
  
    
  


  “Ah, reunions. What is it about them that erases the years of maturity and draws us directly back to the past, complete with the hurts, friendships, and crushes we thought we left behind? Such is the stuff of novelist Debby Mayne’s fun journey to Piney Point, Mississippi, where the women get all prettied up but are forced to explore relationships that go far deeper than perfect skin or big hair. I recommend you take a seat at Priscilla’s station and keep your ears open for a juicy story or two.”


  —Trish Perry, author of Tea for Two and Love Finds You on Christmas Morning


  “Pretty Is As Pretty Does is something very different from author Debby Mayne. We haven’t seen this odd and joyous quirkiness in her characters before, and she orchestrates them beautifully. Small-town southerners abound with all the charm, humor, and sweet tea you hope for, with an unexpected twist of sass and heart.”


  —Sandra D. Bricker, award-winning author of laugh-out-loud fiction, including the Emma Rae Creations series starting with Always the Baker, Never the Bride


  “Anyone who has ever attended a high-school reunion—tenth, twenty-fifth, or even fiftieth—will take to this book like the proverbial duck to water. Seriously! We all go to these events thinking we’re the ugly duckling but determined to prove we’re really a graceful swan. Debby Mayne’s quirky, funny, absolutely true-to-life characters will capture your heart and take you right along on their reunion adventures with them. You’ll love every minute of it, chuckle through every page, and hopefully come away with a fresh reminder of why high-school reunions are really much more about the future than the past.”


  —Kathi Macias (www.boldfiction.com), award-winning author of forty books, including her latest releases, Deliver Me From Evil and Special Delivery


  “I absolutely loved Pretty Is as Pretty Does. Reminiscent of my own high-school reunion, I laughed a lot, and I’m sure I recognize some of her characters as people from my high school. Debby Mayne pens stories that bring her readers back for more. Novel Rocket and I give Pretty Is as Pretty Does a resounding recommendation.”


  —Ane Mulligan, Senior Editor, Novel Rocket (www.novelrocket.com)


  “Debby Mayne does a wonderful job of drawing the reader into the lives of the characters from the class of 1993 at Piney Point High School. Great characters with real-life problems.”


  —Margaret Daley, author of Scorned Justice


  “I was thoroughly entranced by this book by Debby Mayne. I’ve loved her books for a long time, but this one had so much in it that hit close to home for me. My daughter is a hairdresser, and Debby’s character hit the mark—her motives for helping women feel better about themselves, her artistry and abilities. And this book has a large cast of unique characters who display almost the whole gamut of human frailties. And the book was full of humor and pathos. I highly recommend it.”


  —Lena Nelson Dooley, award-winning author of Maggie’s Journey, Mary’s Blessing, Catherine’s Pursuit, and Love Finds You in Golden, New Mexico
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1

  Priscilla Slater


  We are thrilled to announce

  Piney Point High School’s

  10-year reunion

  on June 7, 2003, at 7:30 PM

  in Piney Point High’s

  newly renovated gymnasium.

  Attire: Sunday best

  RSVP: Laura Moss 601-555-1515

  PS: There will be a preparty

  at Shenanigan’s in Hattiesburg

  starting at about 5:00 PM.


  Wow. Ten years. As I read my high school reunion invitation a second time, I can’t help smiling. Although I own one of the most successful businesses in my hometown of Piney Point, Mississippi, I’ve lost track of most of the people I graduated with.


  Knowing the people I went to high school with, this is going to be one crazy event—that is, if everyone attends. I’m not surprised Laura added a preparty to the invitation. Her husband has never attended any social event before prepartying his face off—even in high school. Pete Moss graduated with the distinct honor of high school lush, and as far as I know, he continues to hold that honor, which is ironic since I don’t remember ever seeing Laura touching a drop of anything stronger than her mama’s two-day-old sweet tea.


  Poor Laura.


  I pin the invitation to the bulletin board beside the fridge. And for extra measure, I jot the date on my calendar. In pencil, just in case . . . well, in case something comes up.


  As I kick off my killer high-heels, I wonder if Maurice will be there. I sigh as I remember the guy who, in my mind, almost became my boyfriend. I used to stand in front of my bedroom mirror, practicing “looks.” I think back and realize things weren’t as they seemed, but I still wonder if he’ll see me differently now that I’ve made something of myself. Not that I’m trying to impress anyone.


  And I sure haven’t impressed my parents. Quite the opposite. Still, I’ve taken a small-town beauty shop and turned it into a fabulous business—one of the most successful in Piney Point. And I’m not ready to stop there. I already have three shops—the original, which used to be called Dolly’s Cut ’n Curl, one in Hattiesburg that formerly held the title Goldy’s Locks, and the salon where my current office is located in Jackson. In honor of the first, they are all called Prissy’s Cut ’n Curl, although I’m seriously considering changing the name to something a little trendier since I’m planning to expand. I mean, really, can you imagine anyone in New York City telling her friends she gets her hair done at the Cut ’n Curl? Besides, I hate being called Prissy.


