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SET YOUR HEART AT REST:

The fairy land buys not the child of me.

His mother was a votaress of my order:

And, in the spiced Indian air, by night,

Full often hath she gossip'd by my side,

And sat with me on Neptune's yellow sands,

Marking the embarked traders on the flood,

When we have laugh'd to see the sails conceive

And grow big-bellied with the wanton wind;

Which she, with pretty and with swimming gait

Following,—her womb then rich with my young squire,—

Would imitate, and sail upon the land,

To fetch me trifles, and return again,

As from a voyage, rich with merchandise.

But she, being mortal, of that boy did die;

And for her sake do I rear up her boy,

And for her sake I will not part with him.


–  Titania, Act Two, Scene One

A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Shakespeare
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Chapter 1
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THE PHONE WOKE ME THE morning after my cousin Brenda’s wedding. I ignored it through five messages from my mother and one shrill message from my aunt, but when it rang again, I grabbed it just so my head wouldn’t explode. 

“Megan, we need to talk,” my mother insisted.

I groaned as my head hit the table. It was too much effort to hold it up, especially if we were rehashing yesterday. I could have said I minded, but my mother is deceptively sweet. When she has something on her mind, five phone messages are only the beginning.

I managed to mumble “Hello, Mom” while I tried to decide if it was better or worse to not remember. I had a pretty good idea of what happened because Mom left that graphic series of messages. She started with motherly concern, wanting to know if I felt all right, but then with each additional message, she asked if I meant to yell at the band, kiss the groom’s father, argue with the caterers, and push Aunt Julia into the hors d’oeuvres trying to catch the bouquet before being evicted from the wedding by Aunt Brenda. Not the Brenda who got married, not even the mother of Brenda who got married, but the sister of Julia who landed in the hors d’oeuvres.

I didn’t believe it. I mean, I’d done some wild things before but apparently, I’d gotten drunk enough to bust up a wedding, not remember it, and still be standing the next morning – sort of. It just wasn’t physically possible. 

Aunt Julia’s message was more direct. She felt I owed her for the catering bill, the musicians’ bill, the florist’s bill, and an emergency room bill. Apparently, I caught the bouquet and destroyed it. Oh, and she was never speaking to me again. Aunt Julia, mother of Brenda the bride, was appalled, outraged, livid, and a few other adjectives she couldn’t bring herself to say and then did. 

I wasn’t tracking well, champagne chasers will do that to you, so when my mother called again, all I could think to ask was why my aunts weren’t better with names. 

There was a pause on the other end of the phone. “I’m sorry, dear, what was that again?” My mother looks like she sounds, dainty and sweet, like she’s ready to serve tea at a moment’s notice. She’s not dumb though, just deceptively childlike in a Miss Marple kind of way.

“Why did Aunt Brenda and Aunt Julia name their daughters after each other? It’s confusing. Nobody could think of other names? Katie, Katherine, Jennifer, Brittney?” I would have said more, but my head hurt, and the aspirin wasn’t kicking in.

“Well, you’re named after me,” Mom soothed, but at the moment, I didn’t mind. I was too tired and aching. “We’re both Megan O’Malley.”

“You’re my mother. We’re supposed to have something in common. Their daughters mixed up between the two of them is just weird.”

“I suppose,” Mom said. “Do you mind discussing the wedding for a minute?”

I didn’t want to discuss anything, but since my memory was still cloudy, I scrambled for a reason why not. It would have been easier without the pounding headache or blurry vision. My stomach churned, and there was an acid taste in my mouth.

As if she could hear my protest, my mother started, “I’m just concerned, Megan. You don’t seem yourself.”

I pushed up off the kitchen table. “That was me, Mom. I go out and party all the time. I like a good time.” 

“Yes, dear, but not like that. You usually enjoy a party, not destroy it. Julia’s been on my phone all morning, complaining you tore up the decorations and food and I don’t know what all. She says you deliberately pushed her to catch the bouquet?” My mother’s voice hit a quizzical note.

“Hang on! I didn’t try to catch the bouquet.” I sat up straighter, if not exactly vertical, as a memory pushed itself up out my mental morass. 

“I didn’t push Aunt Julia. Aunt Julia grabbed my elbow and tried to march me out of the room like a five-year-old!” The anger I’d felt surged through me once again. I could still see Aunt Julia’s smirked pseudo-sympathy as she pinched the fleshy part of my arm and told her friends I needed a breath of fresh air. “If anything, she fell when the damn thing came flying. I know I ducked!” 

“Well, that makes more sense.” My mother sounded relieved. “I thought you were having fun. I didn’t think you cared about the wedding.”

“I didn’t. It was Brenda’s wedding, not mine. Why would I care? I was just...” I winced as I remembered an angry look on a handsome face. Now I remembered the wedding. I remembered sitting at a table surrounded by the women I worked with, all of us laughing and carrying on, until I pinched the bandleader’s ass.

I noticed him first because he was so short. He played the fiddle and stood a head shorter than the other guy in the band, a tall, gangling fellow who played bagpipes. The bandleader was shorter than one of the women singers. Another woman was by far the shortest of the group, a tiny thing, but what you’d expect of a woman, not of a man.

