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Return to the quaint little town of Peaceful, Wisconsin, from Karen Wiesner's award-winning Family Heirlooms Series, where you first met and fell in love with these colorful, lovable friends. Now you can read the stories of those secondary characters in an all-new spin-off series. Nuggets of faith can be passed down as heirlooms from friend to friend, heart to heart, soul-mate to soul-mate.

Book One Friendship Heirloom: Persistence
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Chapter 1
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"This is like déjà vu all over again."

~Yogi Berra

I never could come up with a good response right away. Sometimes days went by while I obsessed over what I should have said and didn't before I thought of a decent reply. When Zsa-Zsa Wu Ling had finished "permanently" straightening my nest of brass-red, frizzy hair and proclaimed her painstaking labor a success, she'd stared at me in the mirror I was sitting before and demanded triumphantly, "Who are you now, sweetie pie?" in that adorable, Japanese baby voice of hers.

Maybe she hadn't expected an answer. At the time, I'd simply blinked at her—and myself. After all, I'd never imagined my hair looking like anything other than something a rat would love to take up residence in. For the first time, my hair was normal: Long, straight, silky, soft, and presentable! I was afraid to touch it and dissolve what had to be an illusion.

Zsa-Zsa Wu Ling certainly hadn't waited for my answer before she spun me dizzily in the salon chair so my friends could survey what they'd paid for.

From the time she'd uttered the question on Monday, I'd thought about it. Now, on Thursday, early evening—after waiting the requisite seventy-two hours so my new hair could avoid the humidity of a steamy shower (and exercise, if you can believe that), my three best friends had gathered for our usual girls' night and allowed me to get cleaned up properly for the first time in as many days. They'd dolled me up like their own personal Barbie and sent me off into town on a manhunt. Oh, they didn't call it that, of course, but I knew that was what they intended after all their hard work.

So here I was, taking my Maine Coon cat (a feline easily the size of the average dog), Nutmeg, for a walk in Peaceful's Pet Park. I was dressed and made up as if I was off to some party and feeling pretty uncomfortable and ridiculous. Suddenly, the answer to Zsa-Zsa Wu Ling's question came to me. Who am I? I'm Zoe Rossdale, the clumsy girl who always has elbows, feet, eyes, and hair going in the wrong directions. I'm the clumsy girl with my dress tucked into my pantyhose, toilet paper stuck to my shoe and trailing in my wake. I'm the clumsy girl who unfathomably ended up with three, gorgeous best friends—all of whom are positively perfect with steady guys who worship the ground they walk on. I'm the awkward, clumsy misfit in the group and they all wish they could find a nice guy to worship me...

At the moment of belated revelation, it occurred to me why I'd avoided this park for so long...precisely at the instant my reason for keeping a wide berth appeared directly in my path in flesh and blood. Curt Bertoletti was the jerk who'd turned out not to be my perfect prince three and a half years ago, which was when he'd dropped me without blinking an eye for someone drop-dead gorgeous, rich, sophisticated, and graceful—everything I wasn't and couldn't possibly ever be.

I'd never forgotten how much I'd invested in him and in the foolish hope that he'd loved me as much as I'd loved him. At final tally, the damage came out to everything I was, everything I might someday be, everything I possessed. These things had all gone whole-hog into my relationship with him. When it was over, I was left with nothing. Actually, to be more exact, what little remained, I lost. My entire world had seemed to collapse from the inside out.

I'd never doubted that Curt hadn't given me a second thought when he walked away. But here he was again, just when I'd gotten myself to believe that sometime in the next century I might actually heal from what he'd done to me and to us. His Maine Coon, Cayenne (we'd called our cats sugar and spice), must have recognized his old flame Nutmeg from the distance and took off at a dead run straight for her.

Nutmeg, in turn, also seemed to have scented the male that, as far as she knew, had abandoned her. Fortunately, she'd always been forgiving. But this one time, I wished she wasn't. She suddenly jerked and yanked me into a similar dead run. Without time to recover from the shock, I ended up flying behind her something like a balloon at the end of a leash instead of a string.

