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Chapter 1

 “You said the guys
would be bald and have pot bellies.” The only reason Michelle Jones
had agreed to come to her class reunion in the first place was
because Deb and Barb had promised her that things would be
different now that they’d been out of high school twenty
years.

They were different, all
right. The scrawny, gawky boys from Oakdale High School’s Class of
‘85 had morphed into full-fledged adult males. More intimidating
than ever.

“There’s one,” Deb said
quickly, before Michelle could bolt. “I’m not sure who he is, but
he’s definitely thinning on top.”

“Probably someone’s
husband. Barb can’t be the only one who married an older man,”
Michelle said.

“So I married Harry for
his money. He’s also great in bed,” Barb said, scanning the crowd
for bald, fat men to prove they hadn’t lied just to get Michelle to
come. “Look at the baggy shirt Ralph Pendergrass is wearing. I'd
bet my life there's a boatload of fat hiding under all that
fabric.”

Exactly. She never should
have worn this dress. Who was she trying to fool? It wasn’t like
anybody who looked closely wasn’t going to figure out that all
those vertical pin stripes and tiny, little forget-me-nots were
camouflaging something.

“We’re thirty-eight years
old,” Deb said. “There’s got to be a certain percentage of men
who’ve lost their hair. They’re probably just not here
yet.”

Right. They’d had sense
enough to stay away.

Barb pointed at a blonde a
few feet away who looked about twenty-five.
“David Mitner’s new wife. They drove up in a red Porsche
convertible.”

Michelle looked at the
blonde’s bare back and wondered why it mattered that a man she
barely knew had dumped his childhood sweetheart and moved on to a
mid-life trophy wife.

“She’s the reason my
profile on DreamDates.com says searching for 50-60 year olds,”
Michelle said.

“You can’t judge all
men...” Deb started to say.

“I hate to say it, but
she’s right,” Barb said, looking at David. “If they’re not that
guy, they desperately want to be.”

Michelle rolled her eyes
and worked her way through the mass of people congregated around
the bar.

She had
no reason to be intimidated by a bunch of half-gray wannabes she
hadn’t seen since 1985 and probably never would again. Her life was
a literal who’s who of been there done that. She’d built a business
out of nothing, traveled the world, and dined with dignitaries. She
was successful, amazingly well adjusted, and generally happy with
her life. Petty high school issues
didn’t... shouldn’t matter anymore. The
only reason she’d even come was because she’d hoped Jake Sheffield
might...  Liz Allen. Her heart sunk all the way down to
her too big knees.

“There
goes the prize for Most Likely to
Re-ignite the Old Flame,” Barb
said.

Michelle looked again and
got a glimpse of Jake’s dark blue eyes sparkling down at Liz in the
same fond, teasing way he’d had in high school. That was where the
similarities to the tall, skinny boy she’d sat by in art class
ended, and Jake, the broad-shouldered, flesh and bone man, began.
Her heart skipped a beat, and she frowned. “I thought Liz married
some guy she met when she was in the Miss Minnesota
pageant.”

“Miss America. Maybe she’s
divorced. I think Jake is.”

Only Liz could attend a
semi-formal soirée looking like she’d just stepped off the golf
course and make it work. Her cherry red chemise was tucked into
sapphire blue shorts circled around the waist by a pencil-thin,
white leather belt. She leaned towards Jake, caught a strap on his
nametag, and laughed.

Michelle had changed
dresses three times, fussed over her hair for two hours, and used a
half a bottle of apple pectin spritzer trying to achieve
the same naturally windswept look Liz wore with such casual ease.
She looked again, trying to find a tan line, a freckle, a sunburned
nose, coffee-stained teeth – anything that might have made the
woman human. Nothing.

“There’s Judy Morey.” Barb
took a sip of her rum and coke.  “The same big hair, blue
eye shadow and shoulder pads she wore in high school. Doesn’t she
know the Krystal Carrington look went out when Dynasty went off the
air?”

“A little before,
actually,” Deb said. “I swear she wore that dress the day we
graduated.”

“If
there’s a prize for Least
Changed, she’s got it,” Michelle said, as
Hall and Oates’ Out of
Touch wafted out of the
ballroom.

Barb straightened up, her
newly enhanced breasts shifting under her slinky, red silk
camisole. “Who wants a prize for being the same? I’m going for
better than ever.”

 “Which is fine as
long as you don’t feel the need to prove it to anyone personally,”
Michelle said. “I promised Harry.”

“Harry Smarry,” Barb
said. “A twentieth reunion is a once in a lifetime
event.”

“Harry Marry,” Michelle
said. “Harry-Kari if you don’t go home alone.”

 “Michelle should get the prize for Most Changed,” Deb said. “You may be
the same weight, but everything else is
different.”

Right. She may not have
shed any pounds, but she’d gotten rid of any remnants of her
repressed upbringing, her virginity, her naiveté, and her youthful
idealism. Not that anyone could tell by looking at her. She liked
to think maturity complimented her, that she was a late bloomer who
had finally hit her stride. But the bottom line was, the only thing
this roomful of people knew about her was the way she’d been in
high school.

“Be thankful you haven’t
gained weight like the rest of us,” Deb said.

“Speak
for yourself,” Barb said, batting her bedroom eyes at another guy
she’d apparently known in high
school.  “Although I sympathize with you, Michelle. It’s
got to be hard to lose weight when you own a teahouse. All those
leftovers.”

Michelle glanced down,
then remembered what her mother always said about holding her head
high so her chin didn’t look double. “I thought running up and down
all the stairs between the basement and the third floor would do
the trick. I should have known I’d end up arthritic instead of
thin.”

“It’s your Grandma
Maddie’s knees,” said Deb, who was already a grandma herself, and
didn’t seem to care that she looked soft and snuggly instead of
svelte and sleek.

Michelle did share a lot
of traits with her Grandma Maddie, both good and bad, except that
Michelle wasn’t a grandma, and never would be. Not unless she
hurried up and became a mother.

 “You're frowning again," Deb said. "It wouldn’t hurt you to
try to forget The Past According to
Michelle and have some fun
tonight.”

“Forgetting is exactly
what I wanted to do,” Michelle said, knowing Deb meant well, but
resenting the fact that here she was, being haunted by things she
hadn’t thought about in years, experiencing each humiliation like
it had happened yesterday.

“I’m not saying you should
relive the past,” Deb said. “I’m saying you look lovely, you’re
here, and as long as you are, you may as well use that creative
mind of yours. Put a new spin on an old take - see what
happens.”

“I’m very open to new
experiences,” Michelle said. “It’s old history I’m trying to
avoid.”

“I understand,” Deb said.
“If it hadn’t been for Liz, I always thought that you and Jake
might have...”

“It was
a silly schoolgirl crush. I haven’t thought about Jake since the
day we graduated,” Michelle said as Whitney Houston launched into
the chorus of Saving All My Love For
You.

Deb always knew when she
was lying.

Michelle looked away. She
and Jake had dissected a frog in biology, sparred for high grades
in math class, and shared a worktable in the art room. The only
reason Jake hadn’t been perfect for her was that he’d been the
best-looking boy in the high school.

“Talk to him,” Deb said,
understanding Michelle’s thoughts before she said them in the same
uncanny way she’d had since junior high. “That’s the fun of
reunions. You can be as young and silly and carefree as you want
to.”

“I’m a lot of things, but
carefree and silly just aren’t on the list,” Michelle said, feeling
as awkward as she had when she was sixteen. “Besides, Jake is...”
Jake hadn’t played football, but he’d earned jock rights when he’d
led the swim team to a highly coveted state championship. He’d
carried his popularity with a lot more grace than your typical
jock. He’d been pleasantly different in that respect. But not
different enough to resist Liz’s Bambi-brown eyes and Barbie-doll
curves.

“Stop analyzing everything
and just do it,” Deb said.

“So I’m supposed to throw
my inhibitions to the wind and make up for lost time, but
Barb...”

“Barb had enough fun in
high school to last ten lifetimes,” Deb said. “You promised Harry
you’d make sure she leaves the reunion alone. That doesn’t mean you
have to do the same.”

“I heard that,” Barb said,
flouncing back over to them, her drink sloshing madly. “I suppose I
can’t blame Harry for wanting an insurance policy. He might be old,
but he’s no dummy. He knew I wouldn’t get into trouble if I came
with you.”

“I beg your pardon,”
Michelle said. “I could get both of us into plenty of trouble if I
wanted to.”

Barb laughed. “You’re
wouldn’t know trouble if it hit you on the head. Now, if Rae or
Tracy were here...” Barb waved at another old flame and flitted
off.

“Isn’t it your turn to
follow her?” Michelle said, wishing Barb’s assessment of her
sisters was wrong.

“You’re the designated
drive-her-home-alone person, not me.” Deb dug in her Birkenstocks
and refused to budge.

“What do I look like, some
sort of chastity belt?”

When she looked up again,
Jake had slipped his arm around Liz’s waist and was talking to
another couple just outside the ballroom door.

