. I do appreciate you sitting up at the bar and hashing out my personal business with Ethan Allen.”

“Ace, I’m sorry but you’re the only person who doesn’t see what a big mistake you made when you packed up and left Mason in one of your famous fits of rage! No one else will say anything to you because they know you’ll go ape-shit crazy—”

“Just stop right there,” I interrupt. My face is on fire. “You have got to be out of your damn mind. I mean, first you text me and tell me to call you, which is stupid as shit by the way; then you tell me you’re ditching our trip, a trip we take every year and you know how much it means to me; then you suggest I take along our poor little friend who can’t go to the grocery store without being interrogated; and after all of that, you have the balls to start babbling about how I need to patch things up with Mason. Seriously, Lilly?” I take a deep breath. “Is that what you really think, or is this you worming your way out of our trip because your Gentleman came calling?”

She doesn’t say anything.

“You have to admit it’s a pretty convenient thing to bring up now.”

Silence still.

“You’re gonna ditch me the night before we leave?” I ask, making a legitimate effort to be calm. “Really?”

“I’m sorry. It’s not what you think. I have to be somewhere.”

“You have to be somewhere?” The sarcasm oozes like lava. “Where exactly do you have to be, Lilly?”

“Paris.” She sounds like a baby frog trying to find its first croak.

“Really, I thought you quit modeling because you found the lifestyle too exhausting and unfulfilling, and that’s why you came home and started teaching school. Am I right about that?”

“You know I’m not modeling.”

“Just trying to be a better French teacher?”

“Ace, please—”

“Spring break in Paris,” I say with the sarcasm full throttle. “Well, don’t that just take the cake? I’m so happy for you and your Gentleman friend. Or should I say your Gentleman financier.” I put a little French twist on the last syllable. For effect.

“You are so cruel,” she whispers.

“Oh, yeah, I’m definitely the bitch in this relationship.” I pause. “Tell me who it is, Lilly. Who is this Gentleman whose plans for you are so much more important than the plans you made with me?”

“You know I can’t tell you who he is.”

“Why not? I really wanna know.”

“Ace, stop, please. I can’t.”

“Right. Of course you can’t. I mean, why would you? It’s not like you can trust me. It’s not like we’re best friends, good ol’ BFFs forever, right, Lilly?”

“Ace,” she says, and I can tell she’s about to start her stupid squalling like she always does when she needs people to come around to her way of thinking.

“Okay, well. Hey! Thanks for waiting until Friday afternoon to let me know. Have a great trip and I’ll talk to you later—” I pause. “Or maybe not.”

She starts mumbling a string of apologies and I push the red button on my phone with enough pressure to drive a nail through wood. Sorry means as much to me as that dog turd Buster Loo just dropped in that dwarf yaupon holly.
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All I see when I open my eyes is a wet black nose and dog whiskers. Buster Loo is standing on my pillow, resting his snout on my face. I pat him on the head and reach for my cell phone as the sun pours through the open blinds like a giant laser designed to obliterate my eyeballs.

Lilly and I should be well on our way to the Emerald Coast by now. I think for a second about throwing my bags in the car and setting out solo, but how pathetic would that be? What kind of idiot goes to Panama City Beach alone during spring break? I think for one miserable second about how nice it would be to hang out with Mason McKenzie, but I wouldn’t try to get in touch with him if my life depended on it. He’s probably got a lap full of college girls right now and it’s only eleven thirty in the morning.

I get out of bed and make my way to the kitchen, where I take four ibuprofen and fix myself a Sprite on the rocks. With six cherries. I grab some saltines, wobble into the living room, and ease onto the sofa. Buster Loo appears from what he thinks is his secret hiding place behind the love seat and curls up in the bend of my legs.

I flip on the television just in time to catch a commercial for the gym that docks my checking account $40 a month and seeing that makes me feel worse than I already do.

What the hell was I thinking when I gave a voided check to that Ken doll–looking man with no hair on his arms? Was I thinking that I’d go to the gym five times a week and love every minute of it? Was I thinking I’d lose that extra twenty pounds I’ve packed on since I broke up with Mason and strut around in those superexpensive jeans he bought me that have been hanging in my closet, haunting me since last summer?

