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“And so, as we move on past our high school years…”


Miranda Lockheart shut her lips tight and fought back a yawn as the class valedictorian continued his endless speech. The hot Texas sun was beating down on her head, and the small, square, navy-blue graduation hat did little to shade her eyes. She’d have given anything to get out of her long, heavy robe right then. Who the hell had had the bright idea of getting polyester robes for an outdoor Texas graduation, anyway? All Miranda could think about was slipping on her swimsuit and taking a dip in the pool at her best friend Cally Morton’s house. But that would have to wait until after the ceremony, at the big graduation party.


“This is endless,” Cally whispered into Miranda’s ear. “You would have definitely given a better speech than Keith Lerner. Man, he sure loves the sound of his own voice.”


Miranda shrugged and tucked a strand of her long, wheat-colored hair behind her ear. She didn’t know if her speech would have been better if she’d been the valedictorian, but it sure as shootin’ would’ve been shorter. But she wasn’t the valedictorian. She’d been close—only .4 percentage points separated her final cum from Keith’s. But he’d won the valedictorian spot. And that meant the whole class was going to have to suffer through his speech.


Actually, not everyone was suffering. Denny Callahan, Miranda’s boyfriend, was actually having a great time at graduation. Of course that probably had something to do with the fact that he and his buddy Carson Smith were taking hearty swigs off a bottle of Jack Daniel’s that Carson had swiped from his daddy’s bar.


“You want a sip, Rand?” Denny whispered in Miranda’s ear.


Miranda shook her head. “Put that thing away, Denny,” she warned him. “You’re going to get us all in trouble.”


“Oh, come on,” Denny groaned. “I couldn’t graduate without my old buddy JD, now could I? He and I have shared a lot of good times together senior year.” He took another hit from the bottle.


“You almost didn’t graduate at all,” Carson teased his buddy. “You’re just lucky Mr. Dobson raised your trig grade to a C minus instead of a D plus.”


“It wasn’t luck,” Denny boasted. “It was skill. And talent.”


“You mean you actually studied for the final?” Carson was incredulous.


Denny shook his head. “Nah. I just knew exactly how to make old man Dobson so crazy that he didn’t want to risk having me in his math class for summer school. He passed me just to get rid of me.”


Miranda sighed. She didn’t doubt it for a minute. Denny wasn’t exactly Einstein. But he was so damned cute, with his strawberry blond hair that curled just a little bit at the edges, and those hazel, puppy dog eyes. He was really sweet, in his own down-home way. There wasn’t anything in the world he wouldn’t have done for Miranda. She could always count on him. That meant a lot.


Besides, Denny wasn’t going to need a big fancy college education. He was going into his father’s cattle feed business. He’d wind up a rich businessman like his daddy no matter what happened. Still, Mr. Callahan had insisted his son get some kind of education after high school. So Denny was going to County Community in the fall, to get an associate’s degree in business. He was also going to work part-time at Callahan Feed, starting with a job in the delivery department. Mr. Callahan had a theory that his son should get to know all aspects of the business from the bottom up.


The thought of Denny going to college right here in Barton brought a cloud of melancholy over Miranda. She’d known all year that she and Denny would be separated as soon as school was over, but she’d managed to block it out of her mind. Lately, there’d been so much to keep her from thinking about it: prom, the yearbook-signing party, final exams. But now, here it was, graduation, and there was no putting it off any further. In two weeks, Miranda would be heading off to Austin, ready to start as a freshman at Lone Star State.


Miranda had hoped that she could start school in the fall like her friends. That would have given her one last lazy summer with Denny. But Lone Star State College had given her a partial scholarship on the condition that she take a precalculus course over the summer, so that she’d be at the same level as all their other incoming freshmen in the fall. Miranda wasn’t a great lover of math. She’d managed to keep her high cum by not taking any math her senior year, and instead piling on the English electives. But as much as the admissions department of Lone Star State had been impressed with her literary studies, they’d still insisted on the summer math course. And Miranda couldn’t afford to say no. Unlike the Callahans, the Lockheart family wasn’t rich. Miranda’s dad owned a nursery just outside of Barton. He sold plants and trees and the like to local families. He made a decent living, but not enough to put his only daughter through college on his own. Miranda needed that partial scholarship. It was why she’d worked so hard all through high school.