The DJ’s
next pick was I Can Dream About
You. Damn. All that money spent
learning to love herself, all that time away from her mother, and
she was back to square one. A poem she’d written about Jake the
semester she’d sat behind him in advanced algebra darted through
her mind like it was yesterday.

Why don't you ever turn
around and smile at me?

I smile at your back all
the time, but you never see.

You'd think that after
three weeks

of sitting behind you, the
least you could do

is turn around and smile
at me,

or even say something once
in awhile!

You must be shy; why, if I
sat in front of you

I'd turn around and
smile.

Yesterday the teacher
changed our seats around.

I wonder if you're smiling
at my back?

I wish I could sit behind
you again.

Why don't you ever tap me
on the shoulder?

You must be shy; why, if I
sat behind you

I'd tap you on the
shoulder.

Of course, Jake wouldn’t
have had a clue it was about him, even if he had seen it in the
school paper. “Jake was out of my league then. Still
is.”

“See, that’s the nice
thing about being all grown up,” Deb said patiently. “You’re
confident enough to put aside your petty insecurities and go after
what you want.”

Fine. So
she wanted to dance with Jake Sheffield. The only reason she’d come
to the reunion was to dance with Jake. Was that so far-fetched? Was
it so lofty a goal to want to dance one dance with Jake, to be held
in his arms, to be that girl, the woman she’d become, with him, for
just a few minutes? The last few strains ofFootloose ended with a punch.
She was going to re-forget the past all right, but not until she’d
danced with Jake Sheffield.

She took
a deep breath and let the crowd’s forward impetus pull her into the
ballroom. Phil Collins’ Take a Look
at Me Now rang out from the dance
floor. Maybe her fairy godmother waved a wand; maybe God decided
she could use a break, but before she knew what was happening, Liz
had disappeared and she was standing beside Jake.

“Michelle Jones,” Jake
said, looking inexplicably pleased. “I thought you were living in
Italy.”

She nodded. “And in
Colorado until a year or so ago.”

“I like your dress,” Jake
said, “Only you would think about wearing forget-me-nots to a class
reunion.”

“Thanks. That’s me. Big on
details, just like always,” she said. “You’ve still got your
hair.”

“You’ve still got your
smile.”

She froze, so used to
being teased that she thought for a second that he was making fun
of her. But he was smiling, not leering, looking at her almost
adoringly. Suddenly, every voice but Jake’s faded to
nothingness.

“What brought you back to
the Midwest?” Jake said.

“I bought an old Victorian
in Maple Valley, Iowa and opened a teahouse and interior design
studio.” She looked up, half-expecting to find Jake's eyes scanning
the room for a more attractive woman to engage in conversation, as
handsome men so often did when they spoke to her.

But his piercing blue eyes
were focused intently on hers, his face just a breath away. She
could see the fine crinkles at the corners of his eyes as he leaned
in closer. “You always did have a soft voice. I can barely hear you
over the din.”

She felt
her blush deepen. “It's called The
Painted Lady.”

His face registered
surprise. “So you’re the miracle worker everyone’s talking about! I
drive through Maple Valley all the time. I never dreamed it was
someone I know transforming the place.”

Jake
held out his hand to her and looked at her like no one else was in
the room, except for REO Speedwagon, who were
singing I Can’t Fight This
Feeling, which she
couldn’t.

“Great song. It was one of
my favorites.”

“Mine, too,” she
said.

“Was the poem about me?”
he said.

“What poem?” she asked,
knowing full well which poem.

“I thought so,” he
said.

She extended her hand to
take his.

A second before their
fingers touched, the music changed.

Liz was
on them like a flash, bouncing tiggerishly to
Michelle’s Eeyore. “Oh, Jake. It’s Uptown Girl! My all-time fave!
We danced to it at prom. Remember?”

Jake looked at
Michelle.

"Oh, hi, Michelle," Liz
said. "You haven't changed a bit."

I have
so, she wanted to say, but
didn't.

“Please...” Liz chortled,
latching on to Jake’s arm.

Jake shrugged, mouthed a
quick “sorry”, and let Liz pull him off to dance.

Michelle thought a litany
of words that would give her mother a heart attack and shrank back
against the wall. She couldn’t leave. She’d promised Harry. She’d
promised herself. She looked around for Barb and Deb. Barb was
dancing. Harmless enough. The guy’s wife was watching them like a
hawk. Deb was in the middle of a cluster of mothers she hadn’t even
been friends with in high school, passing around photos of their
kids.

It was up to her. Which
was fine. She didn’t need an excuse, a security blanket, or a
cheerleader. She loosened her shoulders and swayed to the beat. She
hadn’t known how to dance in high school, but she did now. If Jake
weren’t going to dance with her, she’d find someone who
would.

* * *

Jake
stroked Liz’s waist and hummed along with the last few strains
of Owner of a Lonely
Heart.

“Hey, Sheff.
What’s cookin’?”

He reached out to shake
the hand of another friend he hadn’t remembered existed until sixty
seconds earlier.

“Jake! How goes
it?”

“Sheffield! Good to see
you!”

The music started up again
and Liz grabbed his hand. Man, he loved this. Nothing like a little
déjà vu to perk a guy up. It was like being Norm at Cheers. He
hadn’t felt this way in twenty odd years. Everybody knew his name.
And Liz... he had no intention of hooking up with Liz again, but he
had to admit that having her on his arm was a nice boost to his
ego. He needed a few positive strokes to make up for the abuse his
ex-wife had put him through over the last few years. If there was
one thing he’d learned since high school, it was that you took it
when you could get it, because you sure couldn’t count
on...

“Life been decent to
you, Sheff?”

“Doing great,” he lied.
Not that he was doing all that badly, but great was definitely over
the top.

“How goes it,
Jake?”

“Never been better,” he
said, which wasn’t true either. He looked around at the throng of
familiar faces. There was definitely something to be said for life
pre-alimony, child support, mortgage payments, utility bills,
federal income taxes, and family tragedies. Say nothing about
9/11.

Here, he was accepted for
no other reason than because he was Jake Sheffield. You just didn’t
find that anywhere else in the world. He was somebody here. Not a
number. Not the guy from engineering. Not a face in the crowd.
Here, he was Jake Sheffield - smart, talented, popular, generally
well-liked and respected - good old Jake Sheffield.

He
pressed himself a little closer to Liz and swirled her to the beat
of Time After Time. This was bliss, all right. He’d come to relax, to revel in
his memories of a sweeter time. And that’s exactly what he was
doing.

The song ended, and Liz
wiggled out of his embrace to greet another of her girlfriends. Not
that he’d undo the past even if he could – that would mean giving
up Nate and Josh. But when you’d been living in a pressure cooker,
it was sure sweet pretending life was stress free, even if it was
for just one night.

He looked across the room.
He’d been going to ask Michelle Jones to dance when Liz had grabbed
him. Man. He hadn’t thought of her for years. She looked so
different he might not have even known it was her if he hadn’t seen
her talking to Deb Landers.

He laughed. Talk about
Mutt and Jeff. Michelle had been all studies, class work and
seriousness to Deb’s bubbly cheerleader, party-girl style, but
they’d been fast friends nonetheless.

He glanced at Liz to make
sure she was still occupied and worked his way through the crowded
dance floor. Michelle looked good. She had a confidence about her
that she hadn’t had back in high school.

“Hey,” he said as soon as
he was within earshot.

“Jake.” Michelle’s eyes
widened like a deer caught in headlights.

“Sorry we got interrupted.
Liz is having a rough time. Something about everyone expecting her
to look like a beauty queen even though she’s almost forty, and
being a size 6 in high school as opposed to the size 12 she is now.
She looks fine to me, but I suppose in her mind, the ratio of
increase is a little daunting.” He smiled. “Not that I’d win any
swim meets right now either.”

Michelle looked like she
wasn’t impressed by the magnitude of Liz’s trauma. “So you and Deb
still keep in touch?” He said, impressed that their friendship had
survived the years.

“Lunch once a
month.”

“First girl I ever
kissed,” he said, remembering the way he and Deb had hidden behind
the bleachers at a junior high dance and clumsily practiced
smooching.

“Deb? Really. I didn’t
know,” Michelle said, nodding in Deb’s direction. “She’s got
pictures of her husband and kids.”

“Same guy who...?” Deb had
gotten pregnant by some jerk whose name he couldn’t remember her
senior year in high school and finished out the year in a special
class at the vo-tech for kids who had gotten in
trouble.

“No. He skipped town after
kid number three. Mike is a real sweetheart though.”

“It took guts for her to
walk across the stage the way she did on graduation day. Her belly
was bigger than a basketball.”

“She’s amazing. If it had
been me... I mean, they made her leave the cheerleading squad, and
go to that class, and they wouldn’t let her sing with the choir on
graduation day, yet she walked across that stage as proud as could
be,” Michelle said.

“I’d forgotten all about
that,” he said. “It’s fun to reminisce, isn’t it?”

“Sure,” Michelle said with
a little cough.

“I can still see you
pecking away at that rusty old typewriter we had down in the art
room.”

