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If Mary hadn't been so depressed, it would have been a perfect wedding. The air was cool, and a light breeze blew Melanie's veil as she walked down the brick pathway. Mary felt tears fill her eyes as she saw the look on Bobby's face. She could tell he was nervous, but his eyes lit up as Melanie came into view. Mary sniffled into her tissue and looked down at her hands.

It had been a while since she had attended a wedding. The last one may very well have been her own, five years ago. She didn't begrudge Bobby and Melanie their happiness. They were a beautiful couple, sweet and loving. Watching them together, she was happy for them. But she couldn't help being a little jealous, too. She had never had that contentment with her ex-husband. The entire time they had been together, she had felt like she was playing a part, that she was doing what she was supposed to be doing, rather than what she wanted to be doing. It had been very surreal. Since the divorce, she wasn't even sure how to act, what to do. She wasn't even sure who she was.

The reception was a blur. Mary watched the dance floor, wishing she had someone to be out there with, knowing that even if she was still married she would be sitting on the sidelines as always.

Melanie found her sitting at an empty table.

"Hey, Mary. Having fun?"

"It's a wonderful reception, Melanie. And you are a beautiful bride."

Melanie glowed as she took a brief look around. "I feel beautiful. And happy. Mind if I have a seat?"

"Of course not." Mary gestured to the chair beside her. 

"I couldn't help but notice that you were looking awfully lonely over here. Why aren't you out dancing?"

Mary shrugged. "I guess I've always been more of an observer."

"But you want to be out there. I can tell by your expression."

Mary shrugged again. "I'm not much of a dancer."

"Are you okay?"

Mary turned to Melanie in surprise. "Of course. Why wouldn't I be?"

"I just know the look."

"It's your wedding day. You shouldn't be worrying about me. You should be enjoying yourself."

"I am. But I still care. If you ever need to talk, let me know."

"Thanks, Melanie. But I'll be fine."

"Okay. I'm going to go mingle a bit. You should get out on the dance floor. Nobody cares if you don't know what you're doing as long as you're having fun."

"I'll remember that."

Melanie gave Mary a quick smile before leaving to find her new husband. Mary sighed and watched her go. She liked Melanie. Melanie had been through a lot, that much she knew, though she didn't know many details. But Melanie had been able to turn her life around. It gave Mary hope that maybe she could do the same.

That's what I should do, Mary told herself, sitting up a little straighter. Instead of getting depressed that I could be losing one of my best friends, I should use it as motivation. She could turn her life around. She could be happy. She deserved to be happy.

Mary watched the rest of the guests smiling and laughing. She should be out there with them. Maybe she wasn't ready to throw caution to the wind and embarrass herself by dancing, but she shouldn't be sulking by herself, either. She knew people here. She should be socializing, chatting. Her friend Maddy, Bobby's sister, was sitting at a nearby table. With determination, Mary stood up and walked over.

"Mary! How's it going?"

Mary plastered a smile on her face. "Great. How are you?"

"Can't complain. The kids are actually behaving for once, so I don't have to stress. Wasn't the wedding beautiful?"

Mary spent the next few hours being a social butterfly. By the time she got home she was exhausted. But she felt good for putting herself out there. Maybe that was what was wrong with her: she never made the first move. She was always shy, timid, waiting for life to come and get her. Maybe it was time she went out and got a life instead. With a quick pat on the head for her cat, Izzy, she filled up his food and water dishes and got ready for bed. Tomorrow was another day, and she would make it a good one.
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The clothes were scattered on the lawn by the time Peter returned to the apartment building. Kelly could hear his shouts from three floors up. She hoped he would get the picture, and that there wouldn't be a scene. But moments later she heard his heavy footsteps pounding up the stairs.

"What the hell?" He yelled when she opened the door. "Why's all my stuff on the lawn?"

"Think about it, Pete. I'm sure it'll come to you." She refused to move from the doorway. As far as she was concerned, he no longer lived there. 

"I have no idea what you're talking about."

"Does the name Jennifer Blake mean anything to you?"

"No."

"Really? Because she called for you. Five times. 'I need you now,' she left on the voicemail. 'Last night was amazing.'"

"You checked my voicemail?"

"You left your phone here. I got tired of hearing it ring. The fifth time I answered and asked who the heck it was. When she told me, I got curious."