Ahead, Curt was trying to control Cayenne, shouting at him to heel, and I couldn't do anything but hold on. I could see the outcome from a figurative mile away, and it seemed to happen in slow motion. Nutmeg met up with her true love and abruptly halted only inches before him. Unlucky for me, I was still in flight, an ungainly dodo, as I crashed at full speed right into a flabbergasted Curt. He let go of Cayenne's leash. I realized at that instant that I should have let go of Nutmeg's long ago. Now there was no need since my cat had arrived at her destination—namely, by her hero's side.

With a mighty thud, I sprawled over Curt like an upended bowl of spaghetti over a toddler's all too willing head. Curt was far from being ecstatic at being knocked over like this. He lay beneath me spluttering while I tried to gain my balance. I'd like to tell you this had never happened to me, that I'd never crashed into someone and ended up in a tangle on the ground, but unfortunately I'm Zoe Rossdale, and this was a common occurrence for an über-clumsy girl.

Without warning, our eyes met. I acknowledged then that Curt hadn't recognized me in advance, the way I had him from the distance. He was blinking at me, resembling a big, goofy, adorable dope. And then he muttered hoarsely in clear shock, "Zoe? Zoe Rossdale?"

I removed my knee from his stomach—the hard way. He expelled an "Oof!" and then, together, we tried to right ourselves. Only he kept trying to help me get to my feet, and I was abruptly and enormously furious with him. I didn't want him to look at me, talk to me, or touch me. He was dead to me! As dead as I'd been to him seconds after he'd shoved me off into the lonely stratosphere of One, a place I'd never wanted to be again after I'd met him. He'd probably figured I'd be like the tagline of one of his favorite movies: In space, no one can hear you scream. Sometimes I would lock up tight and wouldn't utter a word, but other times I let loose with all the restraint of a wild animal. Now was one of those "scream" times. Oh, now he would hear what he hadn't wanted to back when he decided he no longer had a use for me in his life.

"Zoe...let me... What are you..."

"Get away from me! I'll kill you, fool!"

Somehow we were both standing upright again, facing each other, and the Italian Stallion Chub started laughing.

"Don't you dare laugh at me, Curt Bertoletti! You lost that right when you checked out..." Wait a minute. Lost the right to what? Laugh at me? No, that's not what I meant to say...

"You're gonna kill me, Zoe? What are you? A hundred pounds soaking wet, and you're gonna kill me?"

I grabbed Nutmeg's leash again. "Get out of my way!" I demanded shrilly, trying to stalk around him, but he was talking again and I was too mad to listen until I realized the hard way that Nutmeg and Cayenne's leashes were so completely tangled up, it would take a dedicated effort to free them.

"Zoe, would you just stop or this knot is gonna get worse!"

"Don't tell me what to do."

He bent to the task once more, muttering, "What's gotten into you anyway?"

Oh, he had nerve. I was about to tell him so when it occurred to me that he looked vastly different than the last time I'd seen him. My Curt had been a big Italian chub. Not when we'd first met actually, but he'd started gaining weight rapidly when we became a couple. And I'd loved him that way. Loved that he'd come from this huge Italian family where everyone was constantly bickering and playing mean jokes on each other, and maddeningly in each other's business every second of every day. Yet none of them would have had it any other way. I loved that they all worked together in their grandfather's legacy to the family—at the restaurant where food was always available and flowing, and where his Mamma Cara unceasingly pestered everyone to "Eat! Eat!" I'd never had to be told twice. I'd loved that Curt was as imperfect as I was. But now...now he was a hunk and it made me feel even more inferior than usual. He was tall and slim and muscular, his beloved face carved out of stone instead of dough.

My anger unexpectedly fizzled, seeing him like this. I remembered how intimidated I'd been by his good looks when we met. He'd had such thick, black, wavy hair, that dark olive skin I'd coveted all my life instead of my milk-white opposite, and the most beautiful, deep brown eyes complete with thick eyebrows and long, plentiful eyelashes. I found myself tentatively answering the question I thought he'd asked me: What happened to you? Because I was wondering what had happened to him. "I got my hair straightened. On Monday. My friends' idea of a good birthday present. A makeover—one that says, 'You're so pathetic that we had to spend gobs of our pooled money to make you look presentable if we can't get you to look good.' Actually, I think they got a massive discount because Zsa-Zsa Wu Ling wanted to have some guinea pig heads to try out thermal straightening on in her salon. So I got a discount for life on the procedure because I was the first pig to be volunteered, albeit by my friends."