I couldn’t decide if the short guy was the leader of the band or not. He stood slightly forward of the group and announced each tune into the microphone, but he also kept looking back at the tall, gangly fellow while the two women glanced at each other and tried not to laugh. 

My guess was the bandleader couldn’t keep up, especially as he shook his head at the end of the tune, a small rueful grin twisting his lips. He noticed me watching and looked away quickly, red-faced, but still with that same teasing, little grin. 

You know that electric feeling you get when you notice someone and that someone looks back at you with the same interest? I could feel that tingle all the way down my spine, and my every sense went on high alert. 

The women I sat with yelled out song titles, suggesting everything from punk rock to hip-hop, getting sillier and gigglier with each suggestion. We all worked at the bank and went out together after work regularly. That and the champagne flowed freely at our table. I laughed too, but mostly I watched the bandleader until Marilee Harper nudged me and asked, “See something you like?”

I laughed and shook my head while I considered the bandleader. He had bright red-blond hair in those carefully sculpted waves you see in old Hollywood movies and a long straight nose that went well with the old Hollywood look. He reminded me of a new penny, all bright and shiny. 

He was very proud though. You could see it in the way he looked down that regal nose and only briefly spoke into the microphone. He gave the impression of doing everyone a huge favor. As my Aunt Julia would say, he needed a right smack!

‘Course thinking about smacking the guy, I checked out his ass, and oh, he had a lovely ass. He wore a sort of Irish peasant costume, but where the dark green hose bagged and bunched on the tall guy’s stick frame, it clung to the bandleader’s thighs. And when he turned around, you could see his cream-colored jerkin was just a bit short, tugged up in back by a thick leather belt and heavy buckle to flare out over tight, high round cheeks. A beautiful muscle, the gluteus maximus!

I raised an eyebrow in appreciation, and Marilee laughed. The bandleader must have heard her because he looked over and saw me staring. I blushed, I can’t help it, I so don’t have a poker face, and he grinned. Then he turned back to his bandmates with a comment. The tall gangly guy looked over at our table and also laughed, but he didn’t seem happy.

Embarrassed, I faced my table, but Marilee went on about the bandleader until she got so loud, the band took a break. Our table had been disruptive throughout dinner, and now we attracted glares and hisses from the other tables.

The band milled around the stage while the bandleader started across the banquet hall, presumably in search of the bathrooms. He had to wind his way through the tightly packed tables as the stage, bride’s table, buffet table, and doors to the kitchen took up the entire perimeter of the room. Aunt Julia should have sprung for the larger hall at the Elks Lodge, if not both of them. Marilee had grabbed one of the roomier center tables, so the cute bandleader would pass right by us.

I sat up straight at the thought. The bandleader sauntered toward us, his gaze intent, that small smile tempting me to mischief. One eyebrow quirked at my scrutiny, and his smile spread across his face. He may have been short, but he had charm to spare, and he knew it. 

It wasn’t just me. As he approached our table, everyone quieted down and paid attention. Carla Higgins leaned into me. “Go on, it’s your birthday. You deserve a treat.” And Marilee crowed, “Go for it, girl!”

It was my birthday, a fact I wasn’t too happy about. Turning forty is a challenge, no matter how you psych yourself up for it. I looked around and wondered how I ended up forty with just a routine job and co-workers whose idea of a fun evening was to disrupt the band. I didn’t plan to end up like this; time just flew by! 

See, that’s the problem with champagne. By the time you’ve had enough to feel sorry for yourself, you’ve had too much. I sat with the ladies I worked with day in and day out at a distant, younger cousin’s wedding and felt alone with only a stranger’s smile to borrow in passing. So, when the bandleader passed by, I reached out, curled my fingers around one luscious cheek, and squeezed. It was just my luck the bandleader heard my goofball friends and turned to frown as I reached out. My timing couldn’t have been worse. I couldn’t have looked more like I was playing along if I’d tried. 

It should have been a pleasurable moment. The bandleader should have enjoyed getting his ass grabbed. I know I would have! But he looked down at my hand, raised one eyebrow, and asked perfectly calmly, “May I help you?” Underneath the calm exterior though, he was pissed. I was embarrassed and suddenly much more sober. I dropped my hand and mumbled something like sorry, but the damage was done. 

“You’ll have to say you’re sorry to Aunt Julia.” My mother’s voice startled me back to our phone conversation. 

I didn’t want to relive the experience anyway. Nice as his tuckus had been, the bandleader was just a guy. The band wasn’t even that good. I suppose my cousin Brenda chose an Irish band because that’s our heritage, but they didn’t play dance music. They sang ballads in chorus to sad and wailing pipes. It was all very romantic, and the older wedding guests seemed to enjoy it, so maybe my Aunt Julia chose them. She was the sentimental sort, in an overblown, completely insincere kind of way. I would not apologize to her!

I shook off a lingering sadness and turned back to my mother. She was just wrapping up. “I know you like to party, but we need to talk about this. When can you meet me?”

I groaned. “Mom, I can barely stand up.” The part of my brain that wasn’t fogged from hangover was curious though. It wasn’t like her to chastise. Why did she want to talk? She’d checked in, mentioned what bothered her, and that should have been enough. What was left to discuss? 