"You had no right to go into my phone."

"No right? I had no right? I pay that stupid phone bill. I pay the rent. I pay the electricity, the cable, the heat. I let you stay here. I was stupid enough to think you cared about me. I was stupid enough to care about you. And I have no right? I was civil, cordial even, to the bimbo on the phone. She got attitude with me, a snide 'I know more than you' tone. And you know what? She can have you. I certainly don't want you."

"Kelly, I don't know anything about this."

Kelly shot him a look that made him take a step back and look away.

"Fine, okay? Jen's a friend."

"Is that what they're calling them these days? Here I thought it was a whore."

"Jen's not a whore."

"No? Then why is she going around sleeping with other people's boyfriends?"

"Fine. You know what? I'm out of here."

"As if you had a choice in the matter."

She slammed the door in his face and fell onto the sofa, seething. How could she have been so stupid? By now she should have recognized the signs. Lord knows she had been through it enough times. But this was it. She had had enough. She was through with men, through with the headaches, the heartache and the frustration. If this latest incident had proven anything, it was that she had horrible judgment when it came to guys, and she refused to fall victim to it anymore.

After several moments, Kelly's anger subsided. She wasn't sorry about Peter, not really. Mad at herself, yes. She should have known better. They were all the same.

Kelly stood up and moved aimlessly around the apartment. She felt lost without someone to pick up after, someone to worry about. Eventually she stepped into the kitchen and washed the few dishes that were in the sink. When that was done, she went back to wandering.

The closed door caught her eye. She had gotten so used to ignoring it that she almost forgot the room even existed. As she pushed the door open, her life before Peter came into view. The easel, the canvases, the paints and brushes: all represented a part of herself that she had spent the last eight months trying to suppress. And for what? Another broken heart, more wasted time and a lost, confused feeling.

Enough was enough.

She wasn't just through with men. She was through with hiding who she really was. She was leaving this door open and doing something with the contents of this room. It was time to take back control over her life. 
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Monday morning found the teachers of Munsen Elementary drinking coffee in the teachers' lounge. Mary poured herself a cup and settled on a stiff chair by the door. She nodded politely at her fellow teachers. There were James and Cathy, who taught fourth grade. Kelly taught art, and Sam taught music. Familiar faces all, yet Mary felt isolated. The resolutions she had made, had been so confident about, on Saturday had faded while she slept. She was back to being emotional, and unsure of herself, but life had to go on, and she had a job to do.

Mary loved her job. She loved kids, and by teaching elementary school she was able to see them at their best, before the rebellious teenage years, but after much of the whining had subsided. Of course some were better than others, but she had lucked out with her class this year. Most Mondays she was eager to arrive at work, to ease into the week with her coffee and her lesson plans. She would greet the droopy faces of her students with a smile, and together they would tackle math and English and social studies. She would spend her weekends designing new bulletin boards, so the walls would change with the seasons and holidays. It filled her hours and gave her a sense of purpose.

This Monday morning, however, there was no new bulletin board to put up, no exciting lesson plans to prepare. It would be a low-key week as Mary tried to regroup and refortify herself.

"Hey, Mary, how's it going?"

Al Brody, a fellow third-grade teacher, greeted Mary with a smile.

"Not too bad, Al, how are you?"

"Oh, can't complain. Did you have a nice weekend?"

Mary didn't usually mind small talk, but she wasn't feeling up to it. She excused herself as soon as it was polite to do so. Heading down the hallway to her classroom, she took in the cream walls decorated with fall leaves, the plain wooden doors decorated with the classrooms' numbers and teachers' names. Her classroom was almost at the end, and Mary turned into it and looked around the room with a critical eye. Everything was in its place, as she had left it Friday afternoon. Nothing looked different. But she felt different. And she wasn't sure what to make of it. She was starting to feel like she needed to make some changes in her life, but she wasn't sure where to start.

By the time the end-of-day bell rang, Mary was as eager to leave as her students. She hadn't gotten any closer to making a decision about her life, but she had decided to head to the town library to check out a couple of books. She had read the books on her shelves at home several times over, and it was time for something new. A small change, yes, but a change nonetheless.