  I’ll never forget Mother’s reaction when she found out I’d dropped out of my first semester of college and enrolled at the Pretty and Proud School of Cosmetology. You’d have thought I announced I wanted to pledge Phi Mu or something. No offense to anyone in Phi Mu. It’s just that Mother was a Chi Omega, and that makes me a legacy, which carries even more clout than being Miss Piney Point, something I never was. Mother would have had a fit if I’d even suggested entering a beauty contest. So when I met some of the Chi Omegas at Ole Miss, I was surprised by how many of them were beauty queens—something Mother never mentioned. Makes me wonder what happened to her between her Chi O heydays and now.


  My parents are academics and proud of it. Mother is a professor of English, and Dad is head of the history department at the Piney Point Community College, but you’d think they had tenure at an Ivy League school the way they carry on.


  I missed lunch today and my stomach’s grumbling. But when the noise turns to hissing, I relent and pull a Lean Cuisine from the freezer. I know how to cook, but it seems pointless to do that for one. I also know that one Lean Cuisine isn’t enough, so while it heats in the microwave, I grab a bag of salad and dump the contents into a bowl. Then I chop a tomato, grab a few olives, and pour a tablespoon of ranch dressing on top. I step back and study the salad before I squirt another tablespoon or two. The salad’s full of fiber and the Lean Cuisine is low-fat, so I figure that balances out the extra calories.


  Just as I’m about to sit down and enjoy dinner, the phone rings. It has to be Mother, I think. She’s the only one who ever calls my house phone. I hesitate, but my daughterly duties overcome me. What if she needs something? I’d never be able to live with the guilt if I didn’t answer an important call from the woman who gave birth to me after twenty hours of labor—or so she tells folks when they ask why I’m an only child.


  “Did you get your invitation yet?” she asks without letting me finish my hello. “Are you planning on going?”


  Leave it to Mother to know about the reunion before me. “Yes . . . well, probably.”


  “There’s really no point, Priscilla. After all, it’s all about showing off all your accomplishments, and it’s not like you’ve made all that much of your life.”


  I bite my tongue, as I always have. I want to let Mother know how I really feel, but talking back has never gotten me anywhere with her, so I somehow manage to keep my yap shut. She takes that as encouragement to keep going.


  “That silly-frilly little job of yours will get old one of these days, and then what will you do?”


  “Mother, you know it’s more than a job to me.”


  She laughs. “All you do is decorate the outside of women—”


  “Some of our clients are men,” I remind her.


  “Okay, so you work on the outer appearance of women . . . and men. How does that really make any difference in the world? You could have been so much more than that, Priscilla. Your father and I—”


  “My business makes a huge difference in a lot of people’s lives. Our clients feel better about themselves, and I keep a couple dozen people employed so they can feed their families.”


  “Well, there is that.” Mother pauses as she reloads. “At any rate, why would you even want to go?”


  “Because I want to?” I can’t help the fact that I’m starting to sound like an adolescent.


  “That’s a shock. Your father and I were wondering why you haven’t shown your face in town in the past year. Then it dawned on me that you didn’t want folks to see you wearing braces. I’m surprised you even have a salon left. You know what the mice do when the cat’s away.”


  “I hire people I can trust,” I tell her through gritted teeth.


  “So are you going to the reunion or not?”


  “Like I said, I’m not sure.”


  “Do you want your old classmates to see you in braces? After all, since you’re so into appearances, I would think—”


  “I’m getting them off soon, so that’s not an issue.” I suspect she’s annoyed that I got braces for cosmetic reasons. I begged Mother to let me have braces when I was a kid, but after the dentist assured her it wasn’t necessary for good dental care, she told me I was just being shallow. Throughout high school, I smiled with my mouth closed so people wouldn’t notice my overlapping front teeth.


  Mother lets out one of her long-suffering sighs. “Okay, well, if you do decide to go, give us plenty of notice so we can clear our schedule for your visit. Your father and I have social obligations, since he’s the head of his department.”


  “Yes, I know.” Ever since Dad’s promotion, Mother likes to remind me of his position. And it’s been at least three years. “Whatever I decide, there’s no need to clear your schedule.”


  “You know you’re always welcome to stay here at the house,” she adds.


  I wish I really did feel welcome. “Thank you, Mother.” But I’ve learned to live with the tension.


  “And don’t forget to bring your church clothes. We’re not like your church in the city. We still show our respect by dressing nicely.”


  “Yes, I know.”