I don’t know what I was thinking and I’m not in the mood to try and remember. I don’t want to think about anything.

I don’t want to think about the damned gym. I don’t want to think about Lilly sitting pretty in her first-class seat en route to Charles de Gaulle. I don’t want to think about all the beer I drank last night. I don’t want to think about the beach or the ocean or all the raw oysters I’d planned on eating this week. And I don’t need to think about Mason McKenzie.

The only problem is that I like thinking about him. It’s one of many bad habits that I have no desire to break.

I met Jonathan Mason McKenzie shortly after my family moved to Bugtussle when I was eleven years old. I remember Daddy was so happy when he got that job down here, and Gramma Jones was positively thrilled that her boy was moving back home. My mom, however, didn’t share their enthusiasm. She had no affection for Bugtussle, and our visits here had always been brief. My mom was born and raised in Nashville, Tennessee. That’s where she met and married my dad; that’s where she had me; and that’s where she’d planned to spend the rest of her life.

She did her best to be excited and supportive, but it was easy to see that she was heartbroken. And she didn’t adjust well to small-town life. Isabella Jones drank beer and didn’t care who saw her, and that just wasn’t the way women did things in Bugtussle. Add to that the fact that she won at everything she did, and you’ve got a recipe for social disaster.

Whether she was on the golf course, the tennis court, or at the bunco table, my mother was merciless. I think it was her way of showing a few pesky ladies that she didn’t just think she was better than them, she really was.

We joined the Methodist church the first Sunday we attended, and Brother Rankle slapped Daddy on the back and said, “Jake, it’s so good to have you back!” After lunch at Gramma Jones’s house that day, Daddy sat me down and told me I could meet some good friends if I went to the youth fellowship meeting that afternoon. I didn’t want to go, but I did just to please him.

My mom dropped me off at the church twenty minutes early because she always got everywhere twenty minutes early and thought everyone else should do the same. I distinctly remember sitting in the far corner of that rectangular room in a cold metal folding chair, all alone and completely terrified. The youth leader wasn’t even there yet.

After ten long minutes of pure agony, other kids started to show up, and I stared at the floor because I was embarrassed at being there so early. I could sense the room was filling up, but the chair beside mine remained unoccupied. I had considered bolting to the bathroom, where I could hide until the evening services, when Mason McKenzie made his noisy, dramatic entrance.

I looked up when I heard his voice, and the moment I saw him I fell madly and deeply in love. My young heart was beating like a jungle drum as I watched him survey the room, looking for a place to sit.

All the angels in heaven started to sing when he chose the seat next to mine.

I stared at the floor because I felt like I might die if I didn’t. He tapped me on the arm and said, “Hey! I haven’t seen you here before. Who are you?” He smiled at me and I felt like I’d been swept up into a beautiful, wonderful dream.

“Graciela,” I whispered. “But everyone calls me Ace.”

“Ace,” he said, “I like that.”

All I could do was grin like a buffoon.

“Well, Ace,” he said, “I’m Mason”—he held out his hand—“Mason McKenzie. Nice to meet you.” I took his hand and he gave mine a good, firm shake, then pointed to the boy behind him. “This here is Ethan Allen Harwood and he thinks he’s a handsome fellow, but he’s not.”

I giggled and Ethan Allen punched him in the arm and they both got in trouble with the youth leader.

“I’m sorry, Brother Henry,” Mason said somberly. “I am not acting like the Southern gentleman that my mamma has raised me to be.”

“Brother McKenzie, don’t make me have to speak with your mamma again,” Brother Henry said as he flipped open his Bible.

“No, sir, Brother Henry, that will not be necessary, sir.” Mason stole a quick glance at me, then leaned over and whispered, “Ethan Allen has a face that only a mamma could love.”

I thought Ethan Allen was cute, really cute, as a matter of fact, but I decided it was in my best interest to go along with the joke. “Not even a grandma?” I whispered back.