The library was a short walk from the school, one of the features she liked best about Munsen. When she first started at the school, she had visited the library often, to work on her lesson plans or take out books, or simply to read on her own, curled up in one of the plush chairs tucked into a corner. The library was her safe haven, always had been. When she and her husband were having problems, and then separated, it had been a place to go to sit in silence and escape from the real world for a bit. Whether she was learning something new or simply escaping into another world, books were always there to comfort her. It was one of the reasons she had decided to become a teacher.

When she stepped into the comfortably familiar library, Mary couldn't help but smile. Her day had been dismal, but being surrounded by books helped ease her sadness. As she strolled through the aisles, she found it easy to temporarily forget her thoughts from the weekend.

When she checked out, a posting taped to the counter caught her eye. It was for a book group, and Mary decided it would be the perfect opportunity to meet new people and absorb herself with a new book. She immediately turned around and went in search of the month's selected reading, pausing only to sign up for the book group at the help desk.

As Mary left the library, her heart felt a little lighter. She slung the straps of her tote bag over her shoulder and headed back to the school. Maybe she would visit Maddy this afternoon. They had caught up at the wedding, but most of their conversation had revolved around small talk and the wedding. They hadn't had an opportunity to really talk. 

It was nice to have a destination, a purpose. Too many of her evenings were spent holed up in her apartment, grading papers or planning out craft projects. With a goal in mind, Mary picked up the pace.

As Mary pulled into the driveway of Maddy's house, the front door swung open, and an eight-year-old boy hurried down the sidewalk to meet her. Mary ruffled his hair as they proceeded back to the door.

"Hey, Matt, how's it going?"

"Good. Mom made cookies."

"Sounds great. I'm starving."

"They're chocolate chip."

"Even better."

Mary stepped into the kitchen to see Maddy scooping dough onto a cookie sheet. Maddy looked up briefly. "Hey, Mary."

"Hey. How's it going?"

"Good. Just trying to finish up these cookies. There's a bake sale for Matt's soccer team tomorrow. Do me a favor and grab that pot holder, would you? The tray in the oven is about done."

At her words, the oven beeped, and Mary did as instructed, resting the cookie sheet on the top of the stove. 

"Did we have plans tonight?" Maddy asked as she expertly inserted the next sheet into the hot oven.

"No. I just figured I would swing by."

"Oh, okay. No problem. How you doing?"

"Not too bad."

"The wedding was great, huh?"

"Definitely. And Melanie was a beautiful bride."

"That she was. Made me nostalgic for my own wedding day."

"Who needs white satin when you can have dough-smeared cotton?"

They shared a smile as Matt grabbed a couple of cookies from the cooling rack and baby Olivia banged a spoon against the tray of her high chair.

"Ah, yes, motherhood is so much more glamorous than a picturesque wedding."

"Maybe not more glamorous, but certainly rewarding."

"Yes, I suppose it is." Maddy tickled Olivia's chin, and Olivia laughed and banged her spoon again.

Mary pulled out a dining chair and sat down. "Anything I can do to help?"

"No, I'm about done. I was just about to feed Olivia."

"Let me. Why don't you just rest."

Mary accepted the jar of baby food and gently pried the spoon from Olivia's fingers. "How about it, Livy? Want some carrots?" Olivia smiled and gurgled. "I'll take that as a yes." Mary scooped up the first spoonful. "She is such a good baby, Maddy."

"Yes, she is. Much better than Matt and Jake were. She hardly cries. She's always laughing. I think she takes after Bobby."

"Where is Jake, anyway?"

"Oh, he went to a friend's house after school. He's my little social butterfly."

Mary continued to feed Olivia as Maddy finished up with the cookies and cleaned up the kitchen. Mary loved spending time with Maddy's kids. They were well-behaved and wonderful, but they also helped fill Mary's maternal nature. Since her disastrous marriage had come to an end, Mary wasn't sure she would ever be a mother. The thought saddened her. Would she be alone forever? Being a teacher helped most of the time, but there were definitely times when it harmed more than helped. No matter how much her students loved her, Mary still went home to just a cat. There was no one to give her a big hug and call her "Mommy."