“Megan, we need to talk.” Mom sounded a little shrill. “Get dressed and meet me. We can go to lunch or something, but we need to talk. I’m very concerned. This whole wedding, and then, well, are you sure it isn’t the age thing?”

Oh, for Pete’s sake. I was tempted to yell, but that would have involved serious head trauma. I may not have been thrilled about turning forty, but it wasn’t like I’d died! Marilee and Carla and I had hit up our favorite bars until the wee hours, driving two counties over to a limited engagement male review. It’s hard to cut loose in a small town. In the Midwest, you have to drive to get into trouble.

You’d think after all the time we spent together, going out and partying after work, my friends would have been more sympathetic. It’s not like they hadn’t grabbed a few asses in their time. But the bandleader looked down his long Roman nose with a snobbery usually associated with royalty or European designers and asked, “Can I help you ladies? We don’t know Stairway to Heaven, but perhaps if one of you were to sing it? No? You’ll have to settle for what we’ve got then, won’t you?” And he’d swept the table with a caustic glance and left me to an unhappy and awkward silence. 

Marilee or Carla should have laughed. They should have made a smartass comment and laughed. But they didn’t. I guess being shown up as foolish pretty much undid any camaraderie between us. This time it was all my fault. They were embarrassed and lost no time in making sure I knew exactly who was to blame. 

“What were you thinking?” they exclaimed. Marilee Harper, who once stood up and table danced in a local diner, told me I was a fool and to grow up. Then Carla Higgins, who’d laughed when the principal told her she couldn’t come by the high school to pick her kids up until she put more clothes on, chimed in with “He’s like half your age!” And I went from feeling bad to feeling so lousy the rest of the night passed in a blur. 

“No, Mom,” I said now. “It’s not the age thing. I’m fine with turning forty. I’m happy with turning forty. Finally, I’m an adult. Even Aunt Julia can’t talk to me like I’m a kid. Just as soon as I apologize.” 

“Yes, dear,” my mother interrupted, “but right now, we need to discuss this. There are things you need to know.”

Oh c’mon, I thought. Obviously, I was drunk and having a mid-life crisis, but it was just an impulsive response to a cute and teasing little smile. I could see the whole evening was already being interpreted in the worst possible light. I didn’t want to have to explain that impulse as well. I’d enough apologizing and explaining to do if I didn’t want everyone I knew deciding I’d lost my mind. Last night, I’m sorry to say, was not the first time I behaved badly. Unfortunately, this time, I’d done it in front of co-workers, not just friends. 

Suddenly it hit me. I was sorry I’d partied like that. Brenda didn’t deserve to have her wedding busted up. I might not like Aunt Julia, who was loud and obnoxious and didn’t like me right back, but Brenda was a quiet little mouse of a girl who always seemed just as sweet as could be. I didn’t know her well, as she was half my age, but I hadn’t been fair, not to Brenda. Embarrassment, humiliation, and regret forced the tears up. God, I was going to have to work to make up for this!

“Mom,” I managed. “I’ll apologize. What more do you want? Can’t you just leave me alone for my fortieth birthday?” Okay, maybe it was the age thing.

There was a long silence on the phone. “All right.” My mother sounded tired, but maybe I imagined things. “You go back to bed. We’ll manage as events unfold. Good night, sweetheart.”

You know, I didn’t even catch her warning until much later. Champagne makes you miss the craziest things. 

***
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“IT’S THE AGE THING.” The elder Megan O’Malley sighed and put down the receiver of her old-fashioned, wall-mounted phone, not looking at the woman who sat across from her.

The woman smiled, a gentle smile that contrasted oddly with her regal demeanor. Tall and slim, she had long blond hair that wafted around her like delicate leaves in a faint breeze. The air in the kitchen, however, was still. Neither the fan nor the air conditioner was on. 

The woman shrugged. “Tis a normal reaction when one feels the press of time.” Her voice was pleasant, but unyielding. She was polite, but unconcerned.

Mrs. O’Malley stood up impatiently and went to the stove. Turning on a burner, she set a teakettle on it. Her back to the blond woman, she looked slumped and defeated, her tiny frame overwhelmed. 

“This is not what I wanted for my daughter,” she said finally, hopelessly.

“It can’t be helped,” the blond woman replied. “She caught him. He is hers now.”

Mrs. O’Malley busied herself with mugs and tea bags and didn’t reply. From beneath the clatter came a soft, suspicious sniffle.

The blond woman spoke again. “Is this such a bad thing for your daughter? He is not an ill-favored man, if a trifle proud.” Her voice softened as she watched the older woman.

Mrs. O’Malley turned back to the kitchen table, carrying two mugs, steam rising from their amber contents. “I wanted more for my daughter. Surely you can understand that?”

“Perhaps.” The blond woman reached for a mug. “We’ll see. After all, ‘tis only just now midsummer.”
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Chapter 2
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BRENDA’S WEDDING WAS on Saturday, so after a hard day’s recovery, I headed to work on Monday. I wanted to call in sick, but my boss, Mr. Gallagher, had already turned down time off when I asked earlier. I didn’t remember seeing him at the wedding, but I had no doubt Marilee or Carla would happily share every detail I couldn’t remember with anyone who would listen. Sooner or later, he’d hear all about it. 