  I hear Dad calling out to her, so I’m relieved when she tells me she needs to run. After I hang up, I lean against the wall and slide to the floor. Talking to my mother is exhausting.
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  On my way to the office the next morning, Mother’s voice rings through my head. “Someday you’ll thank me for this,” she’d said when she dropped me off on the steps of my dorm at Ole Miss, her alma mater. She reminded me it’s always good to start out away from home to get a taste of being on my own but with a safety net—as if I was arguing about where I was going to college. The real argument happened when I dropped out.


  See, ever since I entered my teenage years, I dreamed of doing something with clothes and hair and eventually turn it into my own business. I never minded studying in high school if it meant making my parents happy, but college wasn’t the path that would lead me to where I wanted the rest of my life to go. Just do it, right? Some of the most successful young entrepreneurs either skipped or dropped out of college. Look at Steve Jobs and Mark Zuckerberg.


  I pull into the parking lot of my Jackson shop and open the car door. And pause. I sit there and stare at the two-story, redbrick building with an upscale salon on the ground level and my office upstairs. This is the first salon I built from the ground up, and I’m mighty proud of its success in the two short years since I’ve been there. The Jackson newspaper did a story on me once and claimed I’m lucky in business. I might not have finished my first semester of college, but I’m a logical thinker and planner. I did a year-long study and determined this location had the most potential for growth. The old mansions in the neighborhood are being bought for a song, divided up and renovated into apartments, and sold for a fortune. Then there’s all the twenty-something, fresh-out-of-college hipsters moving into those apartments. My success isn’t luck—it’s knowing what I want and being willing to work hard for it.


  Finally, I get out of the car, grab my briefcase, and head up the side staircase to my office. Before I open the door, I know Tim is here by the fresh scent of Abercrombie and Fitch’s latest cologne for men.


  “Looky what the cat drug in.”


  “What are you doing here so early?” I toss my briefcase into the tiny office behind my assistant, Mandy, who is too busy opening mail and acting like she’s minding her own business for me to think she’s not getting a kick out of my annoyance. “Any messages?”


  “Just got here, Prissy. You got a ton of mail from yesterday.”


  “I need to talk to the mailman. It’s just not right for all our mail to get here after we leave.”


  “I know, right?” Mandy cuts a glance over at Tim then rolls her eyes toward me.


  “So are you here for my order?” I ask Tim. He’s still in one of the three chairs across from Mandy’s desk.


  Tim is a sales rep for his uncle’s beauty supply company, and he covers most of the center of the state. If he gave all his customers the attention he gives me, he’d never have time to sleep. Even Mandy has noticed.


  “I thought I’d take you to breakfast.”


  I fold my arms and arch an eyebrow as I study him. “What’s the occasion?”


  He shrugs. “I dunno. I thought maybe we could talk about your reunion.”


  “Are you kidding me?” I shriek. “You know about the reunion?”


  “Um . . .” He glances over at Mandy who shrugs and busies herself with some paperwork that’s been sitting on her desk for a week. Finally, he turns to me and meets my gaze with challenge. “Yeah. I talked to Sheila last week when I stopped by your salon in Piney Point.”


  Sheila’s the hairdresser I put in charge of the Piney Point salon when I left to open the Jackson office. “Why did you stop by there? I do all my ordering here.”


  If Tim doesn’t stop shrugging so much, his shoulders will get stuck. “Old time’s sake, and all that.” He stands. “So if you don’t have a date, I’m available.”


  Tim has a crush on me. We dated for a while, but after he started getting serious, I resisted all his advances. I have a business to run, and I don’t have time for romantic distractions. Besides, the chemistry isn’t there for me. “It’s almost two months away. I have no idea what I’m doing that night.”


  He follows me into my office. “At least think about it. We’ve been friends for a long time, and you can totally be yourself with me.” He holds both hands out to his sides and makes one of his goofy faces. “My mama taught me good manners, so I won’t embarrass you. I know which fork to use for the salad, and I even have my own tux.”


  I can’t help laughing. “You’re kidding, right?”


  “Yeah, you start with the outside silverware and work your way toward the plate.”


  “No, Tim,” I say slowly. “I’m talking about the tux. You seriously own one?”


  He nods.


  “But why?” I leave out the part about how he has always fancied himself a redneck, and even if he hadn’t come out and said that, I would’ve known the instant he told me he owns every single book Lewis Grizzard and Jeff Foxworthy ever wrote.


  All satisfied and full of himself, he replies, “It’s from my stand-up comic days, back before I came to work for Uncle Hugh.”


  That explains a lot. “That might be rather ostentatious.”


  “Osten-what?”


  Oops. “Showy.” He looks so eager to please, I can’t tell him no right now. “I’ll have to let you know, but first, tell me why my last hair color order is taking so long.”