Mary gave herself a mental shake. She was still young; there was plenty of time. True, her attempts at dating hadn't exactly been successful, but she still had a long time to go before she would have to consider herself an old maid. And if nothing panned out in the romance department, there was always the possibility of adopting. Lots of women did. She could also get pregnant with a sperm donor, though the concept kind of freaked her out. The point was, she didn't have to give up her dreams of motherhood yet.

But she did have to leave before she got too emotional. What was with her lately? First Bobby's wedding day, and now with Maddy's kids. She was spending far too much time on introspection. After finishing up with Olivia, she was going to head home, feed Izzy and grade papers.

A half hour later she was on her way. As was her habit, she checked the mail, checked her voicemail and scooped Izzy up. If it weren't for Izzy, she would have gone crazy years ago. Izzy gave her affection and curled up next to her each night. It wasn't perfect, but it was something.

It was still early for dinner, so Mary filled Izzy's bowl, then gathered up her schoolwork and settled on the sofa. Maybe she would watch the news before she started her grading.

It didn't take long for Mary to realize the news was depressing her even further. She turned off the TV and decided to go for a walk instead. Maybe the fresh air would do her good.
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Kelly was in no rush to head home. The apartment felt empty without Peter there, and despite the knowledge that she was better off without him, she still didn't deal well with loneliness. It was one of the reasons she was so easily sucked in to horrible relationships. But not this time, she reminded herself firmly. This time she would be true to herself and get herself off this destructive rollercoaster.

After leaving Munsen Elementary, where she taught art, Kelly decided to head to the park. She had long neglected her own art projects, and she decided to spend this afternoon sketching in the park.

It didn't take long to dig out her pencils and sketchpad, and she settled on the grass, leaning against a sturdy oak tree and taking in the sights around her. She wasn't sure where she would start. The playground was filled with children; the leaves on the trees were vibrant with their fall colors; the pond to her right rippled from the light breeze that blew through. For a moment Kelly just sat and enjoyed the sights, taking in the nature that so often soothed her senses. Then she decided to sketch the gazebo that stood in one corner of the park. It had been decorated with corn stalks and pumpkins for an upcoming festival, and it was the perfect picture to warm up with.

She had just finished sketching the outline of the gazebo when she saw Mary approaching. Mary seemed surprised to see her, and Kelly was just as surprised. She didn't take Mary for an outdoorsy person, unless it was maybe walking hand in hand through the park with a loved one. There she was again, thinking about relationships. She really had to stop that.

"Hey, Kelly." Mary greeted her with a wave.

"Hi, Mary, how's it going?"

"Not too bad. Mind if I sit down?"

"Of course not." Kelly pushed aside her colored pencils and patted the ground beside her.

"Thanks. Beautiful day, isn't it?"

"Yes, it is."

They sat in silence for a few moments.

"I love the picture. It looks great."

Kelly looked down at the rough sketch in her lap. "Oh, it's no big deal. I just started. But thanks."

"You're really talented. I've always thought so."

"Thank you. I appreciate that. I've let my art go far too long. I've decided to take it up again."

"I'm glad. You've definitely got a gift. I would hate to see it go to waste."

Kelly accepted the compliment with a small smile. She had never done well with praise. Her art was a part of her, and she couldn't change it any more than she could change her height. Over the years she had honed her skill, but her eye remained the same. She still saw the world as colors and shapes and pictures. It was just who she was.

"Pete never appreciated that."

"Who's Pete?"

"I'm sorry?"

"Who's Pete?"

"Oh, I'm sorry. I didn't realize I had spoken aloud. Pete's my ex-boyfriend. A scumbag, if truth be told. He never understood my art. That's why I let it go for so long. I was always busy trying to please him. What a waste of time that ended up being."

"I'm sorry."

"No, it's okay. I just don't know why I put up with him for so long."

"Sometimes it's hard to see how bad a relationship is when you're in it. Trust me, I know."

"I guess you're right. But it won't happen again. I've sworn off men. It's time to focus on me for a change."

"Good for you."

"Yeah. It's time I made some changes in my life, started making strides in what I want to do and who I want to be."

"It's funny you should say that. I've been thinking of making some changes, too."

"Oh, yeah? Like what?"

Mary laughed. "That's the hard part. I don't know. But I'm not happy with what my life's become. I'm bored, lonely and predictable. I just don't know what to do about it."

"Yeah, that's rough. You've got to get out there, meet some people, do something fun."