I got some coffee down and made a special effort to pull together my hair and makeup. There wasn’t much I could do with my clothes. The bank had a strict dress code of dark knee-length skirts and white button-down blouses. We couldn’t even wear slacks. But I rolled my long, carefully highlighted curls into a tousled partial upsweep and went heavy on the eyeliner and blush to compensate for any lingering hangover. It wasn’t strictly dress code, but my morale needed a boost and the upsweep hid the roots I should have touched up months ago. I was going for the cosmetic version of liquid courage. 

I’ve always relied on my clothes for an extra boost because, well, I can. I have a long skinny figure, the kind other women say they envy, but looks like a pre-adolescent who never grew up. That’s right – no boobs and long hips. Finding pants is always a challenge. I suppose I could have modeled, but I’m a shade under five feet, six inches. But I do get to try all the new fashions. Except for vintage. Anything before the Sixties was cut for a woman with curves. My friend Marilee says I don’t have any style of my own, but I prefer to think of myself as boldly eclectic.

The shoes might have been a mistake, I realized, as I headed out of my apartment. It wasn’t that they were so high, but the heel was a skinny spindle, and I wobbled dangerously down the hall. I debated returning for more sober pumps when the door across from mine opened and Mrs. Carmichael came out. An elderly lady, she was bundled up in a couple of sweaters and carried the de rigueur oversized tote. Apparently, even in summer, she felt the cold. 

“Don’t you look lovely, dear?” she cooed. Mrs. Carmichael was bent and wizened and probably a hundred, but she was always cheery and interesting to talk to. We met regularly at the top of the stairs as I tried to check on her when I could. The two apartments downstairs were empty as much as not, depending on whether their student tenants were passing or failing at the local community college. Mostly we had the four-unit building to ourselves, just two birds roosting in the rafters as Mrs. Carmichael would say.

“Was it a lovely wedding?” Mrs. Carmichael didn’t wait for an answer but turned to double-check her door. “You can’t be too careful these days, though I suppose it might be nice to meet a burglar just once. Someone troubled, no doubt, with a checkered past? Though, of course, they could be an addict or some teenager behaving like an ass. I don’t suppose I’d get lucky enough to meet one with a story, do you?”

See what I mean? Always interesting to talk to, Mrs. Carmichael. If it weren’t for the close-cropped, flyaway hair, you’d think her a stereotypical little old lady. But when she opened her mouth, you knew the punk rocker hair, even white, was a lot more accurate. 

I took Mrs. Carmichael’s arm and steadied her as we strolled down the stairs. She helped me as well because the carpeting was shot, which didn’t help either of us. Mr. Jennings, the landlord, didn’t skimp, but he was elderly and didn’t always get to the finer points of refurbishing between tenants.

“I don’t know, Mrs. C.,” I said. “I think it’d be pretty frightening to meet a burglar. And then you’d have to replace your stuff and call the insurance company. Probably best to skip that adventure.”

“Oh no, dear,” Mrs. Carmichael replied. “You should never skip an adventure, not even the bad ones. Where would we be, after all, if we didn’t have a little adventure in our lives now and again?”

I held the front door of the building open, then helped Mrs. Carmichael across the gravel parking lot to her car. The gravel was tricky enough, but for some reason, we always had a scattering of tiny mushrooms there, slick and slippery if you stepped wrong. 

Why tiny old ladies drove monster pimpmobiles is beyond me, but Mrs. Carmichael was no exception. Her vintage Oldsmobile could have doubled for the Titanic. Well, maybe not the Titanic since she’d never been in a crash. There are advantages to being seen, even if it was in a putrid off-white automobile, slowly turning yellow with age. It had a black and white leather interior, so at some point, that car had been quite the happening, two-tone thing.

“Thank you, that’s ever so helpful.” Mrs. Carmichael started up the powerful V-8 engine. Over the roar, she yelled in a shrill treble, “Don’t you worry about adventure today, dear! You just sit back and enjoy the ride.”

I waved as she eased the enormous car out of our small parking lot. Mrs. Carmichael was one of those little old ladies who wasn’t about to put a car through its paces, but I was already late, so I spun gravel as I peeled out in my beat-up little Asian import. It was also the off-white color of our resident mushrooms, not by choice, but because it was what was left on the lot when I bought it years ago. Since I hadn’t washed it, it was currently a slightly more respectable gray. Some adventure, I thought.

But my drive to work that morning didn’t hold any adventure. Weirdly, absolutely nothing happened, not even everyday hiccups. The car didn’t wheeze, knock, or sputter once, miraculous for a clunker as old as mine. The brakes didn’t feel soft, and the transmission didn’t shiver as I coasted out of the hills toward the less-wooded streets of town. As I left the single-lane roads for two-way traffic with sidewalks, I didn’t have to dodge kids on bikes or neighbors with dogs. In fact, if it hadn’t been for the one red light I hit going into town, I would have thought it was Sunday. I wished the wedding had gone as smoothly, the short bandleader had been awfully cute, but I was relieved to pull in the parking lot behind the bank and see other people headed into the nearby restaurant.