She smiled. “How did we
ever live without computers? Did you get your degree in engineering
like you planned?”

“I've been
with MicroData for over twelve years now,” he said, not
wanting to talk about now. “The only thing that was worse than the
old dungeon where we worked on our art projects was the old
underground swimming pool, huh?”

The medals he’d won
swimming flashed in front of his eyes.  These days it
took a lot more than jumping in a pool and swimming your heart out
to win any accolades, say nothing about a damn pat on the back – he
guessed it was a good thing he’d had his moment in the sun back in
high school. “Remember the year we went to state?” He grinned. “It
took forever for my hair to grow back.”

 Her face froze and
she gave him a blank look. Man, how could she not remember that?
The whole swim team had shaved their bodies – heads, legs, arms and
all - to eliminate the slightest degree of friction prior to the
State Championship meet. The school had buzzed about it for
weeks.

“Are you still living near
the U of M?” She said, snapping him back to the present.

“No. My ex moved to Iowa
with her new husband shortly after our divorce. If I wanted to see
the boys, it was up to me to follow,” he said, swallowing his
reluctance. “I’m in Cedar Rapids now.”

“So that’s why you drive
through Maple Valley,” she said.

“I bring the boys up to
see my folks as often as I can.”

“I’m divorced, too, but we
never had any kids. It’s strange thinking of you all as
parents.”

“You’ve
got that right,” he said, trying to stay upbeat. “Isn’t it great
seeing everybody?” Don’t get me
wrong, he was tempted to
say, I love my kids. But I don’t want
to think of myself as a parent right now, nor you as somebody’s
ex-wife. Not tonight.

She gave him a bright
smile. “How old are your boys?”

Normally he loved talking
about his boys, but tonight he wanted to forget his dismal, day to
day existence and pretend the whole world was a shiny new present,
waiting to be opened - no plans gone south, no bitter defeats, no
regrets, no disappointments. To be young and unsullied again... for
just one night... He cleared his throat and glanced over his
shoulder, hoping someone would save him from having to remember
that his life wasn’t exactly a walk down cherry lane. No such luck.
He turned back to Michelle. “The oldest is eight. The baby is five.
They’re great kids, but being carted back and forth between two
houses takes a toll on them and me.”

“Ready for another dance?”
Liz whispered from behind him in a voice so sultry it made him feel
as though she’d rubbed a feather across his cheek.

He tried
not to look too relieved. Could I
Have This Dance wasn’t exactly his
favorite song - just one more reminder
that the rest of our
lives hadn’t meant much to his
ex-wife. But he had promised Liz. And unlike Sandy, he kept his
word.

“Sure, Liz,” he said.
“Talk to you later, Michelle.”

He turned his back on
Michelle and led Liz to the dance floor. You’d never know it from
her body language, but Liz was in the midst of a full-blown anxiety
attack. The legendary poise that had won her the title of Miss
Minnesota was in high gear - she was still smooth as silk when it
came to her public appearances. The reality was, she was a wreck.
They’d played a round of golf before the reunion in hopes that a
little sunshine and fresh air would relax her.

He hoped it had helped.
Anyway, he was glad he could be there for her. She’d rescued him
when he was at his lowest. The least he could do was return the
favor.

* * *

Michelle held her position
and wished she could sink into the floor. The blessed balm of time
was fading. The long-forgotten faces lining the ballroom walls were
taking shape and acquiring personalities with sickening
alacrity.

How could she have
forgotten these people existed?

Well, she’d left the day
after she graduated and hadn’t looked back until Rae had talked her
into moving home. She guessed that was one way.

These people had been her
whole world for six years or more. How could she have lost them so
easily?

Duh. She’d made it a point
to go to college as far from home as she possibly could without
running into an ocean, that’s how. When she’d gotten married, she’d
gone even further. The Atlantic was one deep body of water, and it
hadn’t hurt her feelings any to put the whole damn thing between
she and the past.

Journey
stopped singing Worlds
Apart so Joan Jett could
do I Love Rock and
Roll. Michelle tried to look like a
dancing kind of woman, but when the end of the song came, and the
others were laughing and swirling to Girls Just Want to Have Fun,
then Let’s Hear it For the
Boy, she was still by
herself.

Several women she’d known
from choir and art club came up and spoke to her about their
memories of her, and the positive impact she’d had on their lives.
She’d evidently been better at friendship than she remembered -
definitely better than she’d been at boy/girl dynamics. She’d spent
so many years blocking out things she didn’t want to remember that
it appeared the good memories had disappeared right along with the
bad.

“Hi, Michelle.” Another
girl whose name she couldn’t remember said hi on her way to
somewhere.

“Hi.” She’d forgotten
everyone else - why couldn’t she forget Jake?

Leave it to her traitorous
mind to remember the one thing she so didn’t need to be thinking
about. She’d never admit it to him, but the image of Jake’s
hairless body gliding through the water at the State Swim Meet was
still as sharp as ever. That, and the stubble that had soon after
started sprouting from his head, arms, and legs - and places she
dared not imagine. It had reminded her of the down on the baby
chicks on her Grandma’s farm. When she’d told him, he’d said, “So
rub my head and see if you’re right.”

She had never forgotten
that one, electrifying moment when Jake had gingerly touched her
hand to his head - the silky skin, the newborn fuzz standing
straight on end. How unproductive was that? She was a grown woman.
Jake’s shiny tresses hadn’t been some fanciful marvel of nature.
The chlorine in the swimming pool had bleached his hair. Science,
pure and simple.

“Hey, Michelle.” A guy
this time. Steve? Rick? Mike?

“Hi.” She shrank back
against the wall and sighed with relief when he kept
going.

She hated this. Her face
felt as hot and red as the balloons bobbing over the dance
floor.

She watched as their
ribbon tails swayed back and forth in the breeze as seductively as
dangling carrots.

They
were all supposed to have worn red to show school spirit. The
border of red hearts and 45 records on the wall had played to
a Heart of Rock and
Roll theme at their senior prom,
according to Barb. Lord, how she’d hated sitting home alone on prom
night, knowing everyone was there but her. Even her little sister,
Tracy, had been asked. It was all coming back. She’d never looked
good in red.

Jake caught her eye from
the dance floor and waved. Caught staring. Could she be any more
embarrassed?

She
glared at Liz Allen for a second and decided not to be a victim any
longer. Jake’s rejection was to her like a red flag was to a bull.
She could do this. She could. A few seconds later everyone on the
dance floor started singing along to Ghostbusters and Stevie
Wonder’s I Just Called to Say I Love
You. She joined in lustily. But acting
like she belonged wasn’t the same as belonging, and her attempts at
sideline camaraderie didn’t make her feel any less pathetic a few
minutes later when everyone in the room but her was snuggling cheek
to cheek while Lionel Ritchie sang all five minutes
of Stuck on You.

Jake did
try to catch her eye once more, during Jump, which she had to give him
credit for, since at the time, Liz’s breasts were nearly bouncing
out of her scoop neck.

It was too bad Jake wasn’t
bald. A bareheaded Jake would have been far less intimidating than
still-damn-near-perfect Jake. Just like in high school. Once his
hair had grown back, Jake had been too perfect to tease, talk to,
or touch.

Fine. So
she was feeling a little grumpy. Overload was her new favorite
song. The fact that no one ever did ask her to dance would have
been downright humiliating if anyone had noticed. But Deb was still
talking to the other mothers, Barb was flirting with Tom, Dick and
Larry, and everyone else was talking or dancing.

Nice as it was that Jake
had wanted to dance with her, it wasn’t the same as really doing
it. Was it so awful to have wanted Liz Allen and
Jody Hegland and Kim Schultz to actually see them
dancing? She had her pride. If their eyes had popped out of their
heads for just a moment while she enjoyed a rare, well-deserved
moment of glory, would that have been so bad?

She
bought a second glass of
white zin during Wipe
Out, a song that she’d thought vastly
overrated until now, when it seemed to fit her mood pretty
precisely. She gravitated back to the sidelines of the dance floor,
nonchalantly sipping and trying to make herself apparent on her
favorite songs.

When the
DJ announced his last song was going to be I’ve Had the Time of My Life, she
was still humming I Guess That’s Why
They Call it the Blues and trying to
convince herself that Big Girls Don’t
Cry. It didn’t help when she realized Barb
was dancing with Kevin Jamison, the former captain of the football
team, her new breasts squished so tightly against the man’s chest
that it must have hurt.

Something clicked inside
her. Before she knew what was happening, she strutted across the
dance floor, pried Barb’s slender arm away from Kevin Jamison’s
bull-neck, and told him “Time to say good-bye to your little Barbie
doll. She’s married, and she’s coming with me.”

She led a gape-mouthed
Barb to the parking lot, waving a quick good-bye to Deb as they
strode across the lobby. Barb could dream about reliving old
memories all she wanted to, but she was going home alone. Michelle
could stand there, hoping Jake would notice her, for the rest of
her life, which might not be long given the way Barb was glaring at
her, but Jake was not going to dance with her. No one was going to
see what a great dirty dancer she was. She and Barb were both going
home alone.