"I signed up for a book group today."

"That's good. Not my cup of tea, but it seems to be right up your alley. When does it meet?"

"Tuesday nights. I probably won't go to the one tomorrow since I haven't read any of the book, but I'll start going next week."

"Sounds good. If you really want to shake things up, you should come out dancing with me, too."

"You dance?"

"Well, nothing professional or anything, but I used to go to this club that has a great DJ. I've decided to start going again. You should come with me."

"I don't know about that. I'm not much of a dancer."

"You don't have to be. It's all about letting loose and having fun."

"I don't know."

Kelly shrugged. "It's your call. But doing something out of the ordinary sometimes gets me out of my funks."

"I'll think about it."

"Okay. I hope you come. I'll be going on Friday night. It'll be lots of fun."

"I'll let you know. I'm not sure if it's really my thing."

"That's up to you. No pressure."

"Okay."

They chatted for a few more moments until Mary decided it was time for her to move on. Kelly watched her go. She was glad they had run into each other. Though she knew Mary from school, they had never been close. Mary seemed nice, though, and Kelly would welcome the chance to get to know her better. It sounded like they were in the same boat, trying to improve their lives and figure out what they were doing. Maybe they could be good motivation for each other, even if they didn't have much besides that in common.

Kelly looked back at the sketch in her lap. She was definitely out of practice, but it felt good to create again. Though her true passion lay with paints, she found drawing to be relaxing. The simple flow of a pencil line, the gentle shading as the colors blended together. Art spoke to her in a way nothing else could. It had always been her sanctuary.

Kelly thought back to her conversation with Mary. Maybe she should take her own advice and do something out of the ordinary. Her life had become a pattern: work, home, dancing on the weekends until she met the next loser, bad relationship, bad breakup, then it started all over again. While she didn't want to give up the dancing – it was a great emotional release – maybe she should do something else, too. Something different. She would just have to figure out what. 
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After much hemming and hawing, Mary finally decided to go dancing Friday night. She figured at the very least it would get her out of the house, spice up her life a bit. But as she pulled up to Kelly's apartment building, her stomach began to do somersaults. It had been much too long since she had done anything remotely close to clubbing, and she wasn't sure how to act. She was convinced she would make a fool of herself, and that Kelly would regret ever inviting her.

"You'll be fine," Kelly told her when they got in the car. Kelly had approved Mary's outfit, which went a long way toward easing Mary's anxiety, but Mary still felt terrified at the proposition of dancing in front of dozens of strangers.

"Is it that obvious that I'm nervous?"

"The white knuckles and wide eyes gave it away, I'm afraid." Kelly laughed.

"I don't know if I can do this."

"Of course you can. And even if you're not up to dancing, just sit at the bar and enjoy the music. Order a soda. Tap your foot to the beat. At least you're out of the house on a Friday night, not cooped up grading papers."

Mary took a deep breath. "You're right. I can do this. It shouldn't be so hard."

"Good. I'm glad you're feeling better. 'Cause we're here."

Mary swallowed hard and looked out the passenger's side window. There was a line of people waiting to get in, and she panicked again.

"They're all younger than me. I'm too old."

"You are not too old. You're what, 30?"

"32."

"Well, I'm 31. And there will be plenty of people much older than us inside. The teeny-boppers just have a hard time getting in."

Mary parked the car, and Kelly tucked an arm around her elbow.

"You'll be fine," she repeated with a nudge.

As they approached the door, the bouncer broke into a huge grin. "Kelly! It's been ages, girl. How you been?"

"Been great, Marcus, how are you?"

"Can't complain."

They greeted each other with a hug and a kiss on the cheek.

"This is my friend, Mary."

Mary held up her hand in greeting.

"She's a little shy."

"Well you won't be shy for long. We got a great crowd in there tonight. It's nice to meet you, Mary. Have a good time."

Marcus unlatched the rope barrier, and Kelly grabbed Mary's hand and led her inside. Mary's eyes grew wider as they took in the lights and people waiting inside. The music was loud, but bearable. The dance floor was filled, the bar equally crowded. Booths lined one wall, and groups of people sat laughing and drinking in each one.

"There are a lot of people here," she commented to Kelly.