“Hey, you think Ross really took the bet?” Denny asked Carson, interrupting Miranda’s thoughts.


“What bet?” Cally whispered, grabbing the bottle of Jack Daniel’s from Carson and taking a big swig.


“I bet him ten bucks he’d be too chicken to go nude to graduation,” Carson said, and laughed. “He said he’d do it. Imagine him naked at graduation. What a jerk.”


“You’re the jerk,” Cally told him. “We’re all wearing these long robes. How are you going to know if he took the bet? Did you suddenly develop X-ray vision?”


“She’s got you there, dude,” Denny guffawed.


Carson frowned. He obviously hadn’t considered that.


“Will you guys shut up?” Miranda warned. “Mr. Douglas is about to start handing out the diplomas.” A feeling of both nervousness and excitement took over her body. This was it: the end of her high school career, and the beginning of … well, Miranda wasn’t exactly sure about that.


“John Taylor Brewer … Marie Pamela Buskin … Dennis Lawrence Callahan…” Mr. Douglas read into the microphone.


“That’s me!” Denny exclaimed, leaping out of his chair and moving toward the aisle. He stopped and gave Miranda a huge kiss as he passed, sliding his tongue wickedly past her lips and deep into her mouth. She flinched slightly as the taste of Jack Daniel’s passed from his tongue to hers. Then she blushed, realizing half the senior class had been looking in their direction.


“Ross Darnell … Lila Mae Denton … Anna Douglas,” the school principal continued to read the names of the graduates out loud.


“Whoa,” Cally exclaimed, reaching her hand up to hold on to her hat as a strong wind began to blow across the football field. “That sure came out of nowhere.”


Miranda blinked as the dirt kicked up. “I hope this doesn’t mean rain,” she said, holding on to her hat as well. Her long blond hair whipped around her face, blinding her for a second.


“Oh, my GOD!” Cally shouted. “I don’t believe it.”


“What?” Miranda said. She followed the direction of Cally’s glance, She was looking up at the stage, where Denny, Ross, and Lila Mae were already standing, their robes blowing wildly around them. Suddenly, Carter didn’t need X-ray vision. Thanks to the wind, everyone could see that Ross had taken him up on his bet. The entire graduating class, and their invited guests, had just gotten a full-frontal view of Ross’s most prized possessions: the Darnell family jewels!


“Guess you’re out ten bucks,” Cally informed Carter.


Miranda shook her head. “His parents are going to kill him,” she remarked as she watched Ross struggle to hold down his graduation gown.


“Good thing I’m not having a weenie roast at the party tonight,” Cally added. “Wouldn’t want Ross to get that thing too close to the grill!” She and Carson burst into a fit of hysterics.


“You guys, stop it,” Miranda said, giggling despite the fact that she felt really awful for Ross. And she continued laughing, even as the principal handed her a diploma and proudly proclaimed that Miranda Lockheart was now a graduate of Barton High School, class of 2005.


“I think this is the best party you’ve ever thrown, Cal,” Miranda declared, plopping herself down on one of the lawn chairs in Cally’s huge backyard. She took a huge bite of one of the ribs on her plate, and then wiped the sauce from her chin with a napkin. “I’m sure going to miss barbecue like this.”


“They have ribs in Austin, too,” Cally assured her. “It’s only about four hours away, you know.”


“May as well be four hundred hours,” Miranda groused. “Without a car, I’ll never get home. Besides, forget the barbecue. You’re going to school all the way in L.A. When am I ever going to see you?”


“Thanksgiving, Christmas. Next summer. Anyhow, we’ll talk. That’s what the phone’s for. I think between us we can figure out the time difference.”


Miranda sighed and said nothing. She didn’t have to. The look in her eyes said it all. She was watching as Denny leaped off the diving board and did a flip into Cally’s swimming pool.


“He’ll visit you,” Cally assured her. “He’ll probably be up in Austin all the time. He’s crazy about you. Always has been, ever since we were kids.”


“Not crazy enough to have tried to get into Lone Star with me,” Miranda moaned. She frowned. This was a particularly sore point with her. “I told him, if he could just work a little harder…”


Cally shook her head. “He’s not a college kind of guy, Rand. You know that. And he sure as hell wouldn’t be happy in a big city like Austin. He’s a Barton boy born and bred, like his dad. He’s comfortable here.”