Chapter 2

Home.
The billowing branches of a giant maple tree softened the shadows
made by the streetlamp as Michelle walked up the cobblestone path
that led to the basement of The
Painted Lady. She took a skeleton key from
her pocket, breathed in the fragrance of the snow-on-the-mountain
and lily-of-the-valley she’d planted in fairy rings around the base
of a nearby apple tree, and tried to get the
tune Don’t You Forget About
Me out of her simple
mind.

She looked down to find
the key hole and spotted the withered remains of the bleeding heart
she’d planted by the back door. They’d been Grandma Jones’
favorite, and she’d chosen them thinking they would be a nice
reminder of the past.

And then, a month or so
ago, they’d died, just like Grandma Jones had.

But that was then, and
this was now.

She lifted her eyes and
scanned the hill-and-tree dotted countryside that stretched for
miles around, a royal court over which her house presided from its
lilac-braced hilltop, just the way it had for over a century. This
was her future. The past was dead and buried - or had been until
tonight. She turned and headed down the stairs to her bedroom to
try and forget about Jake.

The reunion was over. 1985
simply did not matter anymore. Jake Sheffield did not matter. None
of them did, except Deb and Barb, who were true friends
irrespective of time and place.

The
Painted Lady was her future. The old
house might be steeped in history - which was fine as long as it
wasn’t her history - because for her, it wasn’t the home’s grand
past that was of significance, but the fact that it was a new
beginning. She’d had that until she went to the reunion. She’d been
happy and content before she’d seen Jake. Now, only one little
four-hour-long reunion later, her head was filled with the same
unwanted images of Jake Sheffield she’d been trying to get rid of
for years, and a whole batch of new ones besides.

Retro, smetro. In her
opinion, this nostalgia crap was vastly overrated. Her mind did a
quick flash to the treasures she sold in the Den of Antiquities,
the vintage fabrics in her quilt shop, and the antique china she
used in the tea house. Fine. If it weren’t for people’s fondness
for remembrances and memorabilia from earlier eras, she wouldn’t
have a job. That didn’t mean she had to like it.

Her cell phone rang midway
down the stairs. She glanced at the caller ID and lifted the phone
to her ear.

“Hi! Just wanted to check
and see if you made it home okay,” Deb said, cheerily. “Did Barb go
along peacefully?”

“Barb went home alone and
I just walked in the door.” Now Deb was her mother? Another mother
she did not need. She could barely handle the one she
had.

“I saw you talking to
Jake,” Deb said, with a slight tinge of gloating in her voice. “I’m
so happy the two of you reconnected.”

“There was no
reconnection. There can’t be a reconnection unless there’s been a
connection. Which there never was. We just talked for a
minute.”

“No, seriously. I saw the
way he was looking at you. Maybe he was seeing you through new
eyes.”

“Old eyes. All he wanted
to do was reminisce.”

“Well, for a second, it
looked like...” Deb said.

“Well, it
wasn’t.”

“Sorry we got separated,”
Deb said.

“You can talk to me
anytime. You won’t see the others for another ten
years.”

“Right. And Liz will go
back to St. Louis, and you and Jake will still both be in
Iowa.”

She walked into the
kitchen and looked to see if she had any chocolate chip cookie
dough ice cream. “And pigs will learn how to fly...”

“I agree. It’s a long
shot. But so is internet dating, regardless of what you
think.”

“I’d rather take my
chances with the evils of the internet than to face the gorillas
from my past.”

“You are glad you went,
aren’t you?” Deb said.

About as glad as Pandora
was after she opened the box.

“It’s good that I went.”
For Harry’s sake. The man might be old, but he knew his pretty wife
well.

She said goodbye and
headed for her bedroom. It had always been easier for her to
acquiesce than argue. She’d let her parents talk her into majoring
in math so she could teach school instead of getting the fine arts
degree in interior design she’d wanted. She’d let her ex-husband
talk her into getting married because they’d had sex, right after
he’d talked her into having sex. She’d let her banker talk her out
of borrowing money to start a business in Colorado because it was
too risky. And then she’d let Rachael talk her into moving back to
the Midwest.

She reached over her head
and twisted until her fingers found the zipper of her
dress.

It was long past time for
her to take charge of her own life. She’d known she would have to
deal with some facets of her past if she moved back home. You
couldn’t live anywhere near Rachael and Tracy without expecting to
relive at least a little of your gory childhood. But this house had
been so perfect for her, and moving to Maple Valley had given her
an opportunity that never would have materialized if she’d stayed
in Colorado.

Her dress fell to the
floor with a swish of charmeuse. She reached around to undo
her bra, and wished for once that there was someone there to do it
for her.

She’d laughed out loud
when Rachael had first urged her to consider moving back to the
Midwest. She still remembered their conversation. “Are you crazy? I
can't just drop everything and leave. I've lived in Colorado for
over a decade.”

Then Rae had described the
house - something she had a real gift for - and said, “Unless
you've won the lottery since we spoke last it will be two or three
decades before you'll be able to afford to buy a house big enough
to open a business in Colorado. Property values are lower in the
Midwest, labor costs more reasonable, and zoning regulations more
relaxed. Why wait when you can do it here, now?”

Her sister could be very
persuasive. She could still hear Rae’s voice. “Mac would love to
have you close by. I think Mom and Dad will come around once the
baby's born, but this kid could really use a relative who doesn’t
hold his or her questionable beginnings against him. We need
you.”

“You're serious, aren't
you?” Michelle had said.

“Totally. You and this
house are a match made in heaven. Best of all, Mrs. Armerding is
more interested in finding the right buyer for this property than
she is the price.”

“You really think I could
live so close to home after being away for so long?”

“All I'm asking is that
you come home and take a look at the property,” Rae had said. “If
you still think I'm crazy I won't say another word about
it.”

Michelle sighed and
slipped a silky lavender negligee over her head. The rest was
history, albeit recent. The house, and the business she’d conceived
of, was perfect for her. If she had any doubts, all she had to do
was take a walk through the high-ceilinged halls of the Painted
Lady, or look out the window at the pebble-lined pond, mossy old
paths and crumbling stone walls of her gardens.

She promised herself a
long, calming stroll in the morning. The morning glories she’d
planted by the ferns were blooming in wild profusion. The pussy
willows and cattails growing at the edge of the pond were lush and
green - even the water lilies would be poking their pretty pink and
yellow heads out of their watery lair by mid-day.

If dealing with a few
ghosts of Christmas’s past was the price she had to pay to live in
paradise, so be it. In the meantime, she wasn’t going to think
about 1985 again for at least another ten years.

* * *

Michelle took a final sip
of Sleepy Time tea and finished getting ready for bed. A few
minutes later, she climbed under her quilt, bunched up her pillow
and closed her eyes. She tried to drift off to sleep, but something
was poking her. It was almost as though she had a ponytail sticking
out from the back of her head. A big, thick pony tail like Liz
would have, if it were even possible to get all that lush hair
gathered up at one time.

Ouch.
Her mother was reading her The
Princess and the Pea, and the back of her
head hurt like hell. In a flash, she was at her friend LuAnn's
house. Mrs. Neilson's agile fingers were winding her
just-long-enough hair high onto the back of her head and fastening
it with a rubber band. It pinched a little, but she didn’t care.
LuAnn's mother had promised them she would put ponytails in their
hair if they were good little girls and ate up their cake and ice
cream without making a mess.

Michelle ran to the mirror
to peek. Her hair looked so awesome she could hardly believe it.
She couldn’t wait to show her mom.

“Look, Mommy! I have a
ponytail just like Rachael’s!” Michelle dashed in he house, red
cheeked with excitement. “Can I grow out my hair like Dawn and
LuAnn?”

“But your face is so
chubby and round, sweetheart,” her mother said, whisking the rubber
band away and smoothing the hair down over Michelle's cheeks. “See
how much nicer it looks this way? You’d look awful in a
ponytail.”

“But LuAnn's mom said I
looked pretty.”

“Mrs. Neilson was just
being nice.”

Michelle's eyes overflowed
with tears. “Rachael has long hair. Why can't I?”

“Rachael’s face is nice
and slender. Yours just wouldn’t look good with it pulled back that
way. Besides, your hair is so thin there’s hardly enough there to
make a tail. I just want you to look your best, sweetheart. You
know how cruel the kids at school can be.”

Her head hurt so badly she
almost woke up, but eventually, she drifted into a deep sleep. Her
mother was getting sick of her pouting. Michelle was normally such
a good girl. Why was she being so disobedient? Her mother spanked
her until her head didn’t hurt half as bad as her backside
did.

 “Your mother knows
what’s best for you.” Grandma Maddie said, siding with her mother.
“That's why little girls have to do what their mothers
say.”

* * *

She woke up the next
morning with a bad headache, even more determined to forget about
the eighties - for that matter, the seventies and nineties,
too.