“Not even,” he said and grinned.

I stifled a giggle and Mason McKenzie bowed his head to pray.

From there on out, I couldn’t get enough of going to church. My parents were so pleased with my newfound dedication to the Lord that they took me to the pool at the country club almost every time I asked. Daddy was happy because he thought I was trying to make friends, and Mom was happy just because I was happy, so I considered it a triple-win situation.

I didn’t bother telling them that the only reason I wanted to go was because I was desperate to get a glimpse of Mason on the golf course. I did hang out with a few other girls my age at the pool, but their petty conversations could hardly distract me from the love of my eleven-year-old life.

I couldn’t wait for school to start, and remember thinking that July had to be the longest month of the year. I spent a considerable amount of time hoping that “J for Jones” was close enough to “M for McKenzie” for us to be in the same homeroom.

August finally arrived, and the Saturday before school started Ethan Allen’s parents threw him a birthday party at their farm. I couldn’t have been more excited if I’d gotten an invitation to join the Mickey Mouse Club with Britney Spears and Justin Timberlake. Mom took me shopping and bought me a new outfit to wear to the party. I spent almost an hour curling my dark wavy hair with a big-barrel curling iron because I wanted to look just like Jessie on Saved by the Bell.

My parents dropped me off twenty minutes before the party started and that was fine with me. I volunteered to help Ethan Allen’s mom set out the food because that afforded me the opportunity to discreetly check my reflection in the china cabinet mirror every time I walked past.

As other kids drifted in, I noticed a passel of girls congregating at the foot of the stairs. I didn’t pay much attention to them because I didn’t pay much attention to anyone other than Mason. I was somewhat aware that I was earning a reputation as a snob, but I didn’t care. I was in love.

Six o’clock came and went and Mason had yet to arrive. I was standing in the foyer peeking out toward the driveway when I felt a tap on my shoulder. I turned to find a slender girl with long blond hair and long tan legs looking down at me with ice blue eyes. She appeared to be the self-appointed leader of the group I’d seen by the stairs.

“Hello,” I said, trying to act like she wasn’t getting on my nerves.

“Hello, yourself, shorty,” she said, and the edge in her voice made my knees weak. “Are you looking for my boyfriend, Mason?”

I was overwhelmed with shock and disappointment, and when I opened my mouth to speak, nothing came out. She smiled at my reaction.

“When he gets here, tell him his girlfriend is on the patio waiting for him,” she said with a wicked smile.

“Who are you?” I finally managed to sputter.

“I’m Lilly Lane,” she said proudly, “and don’t you forget it.” With that she turned and led her entourage through the living room, out the French doors, and onto the patio.

“She ain’t Mason’s girlfriend,” Ethan Allen said, and I almost jumped out of my skin at the sound of his voice. “She’s my girlfriend.”

“What?” was all I could manage because I felt as if I might vomit at any given second.

“Yeah, she’s my girlfriend,” he said, like it was no big deal. “Has been off and on since kindergarten. She’s just mad at me right now because she asked who you were and I told her we went to church together, and she asked if I thought you were pretty and I told her yeah and she got mad and ran over here to make a scene.”

I just stared at him.

“I do think you’re pretty. I wasn’t gonna lie with my mamma standing right over there in the kitchen.” He nodded toward his mother, who was wiping down the countertop and smiling at him. “I think Lilly’s pretty, too, and I tried to tell her that but she wouldn’t listen.”

“Oh, okay,” I said, sure I was about to pass out.

“Don’t worry. Mason will be here in a minute. His mamma and daddy always run late to everything. You’ll see when school starts. He’ll be late almost every day.” Ethan Allen smiled. “But just don’t you worry, Ace. He’ll be here tonight, okay?”

“Okay,” I said and started fanning myself with my hand.

“Can I get you something to drink?” Ethan Allen asked. “You look kinda thirsty.”

“Sure,” I said, eyeballing the patio. “Did your mamma make some tea?”

“Of course!” he said. “I’ll be right back.”