"Yeah, Friday nights are usually pretty packed. Let's see if we can snag a couple of seats at the bar."

Mary followed obediently, still taking in the sights. If nothing else, she would have a story to tell Maddy. Maddy had begged her to go, insisting that with three kids, a house to clean and carpool duty every weekend, she had to live vicariously through Mary. Mary wasn't sure how exciting her evening would be, but at least she was out of the apartment, with something more than TV to keep her company.

A little flirting on the part of Kelly got them a couple of seats at one corner of the bar. Kelly ordered them drinks, and Mary stepped up onto the stool. She hadn't been very social in college, and she wasn't quite sure how to behave, or sit, or look. Maybe she was taking this a little too quickly. She should have had Kelly give her lessons before she dared to go out in public.

"Wow, five minutes and you've already got guys checking you out."

"What?" Mary turned to Kelly in a panic.

"Relax. You look great, and you'll be fine. Just get that deer-in-headlights look out of your eyes, and things will go fine."

"I'm not here to pick up guys, Kelly."

"I know that, but they don't. And you don't have to go out with any of them. Just smile and bat your eyelashes, and they'll buy you drinks. They love a chase, you get free drinks. It's a win-win."

"I don't want to lead anyone on."

"It's not leading them on. They expect it."

Mary swallowed and looked around. A couple of men at the other end of the bar smiled at her.

Kelly started swinging her hips to the beat. "I love this song! I'm gonna go dance. Will you be all right for a minute?"

"I guess so. I mean of course. Go dance. Don't worry about me."

"Okay. Come and join me when you get settled."

"Okay."

Mary watched Kelly go and sipped her drink. After a moment she closed her eyes and tried tapping her foot to the music. She would never enjoy herself if she didn't let herself relax.

"Do you want to dance?"

The voice was near her right ear, and she opened her eyes and spun in its direction to find a thirty-something man smiling at her.

"Excuse me?"

"Would you like to dance?" He held out a hand.

"Um, okay. I guess. I'm not much of a dancer."

"That's okay. Neither am I."

He led her onto the dance floor and spun her into his arm.

Mary attempted a smile. "Not a dancer, huh? That was a whole lot more impressive than anything I can do." 

"Well, I'll lead, and you can follow. Or you can just stand there looking adorable, and I'll dance around you."

"Now that would be embarrassing."

Mary did her best to follow his moves, and she thought she did pretty well, all things considered. When the song ended, fading into the next song, she found herself still holding the man's hand, twirling and shaking and moving her feet. She was winded by the time the second song ended.

"I think I need something to drink."

"What would you like?"

"Um, Sprite?"

"Okay."

Mary followed him back to the bar.

"Jack and Coke for me, Sprite for the young lady." He tossed a couple of bills on the bar, and a moment later, he handed the drink to Mary.

"Thanks."

"Any time. I'm Alex, by the way."

"Mary."

"A pleasure to meet you."

He held her gaze for a moment, then turned to the drink the bartender had rested on the bar.

"I'm going to guess you don't come here often."

"First time, actually. A friend convinced me to come."

"Remind me to thank your friend."

Mary was sure she was being picked up. She wasn't quite sure how she felt about it, but Alex had nice eyes, and he had been a gentleman so far. It wouldn't hurt to talk for a few minutes. When he asked her to dance again, she had no problem accepting.

A while later, she met up with Kelly at the bar.

"Well, you seem to be having a good time."

"Yeah, not too bad, actually."

"I'm glad. Who's the cutie you've been dancing with?"

"His name is Alex."

"He's hot."

"I suppose. I hadn't really noticed." Mary could feel her cheeks grow pink.

"Mmhmm. I don't buy that for a minute." Kelly grinned. "But I won't embarrass you too much. I'm glad you're enjoying yourself."

"Me, too. I wasn't sure I would, but I am."

"Good. Whenever you're ready to leave, just let me know. It's still relatively early, but I know you're not used to being out 'til the wee hours of the morning, so let me know."

"Okay, will do."

It was almost midnight when Mary caught up with Kelly to leave. By the time Mary was back at her apartment, it was twelve thirty. She refilled Izzy's food dish, rubbed a sleepy Izzy's head, then got ready for bed. She fell asleep with a smile on her face.
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The rest of the weekend was uneventful, but when Mary walked into the teacher's lounge Monday morning, she was still smiling. Kelly called her on it when they met at the coffee machine.