  “I take it you don’t want to go to breakfast?”


  
2

  Laura Moss


  If I get one more invitation back for being undeliverable, I’ll croak. Everyone assumes that I don’t mind taking on all these “special” jobs, just because I always have, but come on! People move, and they don’t even bother letting the class committee know. When I say class committee, I mean me. That’s it. I’m the one person who cares enough to keep track of the whereabouts of everyone who graduated with me. Why do I care? That’s the billion-dollar question of the year. After putting up with all kinds of abuse from so-called friends for thirteen years—from kindergarten to our senior year of high school—you’d think I would’ve learned my lesson.


  Somehow I thought when I was elected vice-president of our senior class right before twelfth grade, people finally saw me as an important person. No. It just meant no one else wanted to do the job. I knew I wasn’t popular enough to be president, good enough with numbers to be treasurer, or smart enough to be secretary. But with an Army sergeant daddy, I know how to be organized.


  My mama decided she’d had enough organization, and ran off with a weasel named Randy “Save-a-Lot” Elmore, the man who gave her a double-digit discount on a five-year-old Town Car. Now he’s her weasel-in-shining-armor. And they live in the nicest mobile home park in town where every home has a skirt and all utilities are underground. Theirs is a double-wide, so when I lived with them, they had plenty of room for me and my meager possessions. Life wasn’t easy with a stepdad though.


  At least I had Pete. We were on-again-off-again boyfriend and girlfriend ever since fourth grade when we were paired off in our P.E. square dance class. That was the only time either of us ever did good at anything, and we wallowed in the attention we got from our faultless do-si-dos.


  Pete has other good qualities too—one of them being loyalty. He stood by me through all the problems I had with my parents, even during the stickiest situations.


  As time passed, Pete and I became inseparable, except for a couple times, like the time we had a fight and he spent two weeks being Celeste’s boyfriend. And when Daddy caught us makin’ out in the back of Pete’s mama’s car and threatened him with his service revolver. It’s been ten years and four kids since that night.


  “Honey!” I hear Pete blasting his way through the house, slamming doors and letting out some bodily sounds other women might find disgusting. “I just left the Chili Hut, and they said we can use the back room before the reunion.”


  I frown. “I’ve already sent out the invitations with Shenanigan’s for the preparty.”


  He comes up to me, massages my neck, and lets out a loud belch. “This is for before the preparty. You don’t want me to show up without warming up first, do you?”


  “Maybe you don’t need to warm up as much as you think you do.”


  Pete opens the fridge, and I hear the familiar sound of a pop-top before he closes the door. “This is a class reunion, Hon. Everyone has certain expectations. I don’t want to disappoint.” He belts out one of those laughs that annoy me—the kind that sounds like a cross between a snore and a snort.


  I’m not in the mood for another argument so soon after the last one, so I clamp my mouth shut and tighten my jaw. What seemed cute and funny back in high school is now a major source of all our fussin’ and fightin’. Pete used to like sneaking a few beers with his buddies before school dances. He said it made him light on his feet, and I have to admit, he was much less inhibited than the other boys who didn’t imbibe. Now it just makes him sloppy and stupid sounding. But he still has his moments of tenderness, like when he tells me I’m a good wife and mama. I take what I can get.


  “What time are the kids getting home?” he asks.


  “Bubba’s spending the night with Matt. Renee and Bonnie Sue are upstairs playing, and Jack’s outside riding his bike.”


  He makes a face. “I was thinking about a little romance.”


  Romance is the last thing on my husband’s mind, I think, as he stumbles on his way into the living room. This is obviously not his first drink of the day. After his last D.U.I., you would’ve thought he’d at least stay sober to drive home from work.


  I pull out my box of reunion stuff and line everything up so I can check off the people as they R.S.V.P. So far, I’ve had two phone calls from people who said they were gonna try to make it. It’s still too early for the reply cards to come in the mail.


  The phone rings, so I hop out of the chair and answer it. My shirt snags on the rough back of the chair. I’ve been after Pete to go shopping for new kitchen furniture, but he doesn’t think we need anything new with four kids in the house. “They’ll just ruin it,” he says, “so let’s wait until they’re grown and gone before we replace anything.”


  That’s the story of my life, I think, as I listen to Mama drone on about the cruise she and Randy just signed up for. I decide not to call her out on breaking her promise to watch the kids during the reunion. Instead, I tell her I hope she has fun before I hang up and sit back down to see how much damage I did to my favorite gauze top.


  “Who was that on the phone?” Pete asks as he walks back into the kitchen to toss his beer can and pop another one.


  “Mama.”


  Pete pauses. “So what’s new with your mama?”


  I suck in a deep breath and close my eyes. “She and Randy are goin’ on a cruise.”