Ethan Allen went to the kitchen and returned a second later with a mug of sweet iced tea.

“Look at that,” he said, pointing. “Even got you a lemon.”

“Ethan Allen, you’re the best,” I said, and I really meant it.

“Thanks,” he said. “Just do me a favor and don’t tell Lilly you think that. She’d be mad for sure then.”

“Don’t worry,” I said. “I’m gonna try real hard not to talk to her unless I absolutely have to.”

“Aw, she’s all right,” he said. “You just gotta get to know her.”

I wanted to roll my eyes and say, “Yeah, right,” but it was his girlfriend we were talking about, so I just smiled and nodded my head in agreement.

“Well, I guess I better get on out there and see if I can get my love life straightened out.” He winked at me. “And don’t worry. Mason’s coming. I promise.”

I’d almost given up on that promise by the time Mason arrived thirty minutes later. After greeting literally everyone at the party, including chaperones, Mason came into the living room and sat next to me on the sofa.

“I just saw your mamma and daddy at the store,” he said.

“What were you doing at the store?”

“Well, buying Ethan Allen a birthday present, of course!”

“You bought him a present on the way to the party?”

“Yeah,” he said, like that was perfectly normal. “When did you get him one?”

“My mom took me the day after we got the invitation.”

“Two weeks ago?” he exclaimed.

“Yeah, two weeks ago,” I said. “What’s wrong with that?”

“Well, not a thing,” he said, smiling. “Hey, why does your mamma always wear orange?”

“’Cause she’s a Volunteer fan!”

“Oh, that’s awful,” he said and snarled. “Why is your mamma, of all things, a Tennessee Volunteer fan?”

“Same reason your daddy is an Ole Miss Rebel fan.”

“She went to school there?”

“Yes, she did,” I said proudly. “Good ol’ Rocky Top.”

“Well, I guess it’s better than her bein’ an Alabama fan.”

“Or Auburn!” I said. “Ugh!”

He laughed for a second, then leaned over close to me. “Hey, Ace,” he whispered, “you wanna see some chickens?”

“Chickens?”

“Yeah,” he said with a devilish smile. “Mr. Harwood’s got lots of ’em out behind the barn.”

“Well, I’d love to see some chickens,” I lied. I could not have cared less about seeing some feathery farm animals, but I wasn’t about to turn down the opportunity to be alone with him.

We got up and I was relieved that he led me out the carport, thus avoiding the crowd on the patio. I didn’t want to run into Lilly Lane and her little minions. When we got behind the barn, Mason took my hand and led me around some hay bales to a huge pen where there were indeed a lot of chickens.

I was a nervous wreck standing there holding his hand, and just when I thought my heart couldn’t beat any faster, he looked at me and said, “Ace, do you have a boyfriend?” I shook my head no and he smiled and said, “Do you want one?” I nodded my head yes. He giggled a little and said, “Cat got your tongue?” I shook my head no, grinned, and felt my cheeks getting red. “Chicken?” he asked, looking at me sideways.

I laughed and he smiled and said, “You’re even prettier when you laugh.”

I stopped laughing and stood completely still. I was afraid my heart would pound a hole in my chest. He took a step closer to me, reached out, and took my face into his hands.

“What would happen if I kissed you?”

Finally finding the capacity to speak, I whispered, “Guess you’ll have to do it and see.”

As he leaned closer to my face, I closed my eyes like all those girls in the movies. When his lips touched mine, it was the softest, sweetest thing I’d ever experienced in my life. I felt like Alice in Wonderland falling through the rabbit hole.

On the walk back, he held my hand all the way to the house. Everyone was inside eating, so we fixed our plates and sat together on the stairs. I ended up wasting a few sausage balls and a whole pile of cocktail weenies, but I couldn’t help it. I was too intoxicated from the magic of my first kiss to worry about some silly appetizers.

When school finally started, I was thrilled to find that J was indeed close enough to M to land us in the same homeroom. What I hadn’t factored in was the L that would come between us in the form of one prissy, bossy drama queen named Lilly Lane.