"So, good weekend?"

Mary looked down at her coffee and stirred in the cream. "Not too bad, I suppose."

"Your smile wouldn't by any chance have to do with the fine-looking gentleman you may or may not have met on Friday evening?"

Mary blushed. "I told you I'm not looking to meet someone."

"Just because you're not looking doesn't mean you won't find one."

"I know, but I don't think I'm ready to date."

"Why not? You've dated before, haven't you?"

"Of course I have. I just – It's been a while. And I don't think I could date someone I met at a club."

"Well, date or not, I'm glad to see you had a good time."

"Yeah, I was surprised at how good a time I had."

"I'm glad. It's fun to let go once in a while. We should do it again."

"Yeah, maybe we should."

"What are you doing this weekend?"

"Not sure yet. I don't know if I'm ready to go dancing again quite yet, though."

"Okay, how about coffee then? We can get together after school on Friday."

"That would work."

"Great. I'll catch you later; we'll work out the details."

"Sounds good."

Mary watched Kelly leave the teachers' lounge and took a sip of her coffee. Meeting Alex had definitely been a surprise, but she wasn't lying when she told Kelly she didn't think she was ready to date again. Still, she was glad she had gone out, let herself go a bit. It was nice to take her mind off things and just move to the music. And since she wasn't looking for a man, there had been no pressure, no reason to impress. She could be herself, and she was starting to realize that that was a good thing, indeed.

By the time Tuesday evening rolled around, Mary was ready for her new book group. She had caught up on the reading and felt ready to discuss the book intelligently. It would be nice to have an educated discussion with a group of like-minded adults. Too much of her day was spent talking to children and changing her way of thinking to accommodate their level.

Despite being prepared, however, she was still nervous when she entered the library and asked for directions to the room where the meeting would be held.

It was a small group: six women who sat chatting or nibbling on refreshments while they waited for the meeting to begin. Mary felt like an outsider until one of the women stood and approached.

"You must be Mary. I was told we had a new member of the group."

"Yes, I'm Mary."

"Welcome, welcome. I'm Trish. Let me introduce you to the rest of the group." Trish rested a hand on Mary's shoulder and led her toward the center of the room.

Danielle, known to friends as Dani, was a petite thirty-something woman with short, tousled hair and a friendly grin. To her right sat Nancy, who was likely in her fifties. Nancy had salt-and-pepper hair down to her shoulders, and she was dressed in a conservative suit. Her smile was warm, though, and Mary felt she added a sophisticated air to the room. By the refreshment table stood Pat and Anne, grandmotherly women who greeted her with smiles and offered her coffee and cookies. The group was rounded out with Jackie, whose smile wasn't quite as friendly, a bit shy. Jackie sat by herself on the other side of the circle of chairs. Mary got the impression Jackie kept to herself and wondered why she would have joined a book group if she didn't have the desire to be sociable.

Mary helped herself to a couple of cookies and sat in the empty chair near Jackie. She placed her purse on the floor and pulled out the book they would be discussing. They seemed like a friendly bunch overall, and she was sure she would enjoy herself. She was excited to get her brain working again.

An hour into the meeting, Mary found the women were just as interested in socializing as they were in discussing the book. She didn't mind. In fact, she found herself smiling and contributing to the conversation on several occasions. It was nice to meet new people, and she was surprised by how much the eclectic group of women had in common. By the time the meeting was over, she felt she had made several new friends. She even stayed after the meeting to chat with Dani and Trish.

Mary arrived home, still smiling. It had been a successful outing, and she looked forward to the following week's meeting. As she scooped up Izzy and filled up his food dish, she couldn't help but laugh. Between dancing and her book club, she was turning into a social butterfly. And despite her nerves, she had had a good time. Her mind had been active, she had met new people, and she had enjoyed herself. Most importantly, she had gotten out of the apartment and done something she wanted to do. The thought alone was exhilarating. 
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Kelly's last art class of the day was always the most difficult. The students themselves were fine, but being so late in the day made it hard for Kelly to keep their attention. They were all anxious to head home. She was fortunate that she taught art and not a more serious, boring subject. She was able to modify the projects to ensure their interest was held as long as possible.