She skipped church,
allowed herself the rare treat of sleeping late, and when she was
ready to face the world, wandered in the garden just as she had
planned. It was time to concentrate on the future. Her future. She
might not have a husband or children of her own - she might not
have an abundance of beauty, fortune, or fame - but she did have a
career that suited her perfectly and a most beautiful spot in which
to live out her dream. How many people could say that?

A stray beam of sunshine
lit upon the dewdrops on a water lily pad just to her left. She
loved the way the buds ducked their heads under the water at night
when the air was nippy and didn’t venture out from their hiding
place until the sun was shining brightly and the world was at its
friendliest.

“Aunt
Michelle!”

“Theodora?” Her oldest
niece was running across the yard at an energetic clip. She turned,
stretched out her arms, and caught a glimpse of her younger sister,
Tracy, climbing out of the car and heading towards her at a more
reluctant pace.

“I came down to try on
some of your clothes,” Theodora said.

“Go ahead and laugh,”
Tracy said, trying to catch up, her perpetual angst so strong that
it was palpable even from twenty feet away. “God finally found a
way to punish me for all the horrible things I did when I was a
child – a daughter whose goal in life is to emulate everything you
and Rachael do.”

It was a
good thing Rae wasn’t around to comment on that
one. “She could do worse,” Michelle
said.

Theodora beamed up at her,
making her glad she hadn’t lost her temper. “Mom’s just jealous
because she has to dress like an old fuddy-dud pastor’s wife,
and you get to wear all the cool clothes.”

Michelle looked down at
her gauzy, sheer, flowing skirt and thin-strapped sandals and filed
a smile away for future reference.

“I am not, never have
been, and will never be a fuddy-dud”, Tracy said,
huffing.

Poor baby. It had to be
killing her younger sister not to be able to throw out the
wild-child exploits she’d participated in during high school as
proof that she was as cool or cooler than her older sisters. Ah,
sweet justice. There was no way she’d say anything in front of her
daughter.

“You went to church
dressed like that?” Tracy gave her a dirty look over top of
Theodora’s head - so much for showing a little appreciation for the
fact that Michelle was keeping mum about Tracy’s past charades.
Again.

“I slept in. My class
reunion was last night,” Michelle said, feeling bad that she was
setting a poor example for Theodora, and at the same time, feeling
worse that she hadn’t done anything to feel guiltier about than
skipping church. Talk about a fuddy dud. “So, what kind
of clothes do you need?” Michelle said.

“It’s for Heritage Week,”
Theodora said. “Every day we have to wear clothes from a different
decade. Thursday is the 1980’s.”

Fine, better now than a
week from now when she’d re-forgotten Jake Sheffield existed. “Your
mother must have clothes from when she was in high
school.”

“She’s not a pack rat like
you are,” Theodora said, then blushed, realizing too late that the
phrase she was repeating might not have been meant as a compliment.
“Besides, I’m built like you. Mom’s stuff is all too
small.”

“I don’t
think you look anything like me!” Michelle kept the rest of her
thoughts to herself. She didn’t want to give Theodora a complex
like her mother had her. “But I do have quite a few things tucked
away. I loved playing dress-up when I was younger, so I saved some
classic pieces from each era.” Thinking her own children would play with
them. “We’ll just have to see what
fits.”

She really doubted
anything would – Theodora wasn’t fat like she’d been. Big boned
like many of their family, and nicely developed, as opposed to
Tracy, who always had always had a boyish figure, but not at all
fat.

“What do you think I
should do with my hair?” Theodora said as they walked up the front
steps, between the pillars, and across the wide front porch of the
Painted Lady.

She held the heavy front
door for Tracy and Theodora and breathed in the smell of sunshine
on old wood and stained glass. The opulent staircase that wound its
way to the second floor, then her third floor gallery, greeted
them.

She headed to the back of
the house. “You could do Princess Diana.”

“Who’s Princess Diana?”
Theodora asked innocently.

“Okay.”

“How about a feathered
look?” Tracy said. “Her hair is long enough to style like Heather
Locklear’s when she was on Dynasty.”

“Dynasties like they had
in China?” Theodora said.

Lord, she felt old. “I’m
sure you can find pictures on the Internet. The tousled, windswept
look was big. Your hair is so nice and thick,” Michelle said. “With
a little styling gel -”

“What’s that?”

“Mousse,” Michelle and
Tracy said in unison.

“It gets worse,” Tracy
said. “When we were little, it was
called Dippity Do.”

Theodora looked at them
like they were alien life forms. Michelle laughed. “You could go
with a Valley Girl look, or something from Flashdance. We
could do Preppy, Madonna, Punk Princess, or Brat Pack.”

“Nix-ray on the Madonna
and Punk Princess ideas. You’re forgetting she goes to a Christian
school,” Tracy said.

They wandered by the
French doors that led to the teahouse and another door that opened
to the gourmet food shop.

“Right,” Michelle said,
opening the cedar chest and starting to dig. “I think I have a cute
Care Bear T-shirt, and one that says Reading Rainbow on the front.
If I’m remembering right, there’s a cool Atari T-shirt with a huge,
pink, Mrs. PacMan on the back in here
somewhere.”

“Doesn’t have a clue,”
Tracy said.

“She had a bow on her
head.” Michelle started to explain.

Theodora gave her a blank
look.

“There were these shoes
called Capezios that were really popular, and of
course, Jordache jeans were big,” she said, trying again.
“My favorite things were legwarmers, Peter Pan boots, scrunch
socks, and big tops, with some loose belts over the top, and a
bunch of twisty beads, but I’ve got cargo pants and other stuff,
too. I even have a black polka dot dress with a starched white
collar, dropped waist, huge shoulder pads and a totally awesome red
bow at hip height.”

“If you’ve got it, flaunt
it,” Tracy said. “And quickly, before you wake up one morning and
find out you’ve been relegated to the ranks
of fuddy-duds.”

“One of the girls in my
class said Star Wars T-shirts were really big,” Theodora said,
ignoring her mother. “And funky, fluorescent-colored shirts with
album covers from Talking Heads, Devo, Motley Crew, or Twisted
Sister on them.”

“Great. My child has no
idea what a Care Bear is, but she knows about Talking Heads,” Tracy
said.

“If they still
make Hubba Bubba chewing gum, it would give her a nice,
authentic touch, don’t you think, Tracy?” Michelle said, trying to
diffuse Tracy’s sarcasm.

Michelle leaned over to
reach the bottom of the stash so Theodora could see what her
options were. She still doubted she had anything that wasn’t going
to be absolutely huge on Theodora’s girlish figure. Theodora was
twice as skinny as she’d been at thirteen.

Theodora picked out a few
things she liked and slipped into the bathroom to try on the
clothes.

“I could call Rae and see
if she could come for lunch if you can stay that long,” Michelle
said while she and Tracy were waiting. “Ian is getting so
cute.”

Tracy wrinkled her nose.
“We really have to get going. Trevor’s out of town and Titus is
home alone watching Timothy. I promised I wouldn’t be gone for too
long.”

Michelle was biting her
tongue when Theodora came strutting out in a pair of
tight Jordache jeans and a fitted crop top that Michelle
had worn under a baggy big shirt.

“You... look great!”
Michelle said, shock rippling through her body.

The jeans she’d worn in
high school fit Theodora to perfection. The top accentuated her
niece’s small, high breasts and the indention of her waist. Her
first thought was that she’d been insane to be dissatisfied with
that body, that beautiful body, her second, to be furious with her
mother. She’d grown up believing that she was unforgivably fat and
inherently unlovable, when all the time, she’d looked like
that?

She reeled as the truth
peeled years of misconceptions from her eyes. Her whole
self-concept was based on a lie. The only one who had though she
was fat in high school was her mother - her mother, and the
daughter who had been insecure enough to believe her.

“Do you like it,
Mom?”

Tracy
hesitated.

“You look incredible,
Theodora,” Michelle said again. “You’re beautiful - absolutely
beautiful.”

Tracy cleared her throat.
“My baby is growing up.”

“Mo-oo-mmm,” Theodora
said.

Tracy and Theodora left
for Blooming Prairie a half hour later with three outfits, each a
perfect fit. Michelle resumed her walk along the lily pond
wondering how Jake and the others she’d known in high school had
seen her back in 1985. Did they think she’d been fat?

She’d been smart,
talented, and a leader in the areas she excelled in. Her teachers
had recognized it - most likely her peers had, too. She hadn’t had
Liz’s beauty or poise. She hadn’t had Deb’s easygoing smile, or
Jake’s athletic prowess. More likely, she’d unconsciously mimicked
her mother’s critical spirit. More likely, she’d emitted an aura
that said Michelle Jones wasn’t good enough, and neither were
they.

The worst part was that it
had taken her thirty years to realize it. She’d spent the first
half of her life thinking she was undesirable. She was finally
smart enough to realize that she should have appreciated her youth
while it lasted - now, when it was fading faster than her day
lilies.

She leaned down to pluck a
stem of bright blue bellflowers to put in the empty vase on her
desk.

Maybe now that she’d had
her eyes opened she could put her self-esteem issues to rest,
forget the past once and for all, and get some much needed
rest.