Curt looked up at me from trying to free our cats and broke into laughter again. My spine went ramrod straight. Why was he laughing? Because of what I'd said or how I looked?

I didn't trust him when he said, "It looks really good, Zoe." He put out his hand. "Let me have your leash. Maybe I can get this fixed."

Stubbornly, I held it away from him, and he gave me that same look he'd worn when he'd muttered, "What's gotten into you?" I realized that was what he'd been asking me in the first place, not what had happened to my hair. I didn't pause to get my breath after my last outburst. "Gotten into me? Is that what you have the nerve to ask me, Curt Bertoletti? What's gotten into me? Gee, let me think about this for a millisecond. How's Bon Bon Magnífico?"

Curt looked away, shaking his head. "Bonnie Magnoli. That's... We... It's..." As he shook his head a second time, he wore a look of humiliation.

I wouldn't relieve him of that emotion for anything in the world! "What?" I asked, mockingly sweet. "Did she drop you on your head the way you dropped me on mine?"

"It wasn't like that, Zoe. You know it wasn't. You must have realized just like I did that... I... Well, that it just wasn't working between us."

Hearing this was the ultimate betrayal. The pain I couldn't seem to leave behind, not totally, flared. I stared at him, my mouth no doubt gaping without an ounce of the prettiness other girls achieved in the same situation. "How can you say that? I'd never been happier! I'd never been happy period. I loved you, you jerk. I tried to make you happy and satisfied..."

He looked positively mortified now by words I couldn't have held back if I tried...and probably because of the tears filling my eyes and making my new contacts feel like they were swimming. I hated how obvious it became to me—like a ginormous elephant suddenly plopping down between us and our cats—that our time together had meant nothing to him. Nothing...when I still wasn't over him, still thought about and missed him every single day.

My mind chose that instant to serve up the most treacherous memories: How my whole world used to align perfectly whenever he came into view and I knew we'd be together for the day—and sometimes the night (both of us being such backslidden Christians at that time). I remembered how we used to laugh and do everything as one. Sometimes I truly thought we were two halves of a whole. We seemed to have the exact thoughts at the exact times.

But now I needed to accept that I'd been alone in all that, in all that I'd wanted for him, for me, for our love. He'd been my entire life. Nothing else had mattered to me—literally. But whatever he'd felt for me, if anything, he'd obviously gotten over in a stalled heartbeat when someone better came along and made his cheating heart go pitter-patter.

With the tears spilling over in my eyes, I shouted at him, "Well, I hope Bon Bon Magnífico taught you what it's like to be on the other side of the drop, Flat Top!" I stomped on his foot and tried to walk away haughtily. Only Nutmeg refused to cooperate and give me my justified, graceful exit. She stood her ground next to her chosen beau. At about eighteen pounds of solid cat, she was strong, and I really had to yell at her, something I'd never done before, to get her to budge. Reluctantly, she finally conceded and did what I wanted her to, all the while doing what I wouldn't give the Italian Stallion Chub the satisfaction of doing: She looked back longingly until Curt and Cayenne were out of sight.

I hated myself for not having the strength to fight my own heart because I already knew I'd be coming back to Pet Park with my treacherous cat tomorrow night.
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"If you drink much from a bottle marked 'poison', it is almost certain to disagree with you sooner or later."

~Lewis Carroll

Zoe Rossdale.

Curt Bertoletti stared after her and her cat, feeling almost numb with a kind of shock that had a guilty edge to it. If he didn't know his mother was a Christian, he would have assumed she'd gone to some black magic conjurer to bring Zoe Rossdale back into his life. But you know you've been waiting for this moment for the past month—since Bonnie made it loud and clear how she really feels about you. You've been waiting and going out of your way to make it happen.

Zoe...

Curt let out a sigh that was nowhere as unequivocal as he would have liked it to be. He'd spent years trying to forget the seriously messed up Zoe and all her embarrassing ways. The only person who'd ever approved of the ditzy klutz was his mother, and Mamma had become relentless lately in her cause to get him married and settled down like the rest of his brothers and sisters. Surely her constant harping was what had conjured the appearance of Zoe... The rest was just coincidence. He wanted to believe that anyway.