  “Well, good for her. Maybe we should get my mama and daddy to watch the kids, and we can join them.”


  “No, I don’t think so.”


  “What?” he asks as he buries his head in the fridge so I can barely hear him. “I thought you always wanted to go on a cruise.” He laughs as he straightens and kicks the refrigerator door shut and slugs half the contents of the can he’s holding. “They have them all-you-can-eat buffets.”


  “Those all-you-can-eat buffets,” I say, correcting him.


  “You can be uppity as you want, Laura, but I know who I am.”


  I choose to ignore his last comment. “We’ll be at the class reunion.” I stand up and take a look around at the mess around me. “Why is everything getting so complicated? First, the printer can’t get the invitations right, not once but twice, then all these people moved without leaving forwarding addresses, and now Mama is going back on her word.”


  Pete puts his can down and looks directly at me. “Ever think it might be you?”


  I’m stunned. Pete has his flaws, but he’s always at least pretended to support me during tough times. I open my mouth, but nothing comes out.


  “Think about it, Laura. You’ve brought a lot of this on yourself. If you hadn’t taken on more than you can handle, you might be able to get something right.”


  My chin quivers, but I manage not to shed a tear. Pete is right. I take on way too much, and I’m in over my head.


  “I’m just tellin’ you this ’cause I love you.”


  “Doesn’t sound like it.” I bite my lip to keep from letting him have it. I know I’m not the easiest person to live with, but my life has been tough.


  “You’ve never been any good at lettin’ others do for you ’cause you’re so busy doing for everyone else.” He picks the can back up and joins me at the table. “Remember when I used to try to tote your books and you wouldn’t let me?”


  I nod. “That’s just because you’d drop them.”


  “See?” He shakes his head. “Maybe, but you oughta have at least let me try to help.”


  “It just seems like it’s easier to do things myself than hand it over to someone else.”


  “That’s what you seem to believe.” He takes another swig of beer, puts down the can, then bares his teeth as he swallows, another habit that has always annoyed me. I look away. “Did you ever get in touch with that band you’ve got your heart set on?”


  “Not yet.” I’ve been chompin’ at the bit to get Charlie and the Checkers to play for the reunion. That’ll impress everyone, and maybe people will think I’m really something.


  “I told you Zeke Jacoby and his group will play for half the price, but you can’t wait forever. They pretty much stay booked a month or two ahead.”


  I nod. “Yeah, I know. I should hear something from Charlie’s manager soon. If I don’t, I’ll let you know so you can talk to Zeke.”


  Little Jack comes into the kitchen, his face red and all scrunched up. “Mama, these shoes is hurtin’ my feet. Can we go back to the store and get me some new ones?”


  I lean toward my youngest child and look him in the eye. “Not shoes is. Shoes are.”


  He tilts his head. “Huh?”


  “You need to learn to talk right, or no one will ever take you seriously.”


  “C’mon, Laura, lighten up. He’s only five years old.”


  “Don’t start that with me,” I tell my husband as I see little Jack backing away out of the corner of my eye. “He needs to establish good speech habits, or he’ll sound like . . . like . . .”


  “Like a hick?” Pete says, his mouth contorted Elvis-style.


  I narrow my eyes and glare at him. Just as a growl starts in my throat, he lifts his hand and shakes his head then turns back to our son.


  “This is not the time to argue with your mama, son. She’s in a real stinkin’ mood this evenin’.”


  “Stinkin’ mood?” I say, my voice even tighter than usual, making me sound like a cat with its tail caught under a rocker. “I’ll show you what a stinkin’ mood is.” Little Jack scurries out of the kitchen so fast you’d never know his shoes hadn’t been broken in yet. Silence fills the room for a few seconds.


  Pete sighs and stands. He starts to leave before turning back and looking me over. “Have you started your pre-reunion diet yet?” He snickers, turns, and walks away shaking his head. “Just kiddin’. Can’t you take a joke?”


  If I didn’t think the Lord was looking at me, I’d pick up the saltshaker and throw it at Pete. Besides, the way things have been going for me lately, I’d probably miss.


  Why can’t I be more like Priscilla Slater and not worry about what everyone else thinks? That girl has everything she wants and then some.


  
3

  Tim Puckett


  I may be a redneck, but I’m proud of who I am. Mama raised us kids to appreciate all things Southern. The only thing I don’t get is Gone with the Wind, and it’s not because I haven’t tried. I’ve watched that movie more times than I can count, and I still think Rhett is a scoundrel, and he don’t treat women very good. In my book, he’s a commitment-phobe. I learned all about people like him by talking to some of the hairdressers.


  Now Priscilla, she’s Scarlett, only nicer and a tad softer. She never lets anyone else tell her what she wants—not even her mama and daddy (who, by the way, don’t allow her to call them that). She bucked her bookish upbringing and did not do what they wanted for her life. I say good for her.