Looking back now, it’s funny to think about how badly she hated me that whole first year we knew each other. Little did I know that she would become the best friend I’d ever have that very next summer.

I feel whiskers on my arm and look down to see Buster Loo sniffing at the cracker in my hand. I give it to him and he crunches and munches it to pieces, sending crumbs flying everywhere, and I remind myself, yet again, to only give him snacks in the kitchen.

“C’mon, little buddy,” I say, setting my empty glass on the coffee table. “Let’s go for a walk.”


3

[image: ]

It’s cloudy and a little cool, so I pull on a windbreaker and put a doggie shirt on Buster Loo before heading out the door. Not many people are at the park, most likely because of the dreary weather, and I get all pissed off thinking about Lilly strolling the streets of Paris while I’m stuck here walking the streets of Bugtussle.

“We should be on the beach right now,” I tell Buster Loo, who gives me a little goose honk as a reply.

My mind wanders, and I find myself thinking about the day Lilly and I buried the hatchet and became friends. Looking back now, it had to be fate that threw us together like that. As if somebody somewhere knew I’d need a friend soon, so they sent that lunatic my way.

It was the summer after sixth grade when Lilly and I found ourselves stuck together as roommates at basketball camp.

I was there because I loved basketball and was, in most people’s opinion, a lot better than pretty good. She was there because she was tall. The junior high basketball coach had talked her daddy into sending her to camp because his post player had moved on to the high school team and he was in need of a tall girl.

Lilly did not want to be there, and I heard her whining to her mother as they made their way down the hallway. I couldn’t believe that she was at basketball camp. Her mom was very sympathetic, but also very clear on the fact that Lilly would be spending the week in the dorm. I was smoothing the sheets on my squeaky twin bed when she and her mom walked into my room. I almost died when her mom double-checked the room number and said, “This is it!” When Lilly looked around and saw me standing there, she came unglued for real.

A few of the camp counselors heard the commotion and came running down to see what all the fuss was about. I just stood there and stared at her because if I’d ever seen anyone pitch a bigger fit, I couldn’t remember when. She stomped and cried and fussed and demanded another roommate.

When the camp director arrived on the scene, she got right to the point. It was impossible to change rooms, she said, because if they started switching rooms for a bunch of eleven- and twelve-year-old girls, it would never stop.

Lilly’s mom understood, but Lilly did not.

She skipped the evening meal and got out of bed the next morning only because the camp counselor threatened to call her daddy. On the way to the gym, some girls from out of town started making fun of her for being a crybaby. Then when she got on the court, they made fun of her even worse because Lilly was about as coordinated as a newborn giraffe.

I thought it was all pretty funny until I listened to her cry herself to sleep that night. The next day when the same girls started in on her again, I decided to intervene.

I told them I was from Nashville, where they beat people to death in the streets, and that really got their attention. I’d never actually heard of anything like that happening when I lived there, but I thought it made me sound like a real badass to say something so shocking. The three of them studied me for a minute, like they didn’t know what to make of that comment, so I went on to tell them that I was a black belt in karate and I’d whip every one of their asses if they said another word to Lilly. I got in trouble with the camp counselors and had to do push-ups at half court in front of everybody, but I didn’t care.

Lilly sat with me at dinner that night and asked me how long it took to become a black belt in karate. I told her I had no idea because I’d never taken a karate lesson in my life so it was a good thing those girls didn’t call my bluff. She thought that was pretty funny. That night, instead of crying herself to sleep, we stayed up all night talking and giggling.

Three weeks after that, I was at Lilly’s house on a Sunday afternoon when Gramma Jones came to pick me up. I told her that my parents were supposed to pick me up when they got back from their weekend trip to Nashville. Gramma Jones told me that there had been a terrible accident.

Lilly sat with me at my mom’s funeral, and then stayed with me for the better part of the next three days while I sat, hoping and praying that my dad would pull through. Her whole family was there with Gramma Jones and me when they told us that he didn’t. I’d never met Lilly’s grandfather before that awful day, but I loved him forevermore after watching him hold my grandmother’s hand when they gave her the news about her only child.