Zoe, who looked so little like the girl he remembered. Instead of frizzy, fire-engine red hair that stuck out every-which-way—worse when she'd spent hours chewing on the ends—her hair tonight had been soft and smooth-looking, lying flat and straight for the first time ever, as the silken strands curved around her thin, strangely lovely face. The mass was still flaming red, but he wouldn't kid himself that he'd always loved her hair color, even when her head looked like she'd had the shock of her life. Tonight she'd looked sophisticated, feminine, not frazzled to a pulp. And she hadn't been wearing those ridiculous, oval-shaped, mile-thick, tortoise shell frames on her adorably bumpy nose, a bump that did nothing to keep the glasses from slipping down, in constant danger of falling right off her face...

Curt had spent years steeling himself against the slightest memory of affection for that woman. He'd put his time with Zoe out of his mind, convinced that he'd done the right thing dumping her so unceremoniously. She'd been too annoying, too embarrassing... But that thought made him feel guilty, and he didn't want to. Even after more than a month, the horrific situation that had changed his life and his whole way of thinking still had the power to scald him.

"Come on, Cayenne," he said forcefully, tugging on the leash to get his ultra-strong, classic red and white tabby to go along with him—in the opposite direction as Zoe and Nutmeg. Cayenne protested with his loud, unhappy yowl and looked back yet again. Curt knew he had to get as far from Zoe Rossdale as he could, and fast. He was not going down that road again. No way.

Even still, on the final of his three-times-a-day walks back to his apartment over the family restaurant, he vowed that he wouldn't stray again out of weakness or whatever had him stone-gone over Zoe before. His life had been a mess back then, trying to find his place in the family business, not wanting to simply do what was expected of him but something bigger and more influential. Something the rest of them won't consider a joke. He could cook as well as any of his brothers and sisters, but that part had never interested him as much as the business end. But he was the baby of the family, and none of his six siblings took his efforts seriously. Three years ago, he'd realized they wouldn't until he gave them a reason to. So he'd made a series of decisions to bring their change of heart about. He'd altered his major in college with the purpose of taking over the business side of the restaurant. Ciatti's Italiano, named after his grandfather Ciatti Bertoletti, who'd started the business and had worked hard to earn two Michelin stars for it, would someday become a three-star chain if Curt could get his hand in the process.

His mother had been doing the administrative business duties since his father died almost four years ago, but the work filled practically every minute of her day. She insisted often that she loved keeping busy, but Curt suspected the truth was that she saw what needed to be done and so she did it.

Since he'd graduated with his business degree, he'd been taking over a little bit from her at a time, and she'd let him without complaint or restraint. Still, she stayed around the restaurant most of the day, as if not knowing what to do with herself and unable to conceive of a life outside of the family business. Despite a huge family of kids and grandkids, she seemed lonely and Curt and his siblings had talked about how worried they were about her.

In addition to pursuing his desire to be taken seriously by his family, possibly with more optimism than warranted, Curt had been regimentally determined to get on with his life, improve his health, and stay on the straight and narrow. He'd lost seventy-five pounds by exercising and cutting down on portions and the snacks his mother was constantly pushing on all of them. When he'd been with Zoe, he'd never possessed her insane metabolism. As thin as she'd probably always be, she could put away three times more food than a normal man. In fact, that'd been how they met. When his family had taken a booth at the annual local fair one summer and offered an eating contest, Zoe had won over a guy who'd been close to three hundred pounds. The prize had been a month of free lunches at Ciatti Bertoletti. She'd never missed a single day they were open. Maybe part of that had been because she'd realized they attended the same college and things had begun to get romantic between them.