  Being a hairdresser is an honorable profession in my book. A girl’s hairdresser is her makeover specialist, both inside and out. But Mr. and Mrs. Slater don’t respect Pricilla’s career. She was voted “Most Likely to Succeed” in high school—and she has three highly profitable salons to show for that—but sometimes she seems insecure. I think it’s her snooty parents who act like they’re better than everyone else in town, including their daughter. I only met them once, but it don’t take long to catch the drift that they’d rather be reading a book than talking to this little redneck boy from Jasper County, Mississippi.


  Mama says I’m smitten. I appreciate the fact that Priscilla’s driven and knows where she’s drivin’. The only problem is she doesn’t yet know we’re meant to be together. But I have the patience of an oak tree. And after she goes into her office and slams the door, I leave to give her some of that space I keep hearing about. There’s always tomorrow.
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  I’m up with the chickens the next morning, ready to try again. I stop off at Piggly Wiggly and pick up a bouquet of flowers and a Snickers bar to get me back in favor with Priscilla. It worked last time.


  I pull into the salon parking lot and see that her car isn’t there yet. So I sit and wait. A few minutes later, I spot her coming up the street in her yellow convertible. I smile. Priscilla isn’t one to be satisfied with the typical candy-apple-red convertible. She has to have a yellow one to be different.


  As soon as I see her smiling face, I know all is fine in her world. Whatever was bugging her yesterday is gone today. That girl is the best at self-counseling. Whatever mind games she plays with herself work. If she could box up the secret, she’d make a million dollars.


  She parks her car beside mine, gets out, and comes over to my window. “Hey, Tim. Is your breakfast offer still open?”


  Be still my heart. I nod as I grab the flowers and the Snickers bar and thrust them at her. Not cool, I know, but I don’t want to miss the opportunity, and she’s standing right there.


  “You are so sweet!” She takes my gifts and gestures with her head toward the salon. “Let me go put these in a vase and see if Mandy needs anything, then we can go.”


  I follow her, trying not to look like a lost puppy. I assume her self-assured stride is rehearsed because she’s so good at it. No wiggle, just walk, but it works. She’s wearing high heels today, but even in flats, there’s no doubt she’s a woman who’s in charge and not just out there lookin’ for a man.


  I wait for her to do her early-morning office stuff. Mandy occasionally casts a somewhat cautiously flirty glance my way. She’s a cute girl, but I still only have eyes for Priscilla, so I look everywhere but at Mandy.


  On our way out to the parking lot, Priscilla tosses her hair over her shoulder and looks me in the eye. “Your car or mine?”


  I shrug. I know she loves driving, and I want her to be happy. “Your call.”


  She surprises me and asks me to drive, so I lead her to my company Buick and help her into her seat, although I know she’s perfectly capable of getting in all by herself. She takes it like a lady, too, with a smile and a “Thanks.”


  I expect to take her to a decent restaurant, but she wants one of those Subway breakfast sandwiches, so that’s where we go. Over coffee and flatbread-wrapped eggs, we talk about the salon, until I bring up the reunion. And hold my breath.


  “I have mixed feelings about the reunion.” She stuffs another bite of sandwich into her mouth and chews real slow. I can tell she wants to talk about it, so I give her a conversation starter.


  “You know my offer to go with you still stands. I’m devout to you.”


  “Devout to me?” she says with a curious look on her face.


  I groan. “I didn’t use it right, did I?” Pricilla gave me the book A Hundred Days to a Smarter Vocabulary a couple months ago. At first, I was insulted, but she reminded me how frustrated I get when I don’t understand half of what she says. So I’ve been studying and I’m doing pretty good, as long as I find a way to use my new vocabulary words to keep from forgetting them. The biggest problem is knowing how to use them in sentences. “What I meant to say was I’m committed to our friendship.”


  “You’re devoted to our friendship?” she says. “And me?”


  “Yeah, that’s what I meant. Devout, devoted—whatever. I want you to know I’ll be there for you.”


  She lifts her perfectly shaped eyebrow, swallows, and grins. “I’m sure you have better things to do with your time than go to someone else’s class reunion.”


  I laugh. “C’mon, Priscilla. Really, I’d love to go.” That don’t sound very manly of me, but Priscilla needs some encouragement.


  “Tell you what. I just might take you up on your offer . . . but only as friends. Because there’s someone who might be there . . .”


  “A guy?”


  She nods. “Someone I’ve wondered about since we graduated.”


  “I see.” I give the situation some thought and decide I can handle near ’bout anything and hope this guy she’s talking about turns out to be a loser. Maybe he’s what’s been keepin’ her from fallin’ in love with me. “I would like to go.”