Downtown is only a couple of intersecting streets that boast two-story red brick buildings and penny parking meters. It’s that old. There’s been talk of revitalizing it, the latest discussion involving new parking meters, but essentially, Fayetteville got started as a path down to the river roughly a hundred years ago and fizzled out before it could grow into anything more. Our joke is Fayetteville – not just a town in Arkansas, Georgia, North Carolina, or Tennessee. 

Our one downtown restaurant has furniture that is authentic fifties and food that is genuine grease. I know this because my mother reminisces fondly about working there every time we step into that monument to vinyl. There’s also a quickie store out on the interstate that sells lethal coffee and where the college kids don’t get carded for beer. It was credited in a homicide involving two cheerleaders, a cockroach, and one robber – probably not someone Mrs. Carmichael wanted to meet.

I settled for the coffee shop. It smelled of bleach, but I had my coffee and was out almost before I stopped holding my breath and before I realized I’d breezed in and out without a line, without a holdup, without even someone needing change for the parking meters. In the only restaurant in town. On a Monday morning. It wasn’t possible. Even in my small town, people had to go somewhere to conduct business. Unnerved, I walked into work.

The bank was empty of customers, which wasn’t too unusual for first thing in the morning, but it was full of balloons. Shiny, colorful Mylar emblazoned with Congratulations bounced off the ceiling and trailed tangled streamers over the tellers’ counter. Must be somebody’s birthday, I thought, a little dazzled. Maybe it would be a nice distraction. The other tellers all busily sorted cash at their tills, but I knew every one of them watched and waited to see what would happen when I walked in. 

I made a point of waving to Maggie O’Donnell, our supervisor currently standing in front of Mr. Gallagher’s office with another man. Then I headed to my station, head up and grinning, determined to make eye contact with either Carla or Marilee. Once we talked and laughed, everything would go back to normal. It had after the table dance, and it would now. I really wanted everything to be normal.

“Megan!” Maggie O’Donnell sounded delighted which was strange. She was not the kind who enjoyed someone else’s misery. I turned, a frozen grimace plastered to my face, and realized the man with her was the bandleader whose ass I grabbed two days earlier. 

He was also startled, but then he grinned openly, the same saucy smile I found so enticing. Oh goodie. He recognized me. Part of me, still mortified from the events over the weekend, wanted to slink away. Another part wanted to grin right back. I managed to stay where I was. 

Noticing the direction of the man’s gaze, Maggie looked questioningly at us both. “You know each other?” 

“We met the other night,” the bandleader said. “You might say she grabbed my attention.” And he quirked one eyebrow at me. 

I smiled back. I may have even giggled. But I wasn’t flirting, really! It was just a relief to find he’d gotten over my earlier action. I felt bad about that pinch. Right now, the man didn’t seem offended at all. I could feel that little tingle of interest along my spine and in several other places. Most of my nerves, even the hung-over ones, sat up and took notice. 

“That’s great.” Maggie was nearly bursting with excitement. “This is just so exciting. I’m sure you must be thrilled.”

I eyeballed Maggie skeptically. She couldn’t be thinking what I was. Fortunately, she had her own interpretation.

“You don’t know?” Maggie enthused. “You won the Fergus lottery!” 

“What? Oh my god, oh my god!” Okay, need to get a handle on the screaming. But the Fergus lottery? Oh my god!

Did I mention the quickie store on the interstate that had the cheerleader/cockroach murder? Well, it was one of a local chain of gas stations that competed against the bigger national chains, so they held a regular lottery. I don’t know if it worked for Fergus Gas in other towns, but in our small town, it was a waste. We all used Fergus Gas because the only other station was several miles out on the interstate at the truckers’ rest stop, and who wanted to dodge eighteen-wheelers for a tankful? 

It wasn’t a huge lottery, but hey, free money! Where was the downside? Anytime you bought something, you were entered. The quickie store near the pumps carried essentials like bread, milk, cigarettes, and sometimes items they must have gotten in bulk because they let them go so cheaply. I remembered wrestling a case of canned peaches into the back of my little sedan in the spring. It must have been the peaches. 

The bandleader laughed at our excitement and reached out to shake my hand. His was warm with long fingers, and he held mine for a second instead of letting go. “Congratulations. We’re thrilled to be able to give back to and celebrate with our loyal customers. As the owner and CEO, I hope you found Fergus Gas a valuable and convenient resource for all of your automotive and shopping needs.” And he kept a straight face except for an amused twist to his lips and a quirk of his eyebrow as he emphasized the word ‘needs.’ 

I couldn’t keep from rolling my eyes. Subtle he was not. Briefly I wondered why a guy who owned a string of gas stations played weddings. His understated suit jacket said CEO, not struggling musician, even without a tie. But I didn’t get to respond to his lame corporate speech before my friends surrounded me with excited shrieks. 

Laughing and high-fiving each other, Carla and Marilee crowded over to hug and chatter and disrupt. I frowned as I saw the cute bandleader, now CEO of Fergus Gas, step back. Yes, I wanted things to be right with my friends, but honestly, would I ever get to talk to this guy? I was pretty sure he was flirting with me just then. 

“How much?” Marilee crowed. 

“Oh my god, I hope it’s a million.” Carla bounced beside me.