My mom’s parents had long since passed away, so I had no choice but to move in with Gramma Jones. I think it did us both good, having each other so close during that time.

Lilly helped me pack up all my stuff at my parents’ house. Ethan Allen’s parents and grandparents made it their personal mission to help Gramma Jones get the place ready to sell. Mason and I had been broken up for several months, but he came with Ethan Allen every day for the entire two weeks and did anything and everything my grandmother asked him to do.

He was picking up sticks in the yard one day in what I considered to be unbearable heat, so I fixed him some sweet tea and invited him to sit with me in the swing under the big shade tree. He put his arm around me and said, “No matter what happens for the rest of our lives, whether you’re my girlfriend or not, I will always be around when you need me.”

“Thanks, Mason,” I said, feeling those old familiar butterflies.

“So, you wanna be my girlfriend again?” I couldn’t remember why we’d broken up.

“That would be great,” I said and smiled for the first time since the day Gramma Jones had picked me up at Lilly’s.

We were on again, off again all that next year and the next.

In high school, we were the couple who always ended up getting back together. We did a ridiculous amount of making up and breaking up. We fought with each other while we dated other people. If I was going out with someone he didn’t approve of, we’d argue about that. If he was seeing someone I thought was a ditz, I’d call him on it. More times than not, those arguments ended up with us dumping whoever else was involved and getting back together. Again.

We squabbled all the time. In the tenth grade, we didn’t speak for two months because we got into a fight about whether or not Pindarus had a right to stab Cassius in Julius Caesar.

We argued a lot about where to eat lunch after church on Sundays. I always wanted to eat with Gramma Jones and never wanted to eat with his family. I knew this wasn’t fair to him, but I always felt like his parents would’ve preferred for him to have a girlfriend with a bit more social status. I can’t say for sure that’s what they thought, but I was never comfortable at his house.

His two older sisters were supermodel skinny and gorgeous, as was his mom, and I was always ten or fifteen pounds overweight and wondering how they all kept their hair so straight and shiny. They were serious tennis players and, even though I could’ve beaten them into submission on the court, I always allowed them to play a close set. Maybe the lovely ladies in Mason’s family would’ve liked me better if I’d allowed them to win a match every now and then. But I just wasn’t willing to do that. Mason loved the fact that they couldn’t beat me, and that was all the justification I needed to keep winning.

The longest and most successful run we had as a couple started on New Year’s Eve our junior year and ended just before graduation our senior year. A knee injury had just put an end to my basketball scholarship dreams, while Mason had just signed to play football at Ole Miss. I was angry and bitter and jealous and started a big fight over nothing just so I could break up with him. Thus began the great divide. We went our separate ways and barely spoke the few times we saw each other that summer after graduation.

After a year at the local community college, Lilly and I decided to pursue our higher education at Mississippi State University. I selected art history as my major because I loved to paint, and she went with French because she wanted to live in Paris. We were looking for a cool place to live when we ran into poor, nervous Chloe Barksdale tacking up posters outside the campus bookstore.

She’d graduated from one of those big fancy Catholic schools in Jackson, and, after she’d spent the requisite year in the dorm, her daddy had bought (not rented, actually purchased) her a four-bedroom house in the Cotton District. She had one roommate already, a cousin of hers who was a junior at Mississippi State. She told us her daddy wanted her to “branch out and meet new people,” and that’s why she was out there tacking up “Roommates Wanted” flyers.

When we found out her house was in the Cotton District, we made a decision on the spot to move in. Lilly and I both thought she was a little weird, but not in a bad way, and certainly not weird enough to cause us to pass up that prime location. We moved in a few days later and discovered that she wasn’t weird, just really serious and incredibly gullible.

Her cousin turned out to be more concerned with smoking pot than earning credits, so she was gone by Thanksgiving because her parents pulled her out of school and put her in a rehab clinic. Chloe was glad to see her go. She told Lilly and me that her cousin made her nervous, always sitting on the porch smoking weird-smelling cigarettes.