Friday's class was harder than most, it being the last day before a three-day weekend. By the time three fifteen rolled around, Kelly was just as anxious as the children to get out of that classroom.

She was just packing up her things when she noticed one student remained in her chair, working on her drawing project.

"Cassie?"

The little girl looked up, then around.

"It's time to go home. Didn't you hear me when I said to pack up your things?"

"I'm sorry, Miss Turner. I guess I was too busy drawing."

"That's okay. Why don't I help you put away your pencils?"

They tidied up the work area, and Kelly walked Cassie out. The girl's steps were slow, and Kelly slowed her steps to match. Unlike her classmates, Cassie didn't seem eager to get on the bus.

"I'll see you Tuesday, Cassie. Have a good weekend, okay?"

"Tuesday?"

"Monday's Columbus Day. We don't have school."

"Oh." The girl's face fell.

"Is everything okay?"

"Yeah. I'm okay."

"Okay. Then I'll see you Tuesday."

"Bye, Miss Turner."

Kelly watched her get on the bus before returning to her classroom. She made a mental note to keep a special eye on Cassie. It wasn't normal for a child to dread going home.

After gathering her things, she drove to the coffee shop where she was meeting Mary. She was nursing her chai tea when Mary rushed in.

"Sorry I'm late."

"Not a problem. I've only been here a couple of minutes."

"Okay." She removed her jacket and went up to the counter to order her drink before joining Kelly. "It has been a crazy day."

"What happened?"

"Oh, typical day-before-a-three-day-weekend kind of stuff. The kids were overexcited, making every lesson plan take twice as long. By three fifteen, I was just as eager to go as they were. But of course that's when Principal Phillips decides he needs to talk to me."

"What did he want?"

"Just to give me a heads up about one of the kids in my class. I guess his parents are going through a messy divorce, and Phillips thought I should know. It makes sense, especially since Chris has been acting up more than usual lately."

"I have a student that's been acting strange, too. Does Chris have a sister?"

"I think so. Older by just a year or two."

"Last name Grey?"

"Yeah."

"Makes sense for me, too, then. She seemed so sad today. She was definitely not eager to go home."

"Poor thing. I wish there was more we could do for these kids sometimes. It's hard to know where to draw the line."

"Tell me about it. I felt so sorry for her. She was still sitting at her table after the rest of the kids had left. She was in her own little world. She hadn't even heard me when I said it was time to go."

They sat in silence for a moment until Mary spoke again.

"Sometimes I think being a teacher is the hardest job there is. You care so much for these kids, and yet your hands are tied to help them."

"I guess we just have to do our best and hope it's enough."

"Yeah."

"Okay, it's time to get our minds off this. Let's talk about something else."

"Works for me."

"How did your book group meeting go?"

"Great. We didn't talk much about the book, but I got to meet some great people."

"That's good. Though it kind of defeats the purpose of a book group if you don't talk about the book."

"True, but it was nice because every once in a while someone would bring up a point about the book, and we could link it to things that were happening in our lives. It made everything more relevant."

"Maybe I should join, too."

"You? Join a book club?" Mary looked shocked.

Kelly shrugged. "Maybe. I was just thinking about doing something different. You're trying dancing. I thought maybe I should try the book thing."

"Do you like to read?"

Kelly shrugged again. "Books are all right."

Mary laughed. "If you're not keen on books, I don't think you'll like a book club."

"Maybe you're right." Kelly rested her chin on one hand. "I don't know what to try then."

"You'll think of something."

"I suppose."

"How's your week been?"

"Pretty low-key. I've spent a lot of time at home. It's been kind of nice, actually. I don't have to worry about what someone else wants to do, or making dinner for someone else, or cleaning up the kitchen table after I've spread out all my art supplies. I can do what I want, when I want. It's all been rather liberating."

"I'm glad. What have you been working on?"

"This and that. I've got a few things in the works right now. Last night I took out my watercolors. It's been forever since I've painted with watercolors. I forgot how soothing it can be."

"I love watercolor paintings. Soothing's a good word for them. They're so soft and pretty."

"Have you ever painted?"

"Me? No. I don't think I would be very good."

"It's not about being good. It's about releasing your creativity. I could show you how, if you'd like."
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