“Well, it’s not exactly a million dollars,” Mr. Gallagher apologized. I didn’t even hear him come up which is pretty much everyone’s impression of our general manager. Appearances can be deceiving though. He’s actually very smart.

“It’s a lottery, you see, so the amount grows every time someone enters. The total depends on how many have entered by the end. Then there are taxes, and you’ll need to pay the management fees for transfers between accounts. As near as I can figure, and this is a rough estimate of course...” Mr. Gallagher stopped to frown at some papers as we waited.

“Well, it will take a while to figure this out,” he finally blurted. “There seems to be some confusion over the escrow in this.”

All of us looked confused, but the CEO of Fergus Gas reached for Mr. Gallagher’s papers. He flipped through them and stopped abruptly about halfway through. His nostrils flared, the tightening around his mouth all too familiar. Suddenly, he thrust the papers back at Mr. Gallagher and turned on one heel. “Excuse me, I have to go.” 

We all stared open-mouthed after him or rather at the bank door swinging shut where he’d been.

“Well, that was sudden,” Marilee laughed, but when the door swung open again, this time on Mrs. O’Bannon who ran the hair salon, Maggie O’Donnell herded us all back to the tellers’ counter.

It was a long day. The excitement didn’t fade exactly, but we had a steady stream of customers. I didn’t get a chance to speak to Mr. Gallagher until my first break and even then, the best I could manage was to talk with Maggie O’Donnell who promised to check with him as soon as possible about my winnings. 

I didn’t get a chance to speak with Marilee or Carla either because our breaks were staggered, but Marilee came up to me on hers. “We have to celebrate. We’ll go out after work, okay?” 

Carla looked up from two stations over to say, “I have to check on my kids –” but Marilee interrupted. “Just call them. We’re going!” And my friends and I were back to normal just like that.

By the end of the day, I was more than ready to go for drinks. Maggie O’Donnell provided a celebratory cake we nibbled on all day, but it wasn’t filling. I was ready for some real food and to dish with my girlfriends. I’d just picked up my purse when Mr. Gallagher came up to me. 

“I wonder if I might see you in my office for a moment, Miss O’Malley?” He smiled, but Mr. Gallagher had never quite mastered reassuring. He was pudgy and pale and always wore a little too big suit, peering out at the world through oversized, opaque glasses. He had a permanent crease in his forehead as if he was always worried. I followed him, feeling like I was back in high school, being called to the principal’s office.

“Have a seat.” Mr. Gallagher indicated the plush armchair in front of his desk and sat down in his own, a dignified statement in fake leather. “I don’t quite know how to proceed here. I’ve never run into a situation like this.” 

I was surprised. I expected to hear about my winnings, but this sounded serious. Ah-ha! I thought. Carla or Marilee blabbed. Okay, I hadn’t been on my best behavior, but even in a small town, it wasn’t the bank’s business what I did on my time off. I could hit on a cute guy if I wanted, though hitting my aunt was probably going too far.

“My work is exemplary,” I protested automatically. Guilt from Brenda’s wedding flooded back in a sickening lurch and an angry tightening between my shoulder blades, an awkward pinch that made my stomach feel worse. “I’m fast, I’m efficient, the customers love me, and I rolled over more Christmas club savings accounts than anyone else at the beginning of the year.” 

“Yes, yes,” Mr. Gallagher said. “You’re very good at your job. You’ve always been quite reliable.”

Okay, now I was getting nervous. The bit about my work was corporate speak for a reprimand at least, possibly probation. I leaned forward to protest further.

“But with this new development, of course, that all changes. We can’t handle these dollars amounts without some checks to ensure there’s no conflict of interest,” Mr. Gallagher went on.

Huh? I stopped, baffled. What new development? What dollar amounts? I didn’t have any dollar amounts. No one I knew did. Wait, was this about Aunt Julia? Had she tried to garnish my wages?

“Uh, Mr. Gallagher, I don’t know what you heard about this weekend, but, um, well...” I was trying to feel the bank manager out, but I didn’t want to admit to anything, not before I knew what was going on.

“Yes, how was the wedding? I know you were looking forward to it. Did you have a good time?” Mr. Gallagher sorted his papers. Either hadn’t heard about the wedding or didn’t care. What was going on?

“Uh, Mr. Gallagher, I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I admitted.

“Oh, I’m sorry.” Mr. Gallagher blinked at me, dismayed. I couldn’t feel sorry for him though. I was ready to scream. “It’s about the lottery.”

“It’s great, isn’t it?” I grinned. When he didn’t smile back, my grin faded. “It is great, isn’t it?” 

Mr. Gallagher folded his hands on his desktop. “You see, anyone offering a lottery would have a bond or money held in escrow to guarantee the winnings and prevent fraud, so everyone who plays knows the money isn’t going into someone’s pocket.”

“I understand.” I tried not to sound impatient, but I knew the bank manager’s lectures. “What’s the problem then?”

Mr. Gallagher blinked again, frowning. “Well, as near as I can determine, the entries into this account seem to be several hundred thousand dollars, possibly more. I’ve never seen an escrow account put together like this.”