Chloe begged her dad not to make her find another roommate, claiming that she’d just moved in two perfect strangers and simply couldn’t tolerate another new personality. He acquiesced and it was just the three of us for the next two years.

I dated a few other guys but couldn’t find anyone that took my mind off of Mason. When I went home to stay with Gramma Jones during the break between semesters my junior year, I ran into him at the Christmas program at church. We ended up riding around till after midnight, then going parking like a couple of horny teenagers. After school started back in January, we saw each other as often as we could, but that wasn’t very much.

The weather had just gone from pleasantly warm to unpleasantly hot the spring semester of my junior year, when I got a phone call on a Tuesday afternoon from Mrs. Lowberg, a good friend of Gramma’s. She was crying and told me that Gramma had had a heart attack while working in her garden. Mason came to the funeral and was very kind, but my emotions were so raw I couldn’t muster up much interest or enthusiasm in anyone or anything. He was preparing to apply for law school, and I knew what little time he had for me would be gone soon after that.

In the months that followed, I endured an insufferable bout of depression and probably would’ve dropped out of school had it not been for Chloe and Lilly’s constant care and attention. I decided that I needed a break and found the perfect escape in a twelve-month study-abroad program. I left for Europe three days before my twenty-first birthday and didn’t step foot on American soil until the following year.

When I got home, Lilly told me that she’d been “discovered” on a recent trip to New York City and was leaving immediately after graduation to start her career as a model. I was floored by the news and couldn’t believe her luck. I was happy for her because she was so excited, but sad at the same time because I’d missed her so much while I was gone. What could I do besides bid her a fond farewell?

Chloe begged me to move back in with her so she wouldn’t have to look for a new roommate. She was tackling her master’s degree, and I had decided it would be stupid not to finish my bachelor’s when I was so close to being done, so I spent another year with Chloe in the Cotton District.

After graduation, I decided to move into Gramma Jones’s house in Bugtussle. It had been empty for more than two years and was stuffy and stinky inside, but being there made me feel good. The ladies of the Bugtussle Garden Club had taken it upon themselves to maintain her ornate yard and garden as a way to honor her passing. They were positively thrilled when I told them I’d decided to keep the place. They’d been worried sick I’d sell it to someone who wouldn’t take care of the yard.

I lucked up and landed a job at the high school from which I’d graduated five years earlier. My old art teacher, Mrs. Jennings, had just retired and stopped by the house one day and told me I should apply for the job. I’m pretty sure I got hired not because of her recommendation or because anyone on the school board liked me, but because I was the only qualified applicant.

I heard a rumor that, due to high enrollment numbers, the board was looking to hire one more counselor for the high school, so I called Chloe and she came up immediately. She’d been staying with her parents since graduation and was thankful for the chance to put some distance between her and her mother’s expectations.

She submitted her application and, according to her, knocked the interview out of the park. I’m pretty sure she was hired not because of her fantastic qualifications or stellar interviewing skills, but rather because she came from old money and her last name was Barksdale.

Chloe moved in with me and I had the idea that she might date Ethan Allen, but she had a moral issue with that because Lilly had dated him in high school. Instead, she ended up with that asshole Richard Stacks, who was probably more impressed with her family heritage than her sweet personality and stunning good looks.

Richard Stacks the Fourth had just moved to Bugtussle from Tupelo to open a branch of his father’s insurance company when he ran across Chloe Barksdale at the Fall Festival. She’d caught his eye when she wandered by his booth, and when he found out who she was, he was not to be deterred. We begged her not to marry him, but she had fallen for his wolf-in-sheep’s-clothing act hook, line, and sinker.

Not long after their absurdly extravagant wedding atop the Peabody Hotel in Memphis, Richard’s mother, Mrs. Bobbie Sue Stacks, decided to depart from the lower ranks of Tupelo society in favor of being a “bigger fish in a smaller pond” in Bugtussle. She bought a house at the country club and set about establishing herself as a “Queen Bee of Bugtussle Society.” She was enthusiastically accepted by the very same women who had scorned the presence of my mother.