* * *

It was the first day of
school, and very possibly her last, if all the things Rachael had
told her were true. She would probably die before the day was out.
She was only five years old - how could they expect her to do all
those things by herself?

She and her Mommy and
Daddy and her two sisters lived on a big hill with a creek at the
bottom and some huge, old cottonwood trees at the top. Her mother
carried Tracy as they walked to the end of the lane to watch for
the school bus. She wished her mommy was carrying her, but she was
too big. Everyone always said she was big for her age. Today she
felt very small.

They could see the bright
orange bus weaving its way down the narrow gravel road almost a
mile off from the top of the hill.

She had on a new blue
dress that her Grandma Maddie had made for her. Rachael had one
just like it, except it was green. She could feel her new curls
bouncing in the breeze. Her mom had put pin curls in her hair
before she went to bed the night before and wrapped her head in a
towel so they wouldn’t pinch when she tried to sleep.

The big, orange bus was
coming closer and closer - coming to take her away. Her tummy had
been hurting for at least two or three days - it was still
sore.

The bus stopped in a cloud
of dust and a set of tall, double doors opened ominously. A large,
impatient looking face appeared in the opening. Rachael took her
hand and tried to pull her up the steps, but her feet were frozen
to the ground. Her mother gave her a gentle push. There were
strange boys and girls - big ones - hanging out of every seat,
staring at her, gawking and making weird noises. Rachael had
promised to sit by her, but there were no seats together. Rachael
sat down beside a girlfriend who had been in her class the year
before. Michelle was so frightened she could barely
move.

“Hey, it’s a Kewpie doll!”
The voice that rang out from the back of the bus was a boy’s, and
so loud that everyone on the bus could hear.

She heard people laughing.
She wanted to sink into the floor, get off the bus, go back home
and stay there for the rest of her life.

“Aw, look at those fat
little cheeks.” A teenaged girl she didn’t know leaned over and
pinched her cheek.

“You made her blush,”
another boy said. Her cheeks felt like they were on fire. They were
all looking at her, twisting this way and that to see the little
girl with the fat, red cheeks.

Rachael looked like she
wanted to say something, and she finally did. “Leave her alone.
Can’t you idiots see she’s scared?”

Her big sister had always
been the sassy one. Rachael always knew what to say and do. Kind of
like the snap turtle they’d found down by the creek. At least
that’s what her dad said. Michelle was more of a plain turtle. She
wished she could shrink back into her shell right now so no one
could see her. Ever again.


Chapter 3

Morning came much too
early the next day. She had gone to bed early, hoping to be well
rested and prepared to juggle her heavy appointment load, but for
some reason, she was still exhausted. She showered and dressed in a
hurry, her regular routine forgotten in her rush.

She glanced at her
calendar on the way out the door. Franklin! Why on earth had she
agreed to a first visit the Monday after her class reunion? She
should have known she’d be a wreck. She hadn’t even looked at her
computer since the day before the reunion, but there was no reason
to think Franklin wasn’t coming as agreed.

Nothing she could do about
it now. She glanced at her clock. She’d have plenty of time to
change her clothes and fuss with her make-up before he
arrived.

She was so behind schedule
she didn't even take time for her walk by the lily pond. She’d
barely made it to the third floor and taken a seat when her
assistant, Laurie, buzzed to say she had a call.

"Michelle, Mr. Putt is on
line three."

Her pulse quickened, and
she picked up the phone. No need to further antagonize Wilbur by
keeping him waiting. Not that he didn't deserve that - and worse.
He'd been stringing her along for weeks.

"Is there a problem?"
Wilbur said, his arrogance apparent even over the phone.

"I'm sorry to bother you
again, but -"

"All my message said was
that you had called." Wilbur interrupted her, sounding bored and
impatient.

She'd last called him a
week and a half ago. What was she anyway? Some little mouse that
Wilbur the cat could pick up in his teeth and toy with at
will?

"I just wondered if there
has been any word on the loan," she said, trying to sound cheery
and self-confident, like it didn't matter one iota if her interest
rate ended up being 4% or 17%.

"The board of directors
still has the matter under advisement," Wilber drawled. "I'm sure
they'll make a decision sometime before the end of the
month."

Which was three and a half
weeks away. "That's great, I mean, I appreciate their taking the
time to... but, I mean, um, I heard on the news that they're
expecting a rate increase next week when the Federal Board of
Reserves meets, so I thought if there was any way..."

"Yes, there was talk of a
probable hike at the last meeting of the Realtor's Association. I'm
sure your sister mentioned it."

She held her breath. Much
as she loved Rae, where Wilbur was concerned, it was best to
downplay the fact that she and Rae were related.

"Much as I'd like to help
you..." Wilbur’s voice was slower than maple syrup on a winter day.
“These things take time."

Time, schmime. She'd
been more than patient. This wasn't about time. This was about sour
grapes.

She swallowed hard and
tried to muster her confidence. "Perhaps I should start shopping
the loan. I prefer to do business locally, but my parents' bank in
Minnesota -"

Wilbur cut her off. "Why
don't we have a look at your profit and loss statements for the
last six months. I'm sure that would help the loan officer to
expedite matters."

Her brain went into panic
mode. She'd done very well in her first few months of being open
for business, all things considered, but with stocking the shops
and finishing the kitchen, and millions of other last minute
expenses, she definitely hadn't turned a profit.

"I thought the loan had
already been approved based on my business plan."

"Tentatively, yes. But our
decision was based on projected income. Now that we have actual
figures, we might as well have a look."

There would have been no
actual figures to have if they’d closed on the loan six months ago
like they should have. He was toying with her again. She'd called
his bluff and it hadn't worked.

"I'll bring the papers to
the bank as soon as lunch is over," she said, trying to figure out
a way to put a positive spin on numbers that were none too
optimistic. “Unless you’d like a reservation for lunch? Another few
customers would boost my bottom line and bolster your
investment."

"Maybe another time."
Wilbur didn't miss a beat. "My wife is expecting me at
home."

“You should bring her
along.”

“I’m sure she already has
something in the oven.”

"I'd really like to know
the status of the loan by the end of the week," Michelle said in
what she hoped was a firm voice.

I'm sure the loan officer
will have an answer soon."

"I'll look forward to
hearing from him later in the week then," she said
pointedly.

Her hands were shaking as
Wilbur issued a brusque goodbye and hung up. Why did she have such
a hard time standing up to people?

Hopefully, her pitiful
attempt to be assertive would do the trick and any additional
confrontations could be avoided. That is, assuming Wilbur didn't
toss her application in the wastebasket after he saw her earnings
statement.

A glint of gold caught her
eye. She picked up her class ring and flipped through her Rolodex.
Where was that number anyway?

She'd tried to bury the
hatchet Rae had unwittingly brandished in Wilbur's face, but her
efforts had obviously gone unappreciated.

There it was. Gold for
Sale. She was about to dial the number when her receptionist
interrupted her again.

This time it was
Rae.

"Have you heard from
Wilbur yet?" Her sister asked.

"Just a few minutes ago."
Michelle filled her in on their conversation.

"That doesn't sound good."
Rae paused. "Have you told him you're doing the interior of Charles
Anderson’s house? I know you don't like to sing your own praises,
but when you're dealing with loan officers, you have to be
aggressive, strut your stuff a little."

Easy for her to say. "I
hate having to resort to name-dropping."

"The job will bring in a
good chunk of cash by the time you're done. Brag a little. You do
what you need to when you're desperate."

"Desperate?"

“Part of this is
definitely Wilbur being Wilbur,” Rae said. “But you’ve also got to
realize that things have changed pretty drastically since you moved
to Maple Valley. With so many foreclosures on the market and Fanny
Mae in trouble and banks failing and government bail-outs figuring
into the mix, loans are being scrutinized like never before. The
world is a different place now than it was six months ago – and it
hasn’t been a change for the better.”

“But they already approved
the loan.”

“That was then and this is
now.” Rae launched into a diatribe about amortization tables and
the thousands of dollar difference a point could make over the term
of a fifteen-year business loan. “When I first opened Wild Rose
Realty – well, all I can say is that I’d give anything to go back
to the way things were a few years ago.”

Michelle tried to listen.
Going back to the way anything used to be sounded frightening to
her. She’d worked hard to get where she was - much as she didn't
like the way circumstances worked out sometimes, things always
seemed to come together in the end. As far as she was concerned,
the future would take care of itself. It was her past that seemed
to be a perpetual thorn in her side.

"Are you still there?" Rae
sounded irritated.

"Guess I was daydreaming
again."

"Well, your overactive
fantasy life isn't going to get Wilbur to close on your loan while
interest rates are still low."

"You’re being bossy again,
big sister,” she said, trying to keep her cool like she always did.
“I've got everything under control." But she didn't. Not since
she'd seen Jake - not since her high school reunion had opened a
can of willy-nilly, slithery, unpredictable worms. “And I did stand
up to Wilbur. I told him I expected to hear from him by the end of
the week.”