Several hundred thousand dollars? Suddenly, I was having trouble breathing. It might not have been millions, but still, several hundred thousand dollars? I had some outstanding bills with those numbers written all over them!

I started to stand but had to grab the desk in front of me. Mr. Gallagher tried to pat me on the back but couldn’t reach across his desk. 

“Now, you can’t access your winnings immediately,” he went on. “I know you ladies like shopping, but there’s paperwork to take care of first.” Mr. Gallagher smiled, but still managed to miss friendly. Instead, he looked like a little gnome, nodding behind those big bug-eyed glasses. “I know the money seems a lot, but it can go faster than you think.” 

Well, I couldn’t argue with that. Not only had I seen and heard a lot of hard luck stories at the bank, I could see Carla and Marilee wave through the glass front of his office. They couldn’t wait to help me spend the money which struck me as irritating suddenly. Pretty wishful thinking for two ladies who’d been just plain mean two evenings ago! 

“Now, of course, this means we will have to make some changes here at the bank.” Mr. Gallagher shuffled his papers some more. “The bank has an obligation to all of its customers to run its business in a matter that both ensures the safety of their deposits and optimizes their investments. It’s a tricky balance, but it can be done through careful management. Sometimes it means not pursuing one opportunity in favor of another. The trick is to choose what benefits the majority of our account holders.” 

Mr. Gallagher peered at me over the top of his glasses and took a deep breath. “So, you see,, we have no choice but to let you go.”

“What?” I couldn’t have heard him right. Mr. Gallagher had just said how careful, how caring the bank was, and now he was firing me? “Excuse me? Did you say let go? You’re letting me go?”

Mr. Gallagher looked miserable. “Oh, it’s not personal, I assure you. Your job performance is exemplary.”

“Then why are you letting me go? I mean, the lottery’s nice and all, but what does that have to do with my job?” 

Mr. Gallagher blinked like a demented stoplight. “We can’t have a significant account holder advising other, smaller account holders. That would be a conflict of interest on the part of the bank. You see that, yes?”

“No!” I protested. I didn’t. I mean, I might have if I hadn’t been upset, but I still wasn’t recovered from too much booze, I still felt guilty about busting up Brenda’s wedding, and even though I’d just won the lottery, this still seemed like punishment for behaving badly. 

“What do you mean significant?” I shrieked. “One hundred thousand is not significant. I mean, all the other investors put together add up to much more than one hundred thousand. You can’t fire me!”

“Ms. O’Malley, please! I understand your concern, but until this is resolved,” Mr. Gallagher gestured to the papers on his desk, “I have no choice. I don’t know how much your winnings are exactly, and until I can determine what they are and if there are any irregularities here, I have to take steps to protect the bank.” 

He looked pleadingly at me and lifted his hands in near supplication. “Until we figure this out, well, the bank has no provision for unpaid leave of absence. If I let you go, you’ll get your vacation pay. Really, it’s for the best.”

I stared open mouthed at Mr. Gallagher. He never sounded confident, but I’d never heard him this worried either. It was almost as scary as losing my job. He must have realized my confusion because he lowered his hands and leaned forward across his desk to pat mine. 

“It’s all right, Miss O’Malley. I realize this has been a shock, but, well, you’re a good employee. Once this matter is straightened out, I’m sure we’ll be able to work something out.”

“I suppose.” I didn’t know what to think, so I took a deep breath. “I’m sorry. This is just kind of crazy.” Laughing a little, I added, “I don’t know why I’m worrying. I did win the lottery, right?” 

“That’s right. In about a month, you’ll have plenty of money. You’ll have to start thinking about how you’re going to manage it. I would recommend taking some money management courses. There’s an excellent program at the college in the evenings. I know you’ve been out there to get your licenses.” 

Mr. Gallagher nodded encouragingly, and I nodded with him, feeling happier. I was being silly. What was I worried for? In about a month, I’d have – Wait a minute!

“A month? It’ll take me that long to get the money? I have rent to pay!” I couldn’t believe what I heard. No job, winnings I couldn’t touch, this was a nightmare!

“Well, it won’t be that long, I’m sure. You may have to reach into savings for a month at most, but you’ll be able to replace it almost immediately with your winnings.” Mr. Gallagher looked confused.

I couldn’t say anything for a moment. I was completely dumbfounded. “Savings? What savings?” Embarrassing as it was, without a paycheck, the only thing I had was bills. I needed that regular paycheck. 

“Really?” Mr. Gallagher was at a loss for words. A bank employee without a savings account obviously never occurred to him. “Well... Well, we’ll do our best to expedite this matter as quickly as possible.” 

He tapped his papers evenly together against his desk and looked around vaguely. “It shouldn’t take more than a day or two to figure out. In the meantime, Maggie can get your final paycheck. I just have to make some phone calls. Um, maybe we’ll get lucky and it’ll be a simple matter after all.” 

Mr. Gallagher didn’t look optimistic, but the interview was over. I managed to mumble something appropriate and collect my purse. Then I walked out of the bank without speaking to anyone. Maggie called after me, but I ignored her and kept going. Marilee looked startled, then grabbed Carla by the hand, and hurried out as well.
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Chapter 3
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MARILEE CAUGHT UP WITH me in the parking lot because I dropped my keys. I wasn’t crying, but I fumbled them out of my purse.