Chloe moved out of my house and into the elegant home that Richard bought for them with her daddy’s money and life got pretty boring for me. I started having an affair with Logan Hatter, the new baseball coach, who was from the Delta and liked to party. I had a great time with him, but he was not, by any stretch of the imagination, “the marrying kind.”

I found myself spending more and more time daydreaming about quitting my job and moving to the big city, any big city, and opening my own art studio. I was drawing floor plans for this imaginary studio the day Lilly called me and told me she was finished with modeling.

“Why?” I asked her. “You’re making crazy money and getting to travel all over the world.”

“It’s just not worth it,” she said and I could tell she’d been crying. “I’m sick of it, and the money isn’t worth it. I’m lonely, I’m miserable, and I want to come home.”

“Well, come on!” I told her and forgot about the art studio for a while.

It was easy for Lilly to get a job working with Chloe and me at the high school. She was fluent in French, and foreign language teachers are hard to come by in North Mississippi. As a matter of fact, she had three other job offers on the table when she accepted the position at Bugtussle.

It was great having her home again. Ethan Allen had just bought the old beer joint downtown and we spent most of our time off helping him fix up the place. She liked Logan Hatter, but didn’t like that I was having a fling with him because she thought that he was too much of a ladies’ man. She felt better when I told her that we were pretty much just friends with benefits. Logan was a regular at the bar as soon as it opened so the four of us got to where we spent a lot of time together.

Then came the day that I ran into Mason McKenzie at the Grove in Oxford during the Egg Bowl. The Egg Bowl, arguably the biggest event of the year for college football fans in Mississippi, is always the last scheduled game for the Ole Miss Rebels and the Mississippi State Bulldogs, and most people forget about the rest of the season and focus on the outcome of this one game because the winner gets bragging rights for the following twelve months. It was in this atmosphere of rivalry and tradition that Mason, a Rebel fan, begged me, a Bulldog fan, to move to Florida and marry him. I quickly agreed. We were both thoroughly intoxicated at the time.

I spent the week after Christmas at his place and couldn’t wait to go back during spring break. When he came home for Easter, we had a sober conversation that didn’t include a marriage proposal but did include a serious invitation for me to move in with him. I was bored with my life, hated my boss, and was very much in love with him. The day after school was out, I moved into his three-story house two blocks from the ocean in Pelican Cove, Florida.

I was so happy I couldn’t stand myself. I laughed more in the six weeks I spent with him than I had my whole life up until then. We walked on the beach and drank beer out of plastic wineglasses. We told each other our wildest dreams and darkest fears. We shopped at the local farmers’ markets and ate boiled shrimp and raw oysters whenever we liked. He bought me a sweet little chiweenie puppy and it took us two weeks to come up with the name Señor Buster Loo Bluefeather. I went to bed every night with the man of my dreams and woke up every morning to the smell of salt water and gourmet coffee.

Then a girl named Allison showed up at his door and, after watching them stand in the driveway and talk for almost an hour, I got mad and left. I had just turned thirty but had yet to master the demon of jealousy. I moved back to Bugtussle just before school started and justified my irrational decision by claiming Mason couldn’t be trusted. Shortly after, Lilly told me that Mason had a ring in his pocket the night I left. Then Ethan Allen let it slip that Mason had purchased a building for me in Pelican Cove. Ethan Allen asked me what I would’ve done with a building, and I couldn’t bring myself to tell him about my dream of owning an art studio.

I put on ten pounds in two months, and had I not had Buster Loo to take walking I probably would’ve gained a hundred. I couldn’t bear to see Mason or talk to him, so I ignored all of his text messages and phone calls and locked the door and hid in the bedroom when he came to my house. I didn’t go to church or Ethan Allen’s when Lilly told me he was in town.

I feel a tug on the leash and turn around to see Buster Loo lying in the grass beside the walking trail.

“Oh, goodness, Buster Loo!” I say, looking at my watch. “We’ve been walking for over an hour. I’m so sorry! Here,” I say, leaning down to pick him up, “let me carry you home, little buddy!”
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