  “Then I’d be proud to have you escort me.” She reaches across the table and takes my hand. “I’ve always been so comfortable around you. It’s almost like you’re the brother I never had.”


  That’s the second-to-last thing I ever wanted to hear from her, but I don’t have a choice but to accept it . . . at least for now. “I’m glad you’re . . . comfortable.”


  “I’m not always so comfortable with the people I went to school with, though.”


  “Wanna talk about it?” I settle back in my seat and study her face, hopin’ to make her squirm.


  She squirms for a few seconds before looking up. “Okay, you asked for it. I’ve always been an ugly duckling with mousy brown hair, crooked teeth, and discount store clothes my mother made me wear.”


  “But that’s not you now.” I pause just long enough to look her over, and she don’t even come close to resemblin’ what she just described.


  “I know, but I’m sure everyone else will remember that. It’s not that my parents couldn’t afford nice things, because they could. Mother always said I needed to focus on the mind and stop thinking about outward appearances.”


  “Why not do both?”


  She shrugs. “That’s what I try to do, but my mother makes me feel like a frog trying to turn into a princess.”


  I smile. “I think frogs turn into princes, not princesses, and that’s only when they get kissed.”


  “You know what I mean.” She folds her hands on the table and looks me in the eye. “So do you still want to go with me to the reunion?”


  I shift in my seat and turn slightly to the side so she can’t see the excitement making my eye twitch. “Yeah, I think that’d be quite nice.”


  “Good, then it’s a date.”


  I drop the pretense and turn to face her head-on. “Are you sure you want me to go with you?”


  For a moment, she just stares at me, but then she bobs her head in a nod. “Positive.”


  I try to make out like I’m feeling all normal, but just knowing I’ll be going to one of the most important events of Priscilla’s life with her . . . as her date . . . well, if a feather came along and waved itself at me, I’d probably fall right outa my chair.


  She tosses all her breakfast sandwich paper onto the tray and stands. “I need to get back to the office, and I’m sure you’ve got plenty to do today.”


  I do, but in all honesty, it’ll be tough to concentrate.


  
4

  Trudy Baynard


  I toss the invitation onto the bed then move to my oversized walk-in closet to see if I have anything to wear to the reunion that doesn’t make me look like the backside of a hippo. I yank my favorite skirt off the hanger and step into it. As I tug it up, my heart sinks. Even if I can get into the skirt, I can only imagine how it’ll look. Before I turn to look in the mirror, I suck in my gut and hook it before zipping the side, praying the seam doesn’t split.


  When I turn around and see my image in the mirror, I groan. The puckers are a dead giveaway that I’m cramming my size eight thighs into this size six skirt that fit until that sorry, no-good ex-husband of mine decided to toss me to the curb. Next thing I know, I’m living in that big old house all by myself, while he’s out gallivanting with some perky, cheap, twenty-year-old imitation of me. And then after he dumped that one, he found himself another.


  One thing that keeps me going is knowing none of those other girls were ever Miss Piney Point. I glance up at the crown that still has a place of honor on my dresser, and an overwhelming sadness fills me. The joy from winning that crown has long since left me, and here I am, a pitiful divorcée trying to figure out how to hold my head high at my ten-year high school reunion. My classmates have certain expectations, and I don’t want to let them down.


  Tears sting my eyes as I break free of the skirt that threatens to cut me in half. I always thought Michael and I were meant to be together for life. Like Barbie and Ken. In fact, that’s what people called us. We were the beautiful couple at Piney Point High. I was the head cheerleader, homecoming queen, and the Piney Point representative in the Miss Mississippi pageant. Michael was the captain of the football team and the boy all the girls swooned over but knew they didn’t stand a chance with—as long as I was around.


  Piney Point isn’t the kind of town where a girl can hide, so after the divorce, I sold the house and took off for the Big City of the South—Atlanta—where I could get lost. And then I found myself, and I haven’t looked back. But still, being in Piney Point brings out some things I just can’t seem to help. It’s deep.


  It would have been so much fun to go back to the ten-year reunion with Michael—especially if we had a couple of kids who looked just like us. We’d whip out our electronic photo key chains and show off little Junior and Buffy while all our jealous classmates wished they had perfect children like ours. But now, here I am, wide as the side of a barn, divorced, and barely making ends meet.


  I wonder if Michael will be there. I shudder to think about having to face him with Tiffany, or whatever her name is. Every once in a while, when Mama has her hair done at Prissy’s Cut ’n Curl, she picks up a tidbit or two of gossip about Michael, and she always calls to tell me about it, which would be fine if Michael was miserable and suffering from some incurable disease—Lord forgive me, but I can’t help how I feel. But apparently, he’s thriving and well, and his business is going like gangbusters. Since we don’t have kids, he got out of paying more than just a couple years of alimony. I probably could have gotten more if I’d found an attorney who didn’t idolize Michael from his glory days in high school.