"Let me know what happens
then." Rae sounded doubtful, but at least she knew when to drop an
issue.

Michelle
said goodbye, and was about to dial the Gold For Sale number again when
she saw the time. She was already five minutes late for her
appointment with Madeleine. What was it with Monday mornings, and
why on earth had she thought to schedule a meeting the morning
after a wild weekend? She couldn’t have had a more cram-packed
schedule if she’d tried.

She grabbed a notebook.
Maybe she had, sub-consciously. What better way to forget the
1980’s than to stay so busy you didn’t have time to see straight?
Michelle marched down the steps of the Painted Lady to her
eight-thirty meeting with Madeleine more determined than ever. She
was going to forget about the past and move on with her life if it
was the last thing she ever did.

Madeleine was waiting with
last month’s statistics, and the bottom line was red - just as she
had feared.

"I think the teahouse is
doing marginally well, considering we’ve been open for such a short
time, but things could be a lot better," Madeleine said.

“The recipes I brought
from Colorado Springs aren’t as popular as I thought they’d be,”
Michelle said, thinking so hard she could feel herself scrunching
her eyebrows.

“There’s a different
mindset in the Midwest than there is out west,” Madeleine said.
“Folks around here like familiar things. Swedish Meatballs has been
our best seller for three weeks in a row. Grandma Jones’ Chicken
Pie with Baking Powder Biscuit Crust came in a close
second.”

Michelle sighed. “I really
thought the Pesto Ciabatta Rolls with Smoked Turkey and
Provolone would be a hit.”

“It’s heavenly. So is the
Smoked Duck Pizza with Sun Dried Tomatoes and Artichoke Hearts. But
most of our customers don’t know what pesto is,
or ciabatta for that matter. They’re hesitant to try
something new. They want American cheese and processed ham with
mayonnaise on white bread.”

“And iceberg lettuce
instead of green leaf.” Michelle sighed. “They’d love it if they’d
just try it.” She pored over the menu and tried to think of entrées
that would be different, but not different enough to intimidate her
customers. Impossible! “This is a new teahouse. We have new food. I
don’t understand why people persist in ordering things they can get
anywhere, or better yet, go home and make themselves.”

“People don’t have or take
the time to fix themselves their favorite foods anymore. That’s why
Homemade Mashed Potatoes are more popular than Rosemary Red Potato
Roses, why more people order your Grandma Maddie’s Apple Crisp than
the Lemon Cream Daffodil Trifle, and why Rocky Road Ice Cream sells
better than Mango Kiwi Sorbet. People want food that reminds them
of their childhood. They want food that surrounds them with a warm,
familiar glow,” Madeleine said, and got up to answer the
telephone.

The people Madeleine were
referring to obviously had different kinds of memories from their
childhoods than Michelle did. Hot Meatloaf Sandwiches and Devil’s
Food Cake with Hasty Caramel Frosting didn’t fill her with
warm fuzzies. Indigestion was more like it.

Madeleine was describing
the menu of the day to a customer, complete with details of each of
the ingredients and the spices she’d used to season the dishes.
“I’m sure you’ll like it,” she said patiently. “It basically tastes
just like a hotdish you’d make at home except that we
present it in a more unique way.”

She had to give Madeleine
credit for trying, but Michelle still couldn’t wrap her head around
the idea of what made familiar foods from one’s childhood so
enticing.

There had been nothing
comforting about what had gone on around the Jones’ kitchen table.
Rachael had been the stereotypical oldest child, the undisputed
trendsetter of the three, and an avowed rebel who was willing to
fight hard and long for what she believed in - which was invariably
the exact opposite of their parents.

Sweet little Tracy, who never
caused any trouble, had played her role as the baby of the family
to perfection. Their parents were still so proud that one of the
children had turned out ‘right’. Rae and Michelle had known it was
all a front, but what their parents hadn’t known hadn’t seemed to
hurt them.

Michelle had been too
nice, too quiet, and too shy to get her parent’s attention. They’d
been too busy arguing with Rachael and gushing over Tracy. She’d
been caught in the middle, forever smoothing things over for Rae
and covering for Tracy.

Madeleine hung up the
phone. “Like it or not, gourmet is out. Comfort foods are
in.”

“You’re assuming the only
reason business has been slow is because of the menu. The economy
has totally tanked since I started renovating the house, and the
weather has been horrible ever since we opened. We have to give
things a chance.”

“All the more reason to
give our customers what they want. People have limited funds to
spend on luxury items. More importantly, they have
choices.”

Michelle pushed the past
back where it belonged. Again. “Believe me, I want the teahouse to
show a profit as badly as you do, but I'm committed to a nouveau
menu. What motivation do people have to come to our teahouse if
we're offering the same tired old foods every other restaurant in
the vicinity is selling? We have an opportunity to set new trends
and shape our future. No looking back - once people taste the
things we’ve got on the menu, they’ll love them.”

“No one’s going to taste
them if they don’t come,” Madeleine said. “You only get one chance
to make a good first impression in this business, and I don’t want
you to waste the opportunity.”

“People
are starting to trust us. For every call like the one you just
took, I get two or three to the effect
that If you made it, I’m sure it will
be wonderful. I know it’s going to take
time, but eventually, people will learn that everything we serve is
delicious.”

Madeleine frowned. “You
can’t single-handedly dig these people out of their rut. Remember,
this is the Midwest.”

How could she forget? “If
the unimaginative old stick-in-the-muds want a trip down memory
lane, they can eat at the diner on Main Street.” Michelle said,
trying to make light of their disagreement. “If we take all the
comfort foods off the menu, they’ll have to choose something
new.”

“They’ll choose, all
right,” Madeleine said, shaking her head at the Chardonnay Cream
Chicken with Gorgonzola Cheese Michelle had suggested for next
week’s special. “They’ll choose to find their comfort
elsewhere.”

Michelle had high hopes
that her next appointment would be more pleasant. The fact that it
was in her design studio and not her office was a good start. She
ran her fingers across the lengthy blue and white roll of paper on
her desk and smiled at the older gentleman sitting across the
table. The Anderson house plan was a decorator’s dream.

“I love the design. It
accentuates the beauty of the lot, and it looks extremely
functional, too. I know it overlooks the water, but I'm not sure
where.”

Charles Anderson, the
newly retired farmer who was building the house for his fiancé, was
as charming as the floor plan. “It’s on a hill overlooking the
Cedar River, about a mile back from the blacktop on a curved lane
that ends in a dense thicket of oak trees.”

“From what I can see,
you’ve thought of everything.”

“Do you think Sarah will
like the built-in media center?” Charles asked. “I haven’t ordered
the flat screen television yet, so there’s still time to give it a
more old-fashioned look if you think that would be
better.”

“I think
she’ll love it,” Michelle said. “I’m a firm believer in going with
the latest innovations. Technology is advancing so quickly these
days that if you don’t think absolute cutting edge, it’s outdated before
the concrete is even poured.”

“So you think that using
the composite, manufactured material they use for porches and
railings now days is a wise idea?”

“Absolutely,” Michelle
said. “I know there’s a certain sentimental attachment to doing
things the old-fashioned way, but the new materials they’ve
developed are much more resilient than wood, and endure our harsh
weather extremes much better.”

“That’s what the builder
claims,” Charles said.

“I don’t think you can be
too progressive when you’re building a new home,” Michelle said. “A
lot of couples are even going the handicap accessible route when
they build so that if the time ever comes when those features are
needed, they’re already in place.”

“Emily and I lived in a
tiny, clapboard house our whole married lives,” Charles said. “I
always meant to build her something nicer, but between raising five
children, farming three thousand acres, and tending livestock, I
guess I was just too tired. Even if I’d gotten it built, we
wouldn’t have had time to enjoy it. When I lost her... I guess I’m
feeling a little guilty that I’m going to get to enjoy the dream
house we never had.”

“If heaven is as nice a
place as I’m told, she’s walking on streets paved with gold,”
Michelle said gently.

“Thank you,” Charles said.
“I didn’t set out to remarry - Sarah lives next door to my daughter
Jenna and her family in Virginia. She’s been like an adopted
grandmother to them for years. Her own children and grandchildren
are scattered all over the world. That's one of the reasons we want
a big house with lots of bathrooms. We're expecting a lot of
company.”

“I can’t imagine that your
children wouldn't love to spend time at such a beautiful place,
especially with the river so near by,” Michelle said, feeling a
little tinge of envy. Mac and Rachael were good about including her
in things and she loved to baby-sit little Ian, but they were still
newlyweds and she hated to intrude on them too often. She saw Tracy
and Trevor, Theodora, Titus, and Timothy even more
infrequently.

“I moved back to Iowa to
be nearer my family, but between their busy schedules and the hours
I’ve spent getting the house renovated and the business up and
running, it just hasn’t happened,” she said.

“Make the time,” Charles
said. “Now, while you can. The years fly by so quickly.”

“Tell me about it,” she
said. “I was just at my class reunion on Saturday night -” She
stopped short. She was doing it again. This was not forgetting.
“I’m sure you’ll love being on the river.”