“What is it? What’s wrong?” she called out. Short with a curvy build, Carla raced to keep up. The regulation black skirt and pumps didn’t help.

I shook my head, unable to get the words out. Carla didn’t say anything but took my keys. Unlocking the door, she pulled the front seat forward and pushed me into the back. Marilee ran around to the passenger seat. As Carla started up the car and pulled out of the bank parking lot, Marilee turned and demanded, “All right, what’s going on?”

I had to sniffle a few times, but managed to choke out, “I got fired.”

“What?” Marilee shrieked. She was a big girl, so when she twisted around, she took up most of the front seat. 

“Hey,” Carla protested as Marilee waved one hand, bopping her in the back of the head. Carla ducked and took the freeway exit.

“Sorry,” Marilee said automatically and turned back to me. “What do you mean you got fired? They can’t fire you. You didn’t do anything!” She hesitated a minute. “Did you?”

It was a fair question, if not a flattering one. Marilee and I had known each other since high school and competed throughout for homecoming princess, cheerleading squad, dates, even bake sales. We’d also gotten in more than one scrape together. 

“I didn’t do anything. Mr. Gallagher said something about conflict of interest.” The initial shock was wearing off, and I started to feel tired. It had been a long day, even without the excitement of winning the lottery and getting fired.

“Turn here,” Marilee told Carla. “We need drinks now!”

It wasn’t much of a celebration. I didn’t dare drink anything after that crazy weekend, and we only had time for a quick dinner before Carla had to get back to her kids. I might have spent more time with Marilee except she was full of questions about getting fired and even wilder questions about spending the money. I didn’t have answers to either, so I called it quits early too. 

The next morning, I woke up still feeling queasy, headachy, and now a little depressed. I needed to talk with someone I could depend on, someone who wasn’t going to egg me into anything, or cut me off cold. I know, I know. I’d just turned forty, but what do you do when you win the lottery and lose your job at the same time? I went to find my mother.

First, I drove across town to her house and banged on the door. I tried the library next as I knew Mom’s book club met there one day a week. A purple car shaped like a bowling ball is hard to miss, so when I didn’t see it, I headed to the college out on the interstate. She taught literature classes there part-time. When I didn’t see her Volkswagen at the college, I hurtled back toward town. As I pulled off the interstate to cut through downtown to my little country road, I saw my mother’s car parked at the diner.

Finally, I thought and whipped my car into an empty space in the bank parking lot. Maggie O’Donnell would have a fit, but the bank owed me. I started to storm into the diner, but as I stepped inside, I was the diner’s booths overflowing with patrons while others stood around in odd corners. I had never seen the place so busy. I wasn’t sure what meeting was in progress, but it was a popular one.

“Excuse me,” I began, but the tall blond woman who stood at the far end of the diner smiled and motioned me in. 

My mother stood up from a booth near the blond woman. “Over here,” she called. I tried to slip quietly over, conscious of dozens of eyes all trained on me. It appeared I’d interrupted something important. 

“Sorry, sorry,” I murmured as I passed by strangers to slide onto the fake leather seat held together with duct tape. I recognized a few faces as customers from the bank, but I didn’t personally know most of the crowd. My mother smiled, delighted to see me, and squeezed my hand. Sitting across from her was Mrs. Carmichael.

“Well, now that we’re all here, we can begin.” The blond woman smiled at me briefly and then peered at a sheaf of papers held at arm’s length. 

She wore an elegant linen suit with clean, modern lines in pale lavender, one of those deceptively simple ones that cost a small fortune. She was out of place in a Midwest diner, but then she was eerily out of place altogether. She didn’t look old enough to need bifocals, yet the little smile she wore suggested she knew much more than anyone else in the room. That was a scarily knowing smile. 

I quickly tuned out. Whatever the group was, their meeting was lots of numbers and statistics. Hey, I work – sorry worked – in banking. I can add a column of figures in my head and calculate compound interest in seconds. Doesn’t mean I want to on my time off. 

I leaned over and whispered to my mother, “Mom, I’ve got to talk to you.”

“Shh,” she replied. “This will just take a minute.”

“This is important, Mom,” I persisted. “I lost my job.”

“I know,” my mother murmured. “Just one minute.”

Great, the woman who routinely bounced checks because she couldn’t keep track of her ATM withdrawals was blowing me off in my most dire need. “Mom,” I whispered a little louder. “I lost my job.”

“Yes, I know,” she said. “In a minute.”

Hmm, obviously not paying attention. I mean, I knew there was a meeting going on, but a sympathetic glance, a pat on the hands, anything? Was it too much to ask considering I’d lost my job and won a lottery, but didn’t actually get any money? Oh wait, the lottery.

“Mom,” I whispered. “I won a million dollars.”

“Yes, dear, I know,” my mother whispered back. Her eyes never left the blond woman.

Okay then. Definitely not paying attention. A little hurt, I picked up the menu. The daily special was grilled whitefish with seasonal vegetables or more accurately, frozen fish patties and reheated veggies. Then the door to the diner burst open, and an angry young man stormed in, fury evident in the tense lines of his body. I put down the menu. The meeting suddenly got a lot more interesting.
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