In any case, being with Zoe had further spurred his love of food. All his life, Mamma had been forcing food on everyone, and he'd eaten more than his fair share. Despite that, until he'd met Zoe, he'd managed to keep his weight under control. Those few months they'd been together, he'd steadily packed on the pounds to keep up with her. Zoe never seemed to mind, even while his siblings teased him and called him Panzone (fatty), Pallone (big belly), or Botte (barrel) relentlessly. But Curt had become ultra-sensitive to the teasing, mostly because Bonnie Magnoli—Zoe's Bon Bon Magnífico in that comic strip she wrote and drew like a diary—had begun sending him signals that she was interested in him. Bonnie was the daughter of the owner of an Italian bakery in La Crosse, about an hour from his hometown of Peaceful, Wisconsin, and their families had been old friends. Bonnie attended the same college he did and shared his class schedule almost exactly.

At the time, he hadn't made the connection between Bonnie's sudden interest in him and their similar career goals. He now knew that her goal in life had been to take the easy way out of everything. Without the slightest protest, he'd let her copy his homework whenever she asked, peek at his answers during tests. Basically whatever she needed, he'd been willing to do because she'd led him to believe she wanted to be with him. Maybe he'd imagined her outrageous flirtations and what had sounded like promises to him. But she'd used him the whole time. No more kidding himself about that.

In large part, he'd dumped Zoe because Bonnie was an Italian beauty without compare, her body enough to turn him to stone at the mere glimpse of its perfection. She'd been nothing like Zoe, and maybe that explained why his mother had never liked Bonnie, despite their family connections. Mamma loved Zoe from the first time she'd met her as Curt's girlfriend.

His brothers and sisters hadn't shared his mother's zeal for her. They'd pounded it into him that Bonnie was the only woman of the two worth pursuing. Their selfish encouragement had led him to believe he had a chance with Bonnie. Their efforts had been rewarded when he broke up with Zoe, and it'd taken years for Curt to realize the ramifications of what he'd done.

Once he'd scraped up an ounce of his pride from the floor, he'd put all his energy into getting over what Bonnie had done to him when she'd made it brutally clear she'd never had the slightest interest in being with him or seeing him as a serious boyfriend. The sting of her cruelty hadn't quite left him in the time since The Incident, but he was determined to forget her.

Was it worth it? Duping myself into believing Bonnie had any interest in anything but cheating off me in school? Zoe hadn't been far off in her estimation tonight of why he'd dumped her as abruptly as he had. All that time together, she'd shown her jealousy only through her comics, and he'd denied any merit in her worries whenever he read them. But she'd known the truth better than he did. Just like Zoe had pointed out, women like Bonnie loved themselves alone, end of story.

Women like Zoe...

Curt let himself into his apartment and unhooked his cat from the leash, his mind on the past. Why couldn't he stop remembering how well he and Zoe had fit together? They'd truly been two abnormal peas in an even stranger pod. He couldn't deny that any more than he could refute that no woman had ever gotten such a misty look in her eyes when she gazed at him, or kissed him like she'd forgotten anyone or anything else existed. I don't like to remember it, but no other woman made me so happy, so mad, so sad, and so content.

Thinking like this was stupid. He couldn't call to mind the good times. He'd escaped what could have been a fate worse than death, hadn't he? He was walking stronger in the Lord than ever before and he knew what he wanted in life now. Zoe Rossdale was absolutely not it, and that was true, matchmaking mother or no matchmaking mother. He wouldn't tell Mamma he'd even seen Zoe again. She'd be a dog on a bone then, and he'd never get loose from her gnawing.

I have to forget Zoe and be done with that whole crazy thing. The biggest reason to forget is that I know she'll never forgive me for what I did to her. She's not the forgiving type, remember? She'll put me through sheer and utter hell and then she might not even decide I'm worthy of her precious forgiveness. How often did she say, "Good intentions do not equal effort or outcome" whenever I failed her, which was more often than not? Worse than that, she hates men. Her opinion of my "species" is so bad...

Curt groaned in realization. If her opinion of men had been monumentally horrible before, he'd tripled it with the way he'd dumped her for a "bon bon" like Bonnie. No, Zoe wouldn't forgive. She wouldn't forget. Why put himself through that torture? What could ever make that worth doing? Nothing. Finito!

Stripping off his clothes, he stepped into the shower, trying to convince himself through the whole task that he wouldn't go there, into that place he and Zoe had created together, ever again—if he knew what was good for him. But the desire to see her again was so strong, he couldn't shake it and kept coming up with alternatives to avoiding her like the plague for the rest of his life. Could they be friends? He had to be crazy to even consider it. But then he recalled her fury at him tonight. "Get away from me! I'll kill you, fool!"