  Oh well, that’s water under the bridge, as Mama says. No use crying over spilt milk. It’ll just make my mascara run and send me to the pantry looking for chocolate. Nothin’ pretty about that, and if there’s one thing I know, it’s the value of being pretty.


  After trying on half my wardrobe, I get into my nightgown and crawl beneath the covers of my queen size bed. Images of how things will look when I walk into the reunion alone, without Michael, flitter through my mind. Everyone has always assumed it was wonderful to be me, but at this moment, I would give anything to be someone else—even Laura Moss or Celeste Boudreaux. No one expects a thing from those two, and sometimes I actually envy them. The only person who would even come close to understanding how I feel is Priscilla Slater, but I suspect she’s doing just fine. She never has cared what people thought. I still think it’s funny how she thumbed her nose at her parents and dropped out of college to do hair. Now that took some serious guts. According to Mama, she’s the best there is, but she’s not even working in Piney Point anymore because an opportunity in Jackson pulled her away.


  I scrunch down beneath the covers and try to turn off all the crazy thoughts and memories that continue to haunt me. Being me has never been easy, and now I’m not so sure I’m up to the task.
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  When I open my eyes the next morning, I’m as exhausted as if I’d put in hours of practicing my pageant walk in four-inch heels. I skip the breakfast cereal and head to my job at the mall with nothing but a cup of black coffee swishing around my gurgling stomach. Before the big D, I didn’t need food. But being alone sure does make a girl think about food a lot.


  Mama used to tell me ways to make a marriage work. Before the wedding, I assumed I wouldn’t need all those helpful hints, but less than a week after we got back from our honeymoon cruise, I started my daily phone calls for more advice. Now as I look back, I realize some of that advice was misguided.


  For instance, Mama told me a good wife had selective hearing, but I know better now. If I’d put on my listening ears, I would’ve caught Michael before he’d gotten so carried away with his life outside the house.


  Mama said too much truth leads to divorce. When Michael popped the trunk in the sports car my daddy bought me for my high school graduation and wedding gift combined, and spotted all the shopping bags I hadn’t brought into the house for fear of his fussing at me, you’d have thought I’d been unfaithful. He made me take everything back, and he never trusted me again . . . at least that’s what he said.


  Mama also told me that communication is essential for a good marriage. That might sound like a contradiction, but it’s all in the perspective. Well, here I am to tell you that too much communication is terrible. Michael still claims I can talk the ears off a donkey. But that’s not really who I am. I was just doing it because I thought my communicating would keep my marriage open and strong.


  I learned many other things and I made every single mistake a newlywed woman can make. Next time—if there ever is a next time—I plan to say what needs to be said without saying everything that’s on my mind, listen to everything he says while reading between the lines, and flaunt all my newly purchased clothes right smack dab in front of his nose. If I want something, and I have the money for it, it’s mine. And if he has trouble with that, fine. We can duke it out and be done with it. At least he won’t be able to call me a liar. I might not go to church as often as I should, but I still call myself a Christian, and I know God doesn’t like liars.


  We’re heading into the prom season, so I work with frantic mamas who know I’ll help them steer their precious daughters toward something age appropriate. I don’t know why girls think they look better in skimpy dresses on a night when they should look like princesses. Word has gotten out to mamas that I say just the right things, like, “That dress is so you,” or “That dress makes you look too skinny,” to make the girls want whatever I want them to have. I’m proud of the fact that I’m good at working both sides of the mama-daughter war—sort of like a double agent. And I’m happy my boss and my boss’s boss are aware of my special abilities.


  I work until eight, so when it’s time to go home, I’m too exhausted to worry about the reunion. That can wait until my day off, when I’ll decide how to handle it. It’s not like I can’t go. If I stay away, everyone will talk. My big decisions are how to lose a few pounds, what to wear, and if I should go alone. I know enough guys who would be happy to escort me, but since none of them are really my type, I hesitate, lest they get ideas I’m actually interested.


  When I get home, I ponder what to eat. After my morning coffee, all I had to eat all day was a package of cheese crackers I got from the vending machine during my lunch break. I open the refrigerator and peruse the contents. I see lettuce, carrots, celery, yogurt, cheese, orange juice, milk, and ranch salad dressing. The freezer is stocked with frozen diet dinners and a tub of fat-free frozen yogurt. I totally don’t get what’s making me fat. I would skip dinner, but I’m so hungry I could eat a horse. So I opt for a salad made from lettuce I just now notice is turning brown around the edges, a bunch of carrots, celery, and cheese, with half a bottle of thousand island dressing to give it a little flavor. I grab some butter crackers from the pantry and sit down to eat my rabbit food.
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