“I'm looking forward to
canoeing and fishing with the grandkids.” Charles Anderson's voice
grew soft. “They grow up so fast. If Emily’s fight with cancer
taught one thing it’s that you don’t put off until tomorrow what
you can do today. I've been blessed with a second chance and I'm
going to spend a little of the money I worked so hard to make this
time around so Sarah and I can enjoy ourselves while we still
can.”

“I love the floor plan.
It'll be great for company, yet it has a cozy, private feel. Did
you and Sarah pick it out together?”

“Sarah doesn't have any
idea I'm building her a new house.  She's been on a tight
budget ever since her husband died ten years ago and she lives very
modestly. She's a saint to pull up roots at this stage of her life
and move halfway across the country to be with me - this is just my
way of saying thanks.”

“I hope she appreciates
you!” Michelle wasn't just trying to be nice, she really was
impressed with this man. And she couldn't wait to meet
Sarah.

“I
bought an Architectural
Digest magazine last time I was out
to see her,” Charles continued, his face shining with a boyish grin
that reminded her of Jake Sheffield’s. “We thumbed through them
together and I paid close attention to her comments. When I got
back, I jotted down some of her ideas, noted the pages she said she
liked, and sent them off to an architect I know. He did the
rest.”

“She doesn't suspect a
thing?” She said, shoving Jake’s smile out of her mind.

“No, she's really going to
be tickled when she sees the view of the river. She loves the
outdoors and likes to garden.” Charles cleared his throat.
“Speaking of, I see you have a pond in your yard. Sarah’s admired
them for years, but never had a spot...” Charles ran a weathered
hand over the page that showed the exterior of the house with
suggested landscaping details. “I know Sarah will want to plant her
own gardens, but if you could talk to the landscapers when the time
is right, maybe show them your pond and tell them I want one just
like it for Sarah? I’m sure she would love it.”

“I’d be happy to
help.”

“Say, I have to tell you
that it was your mom and dad who suggested I let you look at the
plans,” Charles said, changing the subject. “They sure like to brag
on you. They're mighty proud of what you've done with this old
Victorian. I never would have thought to call an interior designer,
but I'm sure I’ll be pleased with whatever you come up with if
you’re half as talented as they say you are.”

Wow. A job that could end
up being the most enjoyable and lucrative of her entire career and
she’d gotten it because her parents were proud of her.

Laurie poked her head into
Michelle’s office a few seconds after Charles had gone.

“I’m so sorry to do this
to you,” Laurie said. “If I’d known it was going to be so busy, I
never would have scheduled my doctor’s appointment for
today.”

“It was set up weeks ago.
I’ll be fine.” Michelle took a quick sip of Diet Pepsi, waved
good-bye to Laurie and went to help a woman who appeared to be a
first time customer.

“The quilting fabrics and
calicos circle the entire loft. I’ll be starting another quilting
class in September. Each one runs for eight weeks.”

“It’s a feast for the
eyes,” the woman said, looking up at the row of skylights that
illuminated the rainbow-colored quilting fabrics tucked under the
eaves.

“Thanks.” The Rainbow Loft
was her favorite place, too, when she had time to enjoy it. Thank
goodness she’d listed to Rae.

Her
sister’s instincts had been exactly right. Within days of opening
the teahouse and specialty shops on the first and second floors,
Michelle had started to receive inquiries from customers who
admired her decorating skills and hoped she would share her ideas
with others. An interior design business had arisen almost
spontaneously from the enthusiasm generated by her work
on The Painted
Lady.

“I need to pull some
wallpaper books and measure some upholstery fabric that just came
in for another client,” Michelle told the customer. “But I’ll be
right over there if you need me.”

“Thanks. I really just
need some stiff muslin for a craft project, but I got caught up in
all these colors.”

If you
like colors, make sure you don’t miss the Pink Lady when you head back
downstairs. There are some wonderful bottled dressings with herbs
fresh from our garden and homemade jams made from the wildflowers
on the grounds. Make sure you look up - there are all kinds of
gourmet gadgets and vintage aprons hanging from the ceiling beams
and brick archways.”

She was so excited Mrs.
Shaw had decided to splurge and recover her sofa. It was going to
look great with the Persian rug she’d picked out. Once she’d had
chosen her wallpaper, Michelle could select paint to match. It was
really coming together very nicely. She unrolled the heavy bolt,
cut a generous twelve yards so Mrs. Shaw would have a little extra
for the pattern match, and made up a bill for forty-five dollars a
yard.

Not only did Laurie have a
doctor’s appointment - their head waitress, had called in sick. She
and Madeleine would be manning the place by themselves over the
lunch hour, and she wasn’t sure exactly when Mrs. Shaw was going to
stop by. It was imperative that she have everything organized in
advance.

She glanced up just in
time to see her next appointment crowning the steps of the loft.
Edith Johnson had been working with Michelle on a floor plan and
color scheme for their new addition and basement remodel for weeks.
Interior design was not in Edith's comfort zone and she and Ed’s
budget was fairly tight. They’d basically hired Michelle because
they’d heard she was good at hunting down bargains and mill
overruns, and wanted her to help them get the biggest bang for
their buck.

“I’m already at wit’s
end,” Edith said, taking a seat at the design table. “My house has
been crawling with workmen and littered with wood shavings and
plaster dust for almost six months.” She glanced at her husband
with a disgusted look. “Of course, it doesn’t bother Ed any. He can
sit on the couch and watch TV through anything.” She turned and
addressed Ed. “Honey, this Formica is a little more expensive than
this one, but Michelle says it will hold up to twice the wear and
tear. If we could trust the boys to be careful... But you know how
they are. What do you think? I’m just too frazzled to make a
decision.”

“I already told you
whatever you think is fine.”

“What I think is that I’d
like you to share the responsibility of making these decisions,”
Edith said.

“I really don't care,
Edith. Do whatever you want. It makes absolutely no difference to
me.”

“You tell me to do
whatever I want, but if I did, you’d have a coronary. Michelle and
I have spent hours looking for the best possible prices on floor
coverings, wallpaper, and furniture. You can’t even be bothered to
help us narrow down the options. We’ve bent over backwards to find
high quality and comfort at a reasonable value. All you have to do
is say ‘yes’ or ‘no’. Is that too much to ask?”

“Edith’s so committed to
managing your money wisely that I’d turn over my entire stock
portfolio for her to invest if she was a stockbroker,” Michelle
said, trying to lighten the mood. “Assuming I owned any
stocks.”

“My mother warned me you
were a spend thrift,” Mr. Johnson said, his voice so loud they
could probably hear him down in the teahouse. “What are you trying
to do, ruin me?”

“Maybe I should
double-check these figures,” Michelle said.

“Don’t you dare bring your
mother into this, Ed Johnson,” Edith said. “We wouldn’t be redoing
the basement in the first place if it weren’t for the inheritance I
got from my mother.”

Ed pointed at a sample of
countertop that was the exact opposite of the one Edith had labored
for hours to pick out.

“I think that one might
clash with the carpeting,” Michelle said, naively assuming that
rational thought would prevail, “which means we wouldn’t be able to
use that remnant we found for $9.99 a square yard.”

“Then you’ll have to pick
out something different,” Ed said, sounding more like a rebellious
teenage boy sassing back at his mother than a grown man.

“I suppose we could go in
that direction,” Michelle said, not sure how to calm the man down.
Maybe stroking his ego would help. Men responded well to that,
didn’t they?  “You do have a good eye for
color.”

Edith stifled a snort and
muttered something under her breath.

Ed crossed his arms and
looked vindicated. “See what I have to put up with?”

Now Edith was giving her a
dirty look. Lord, she couldn’t win. At least she’d been shaken out
of the fallacy of thinking that all married people were to be
envied.

“You say you want to know
what I think,” Ed said. “Well, I think whatever I think is going to
be wrong, so why get involved at all? You’ve already made all the
decisions anyway. All you need me for is to sign the
check.”

“I’ve wanted you to be
involved from the start,” Edith said, looking like she was going to
cry. “I wouldn’t have asked you to come if I didn’t want your
approval.”

Michelle pretended she was
busy calculating another sum. These people had been married for
thirty years. They’d probably been childhood sweethearts. See how
lucky she was to be single? She’d always believed she was better
off being alone than with the wrong man. This proved it once and
for all.

“Fine,” Ed said, throwing
the pile of samples Edith had picked out on the floor. “We’ll
cancel the whole order. The walls can stay bare drywall for all I
care.”

Michelle turned just in
time to see Jake Sheffield approaching from the direction of the
stairwell. What was he doing here? She watched, speechless, as Jake
strode across the room, grabbed a pile of swatches from her desk,
tossed them into the air, and snagged one randomly as they
fluttered to the floor.

“How about this one?” Jake
said, picking up a pile of laminate chips, throwing them into the
air, and catching one while the others clattered onto her desk.
“And this.”

“Now wait just a minute,”
Ed said, glaring at Jake. “Edith has spent a lot of time organizing
this project.”
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