Against his will, he found himself grinning...and scheming in his plans for their next encounter.
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"To love is to suffer. To avoid suffering one must not love. But then one suffers from not loving. Therefore to love is to suffer, not to love is to suffer. To suffer is to suffer. To be happy is to love. To be happy then is to suffer. But suffering makes one unhappy. Therefore, to be unhappy one must love, or love to suffer, or suffer from too much happiness."

~Woody Allen

When I let myself into the apartment I'd been living in with LeeAnn Wagner for the past three months, I discovered I was alone. My friends had already gone—either to continue girls' night without me, or—Samantha and Jordan at least—to go back to their families early. I tried not to let myself think pessimistically, but I couldn't help it. Blindly accepting that these nearly perfect women actually wanted to be my friends and didn't just feel sorry for me wasn't part of my nature.

Until my mom died when I was a teenager, she'd been my only friend in life. Then I started college and met Samantha Samuels (now Feldmann). She worked a few hours a day at the University bookstore, where I had a full-time job while attending college. For the first time in my life, I thought I'd made an actual friend who wasn't a relative. Meeting Curt and falling like a ton of bricks had made me care what I looked like. I'd known from the start that the likelihood of a strapping Italian stud like him finding a frizzled stick like me attractive was practically impossible.

I would probably never forget the first time I stole money out of the bookstore cash register. I'd been sick and horrified at what I'd done...but then I'd bought myself some makeup, a nice shirt—both of which Curt had noticed and commented on. It wasn't long before I had a lot of makeup, many really, really nice outfits, and even contacts. I'm still not sure how I convinced myself what I was doing was no big deal, but I would laugh it off back then whenever Samantha brought it up, lecturing me on the fact that we were Christians, attending a Christian college, and that my behavior amounted to sin that couldn't continue. By that point, I could no longer hear her. I was so happy that Curt loved me, and I could buy him presents, take him places, and always look nice for him instead of him paying for everything, the way he would have otherwise.

I should have realized from the start it wouldn't last, and I had moments of terror whenever Bon Bon Magnífico came around—and it seemed to me that she hung around Curt at the college a lot. Too much. Just like I'd feared, Curt dumped me for her. Moments later, Samantha turned me in to our boss for stealing and all but disappeared from my life along with her best friend Jordan. Another thing I should have known: The two of them never really liked me in the first place; just felt sorry for me. I got fired and kicked out of the university. When my dad heard what I'd done, he cut off his monthly checks to me. I didn't have any real skills beyond reading books, which couldn't really be made into a job without some kind of degree, and so the stealing followed me wherever I went.

I really tried to get back on track with the Lord and started going to church again. A divorce counselor there, Kyle Feldmann (soon to be Samantha's husband), heard my sob story and took pity on me. He hired me as the receptionist/secretary in his office. I'd never been much good at using computers, let alone the multi-line phone that became the bane of my existence. I was terrified he'd fire me because I didn't know how to learn what I needed to know to work for him. Then Samantha showed up out of nowhere, going to work as a rape counselor in the clinic in the same building as Dr. Feldmann's office. What else could I assume but that she would try to get me fired again? I wasn't running on anything like rationale at that time. I didn't want to forgive Samantha. She'd hurt me badly when she betrayed and abandoned me.

I didn't dare lose my job, although I knew I'd become a liability to Dr. Feldmann, because I absolutely couldn't go crawling back to my dad, begging him to help me. In the bad place I was in, I blamed Samantha for everything and was just waiting for the new love of her life, my boss, to take her advice and give me the old heave-ho. Depressed and angry, I stopped going to work and, not surprisingly, Dr. Feldmann stopped paying me. Suddenly my not-great, not-bad apartment became far too expensive for me to afford and I had no choice but to move into a smelly, roach-infested dump. Even that had been beyond my means. I was starving, never knowing where my next meal would come from, let alone Nutmeg's.

To this day, I wasn't sure what I would have done if Samantha, Jordan and LeeAnn Wagner—the receptionist/secretary in Samantha's office—hadn't come to rescue me and if Dr. Feldmann hadn't decided he wanted to help me by enrolling me in a training program that would teach me all the office stuff I needed to know to work for him. He paid for that training and let me keep my job. LeeAnn wouldn't hear of allowing me to continue living in my hovel, starving, and so I'd been living with her, free of charge, since then, going to classes and doing a fairly decent job for my boss. LeeAnn also refused to let me pay for much of anything, even three months later, insisting that I wait until I was back on my feet and able to take care of myself on my own.

It was still a little hard for me to believe I had friends who wouldn't drop me for any reason or none. My built-in defense mechanism for not getting hurt was to float around in my own world, not letting anyone or anything jar me out of it if I could help it. If I put up that front, no one could hurt me. I wouldn't be vulnerable to the people around me, friends or otherwise. Unfortunately, that defense wasn't foolproof, if tonight was any indication.

After I unhooked Nutmeg from her leash and hung it up on a coat hanger near the door, I tried not to let myself question whether I had real friends, since they weren't here when I needed them. Friendship and belonging would probably never feel natural to me. I'd been evaluated critically all my life—by my father, my teachers, my classmates—and I'd been found wanting every single time. My mother had been the only person to accept and love me for who I was.

I'd known three months ago as well as I knew it today that I had to change—for my own good. The first things I'd done in that effort had been to reaffirm my commitment to Christ and vow not to commit any more of the stupid, illegal things I'd done for years on the pitiful excuse of surviving. The second thing had gone against the grain and was still rough for me—I'd had to force myself to accept help from those who claimed to care about me. A part of me was waiting for that vulnerability to come back and bite me in the butt.

I gravitated to my favorite means of coping with uncertainty: I went to my room in the apartment, got out my sketch pad, and put down my feelings about what had happened with Curt tonight in a comic strip.

When I was a little girl, my mother always called me Inky Dinky Doo. Inky because I forever had ink of some type on my hands—markers and pens exploded on me all the time since I unconsciously chewed on them. Dinky because I was smaller than anyone else in my grade until I became a paper-thin giant as a teenager with huge feet and hands. And Doo because of my big, red, curly hairdo.

After Mom died, I didn't have anyone to talk to, no one to tell my secrets to. While I'd dabbled in poetry in an effort to express my feelings, I found the outcome too exposing, and so those were hidden away where I hoped no one ever saw them again. Me included. My vulnerabilities all went into my diary/journal/comic strip that focused on a character named Inky Dinky Doo—the misadventures of a clumsy girl who couldn't do, say or be anything right, let alone have anything good happen to her.

I wouldn't call myself an artist, certainly no better or worse than most of today's comic strip creators, but I always felt better when I purged myself this way. Another day with Inky Dinky Doo failing to get her heart's desire. Her innocence was marred when the Italian Stallion Chub dumped her. Her fury became acted out in my drawings and words today, and somehow that increased when I remembered that Curt was no longer chubby. He was buff in a way he'd never been in all the time I'd known him. I preferred him chubby. Then everyone who saw us together wouldn't immediately believe the truth: that we didn't belong together because he was too good for me.

Had he dumped me and lost the weight because the evil Bon Bon Magnífico had gone after him? Bonnie could only be described as the quintessential blond bombshell with her Barbie Doll figure—giant boobs, no waist, and just the right amount of curve to her hips and butt. Her lips had also been fatter than Angelica Jolie's, but for some reason men loved that grossly swollen worm look that anyone with an ounce of rationality could see was ridiculous.

Unable to resist, I looked in the tilt mirror on the vanity table I was sitting at with my sketchpad. I gasped. That moment of shock at seeing myself not myself came the same way it had for the past few days. I had to concede that I looked radically different than the last time I'd seen Curt. Maybe even not in a worse-off way. While I wanted to be insulted that my friends even suggested the straightening of my hair, I couldn't deny that it looked a world better than it ever had—looked the way I'd always dreamed. Because of my hair, my face also seemed changed because it wasn't so overshadowed with pouf. I'd rarely noticed my mouth before, but now I saw that it was nice—not thin, not fatly worm-like. Had I always had nice lips and never noticed? Even my hazel eyes seemed bigger, my red lashes and brows not so strange anymore. I'd never had freckles, and I wondered often—if I had enough of them—would they make me look like I had a tan? Any color would have benefited my ivory white skin. But that had altered, too. How strange that my skin looked creamy—and to have that be a good thing!

Driven now, I stood and went to the full-length mirror on the back of the door. The new outfit my friends had bought me for my birthday next week was flattering despite that I was still recovering from near starvation. The low-rise khaki trousers and elegant crocheted tank top with the scoop neck showed off my thinness, but for once not in an unattractive way. Thanks to LeeAnn's constant mothering, I was bouncing back rapidly, ready, willing and able to eat like a horse at any time of the day. Maybe that explained the very slight hint of curves.

Did Curt notice...anything? I'd changed radically, and he would have had to be blind not to see at least a few of the alterations beyond my straightened hair. Or was he still too saturated with desire for Bonnie's bon bons? How could he not realize that she wasn't the type of woman to give him the time of day? Unless a guy was rich, sick-good-looking, and perfect in every way (i.e., out of her league), Bonnie Magnoli would never notice him unless she needed him for some reason—say, to scoop the poop out of her kitty's litter tray, change the oil in her Ferrari, slobber over her whenever she required an adoring audience. I couldn't imagine sacrificing my pride to be with someone as conceited and superficial as she was, but then men didn't really have pride when it came to sex. And they sure didn't know the first thing about love when a hot Italian cannoli entered the room. The things Curt had said tonight, the way he'd acted when the subject of his bon bon came up, proved that he'd dumped me for her and it hadn't worked out. My worst fears had been realized.

I suddenly had a memory of Curt coming up in back of me when I was standing before a full-length mirror. I remembered how he'd called me "Carrots", like Gilbert Blythe had Anne Shirley in Anne of Green Gables. Curt used to always ask about the books I was reading. Now the endearment he'd used for me while we were dating sounded like the insult Anne had taken it as.

Whatever hope I'd gone looking for in the new and improved Zoe Rossdale fizzled at the embarrassment of realizing I'd believed he loved me. Nothing else could have convinced me to lay myself bare the way I had to another human being. He'd kicked me into the mud, and I didn't know how to get over that humiliation, especially because I wanted to see him again. Maybe I was as stupid over him as he was over Bonnie. God, help me not to be an idiot again!

When I heard the front door open and shut, I felt like a little kid caught doing something naughty. But, rushing back to my sketchpad, I asked myself why it was such a crime to think maybe I wasn't so hideous anymore. The answer was, of course, that I'd always hated confident girls. There was a huge difference between confident and competent, and most confident girls were far from competent—so what was the point of being so confident? In my way of thinking, those girls weren't reprimanded enough as children. Whatever they did, no matter how stupid, they had been applauded. Cute girls were never told to sit down and shut up because they were making fools of themselves. Ugly, plain girls were constantly being put in their places by rigid glares, eye-rolling, taunts and sucker-punches to the middle. Those girls, girls like me, could never get away with anything, ever. As soon as I tried to act confident was about the time I tripped over my own two feet because I'd held my head too high...or someone tripped me in order to remind me that I was one of the girls who couldn't get away with anything resembling confident behavior. Additionally, confident girls were taught to believe that they were All That, and they never forgot it. Bonnie Magnoli and her counterparts were nothing short of annoying. She didn't need anyone to boost her ego—she did it herself on a minute-by-minute basis. Only because parents were too soft and men so superficial did women like her thrive.

LeeAnn ducked into the room. "I saw your light."

I'd liked LeeAnn the first time I met her, despite my jealousy. She was the prettiest thing in the world with her waist-length, straw blond hair and tiny figure, yet she acted like a plain girl. It wasn't possible to dislike LeeAnn Wagner—she was too sweet and kind.

"I didn't expect you back so soon. How did it go?"

I grimaced, then sat back in my chair sighing. "I guess it was better than a poke in the eye."

Now LeeAnn was frowning.

I sighed. "It didn't 'go'. I took Nutmeg for a walk and then I came back."

I didn't want to tell anyone the truth, but before I could stop her, LeeAnn entered the room fully and saw my sketchpad. "You did another Inky Dinky Doo cartoon!" she cried in delight.
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