“I am too,” Miranda said, and sighed.


“Yeah,” Cally agreed. “For now. But you and I are meant for other things. We have different goals from Denny’s.”


“Goals?” Miranda asked her. “I don’t have any goals. Hell, I’m leaving for college in a few days and I don’t even have a major yet.”


“You’ll declare one,” Cally assured her.


“Easy for you to say, Miss UCLA film school. You’ll be winning Oscars before you’re twenty-five. But me…”


“You’ve got lots of talents, Rand. You just have to find the one that you want to dedicate your life to. That’s why you’re going to college. To figure things out.”


Miranda nodded. “I guess. But it sure would be easier to have the whole thing mapped out like Denny does, you know?”


“Easier, sure,” Cally agreed. “But not nearly as much fun.” She smiled at her best friend. “There’s no meat left on that rib. You’re gnawing on the bone. You want another one?”


“Sure, why not?” Cally Said. She stood up from the lounge chair, brushed a few corn bread crumbs from her shorts, and headed over to the huge spread Cally’s parents had set out underneath a tent on the south side of the lawn. But before she could reach the table, Denny ran up, grabbed her from behind, and hugged her tight.


“Hey, Rand!” he greeted her, turning her around and planting a big kiss on her lips.


“Denny! You’re getting me all wet,” she said, jumping away. A few of the boys started to snicker. Miranda blushed, realizing they’d taken her seemingly innocent statement in a decidedly un-innocent way. “Oh, grow up!” Miranda shouted at Carter and the other guys standing behind Denny. But that just made the boys in her graduating class laugh harder. Of course, it didn’t help matters that most of them were pretty drunk. Cally’s parents had provided plenty of lemonade and iced tea, the unofficial drinks of Texas. But the guys had brought some of their own refreshments. Suffice to say their lemonade was a lot harder than what Miranda had been drinking.


Denny reached out and grabbed Miranda again, pulling her body even closer to his than before. She could feel his heart beating hard, and smell the chlorine on his skin. She smiled at him, reached up, and brushed one of his strawberry blond curls from his forehead. He grinned back at her, wrinkling his face so that the line of freckles across the bridge of his nose all but disappeared. For a moment, Miranda forgot that there was anyone else in the Mortons’ yard besides the two of them.


How was she ever going to leave this guy?


Apparently, Denny was thinking the same thing, because at that very moment he let go of Miranda, dropped to the ground on one knee, and took her hand in his. She looked at him strangely, confused. What was Denny up to?


And then, in a split second, it became abundantly clear: Denny was going to propose to her—right here, in the middle of Cally’s yard, with all these people around.


But first, he was going to have to get his balance. A full day of Jack Daniels, hot Texas sun, and heavy-duty partying had left Denny a little shaky. He teetered from side to side on his knee. At one point he almost toppled over, and Miranda had to use her left hand to hold him upright.


“Thanks,” he murmured. “See, that’s why I can’t let you go to Austin. Who’d hold me up when I’m fallin’ down?”


“Come on, Denny,” Miranda whispered. “Get up.”


“Uh-uh,” Denny told her. “Not till I ask you something.”


“Den, not here.…”


But Denny would not be dissuaded. “Miranda Lockheart, would you do me the horror of—”


“I think you mean honor of, buddy,” Carter interrupted him.


“Right,” Denny said, and gave out a little drunken laugh. “I mean, will you do me the honor of becoming my wife?”


Miranda stared at him for a minute, certain that he was joking. This had to be one of Denny’s ridiculous theatrical stunts—an attention-getting moment like the ones he’d pulled all through school.


But the look in Denny’s eyes wasn’t filled with teasing laughter. It was more an expression of drunken desperation. He really was proposing. He really wanted her to stay with him. To share his life with him.


Miranda’s mind raced. Not now, Denny. Not right before she was about to leave for Austin. It wasn’t fair. He knew it wouldn’t take much to make her stay here, where it was safe. It would be so easy to move in with Denny, who loved her and would be able to take care of her. She would be able to stay in Barton and have her whole life planned out. It was comfortable here. And Denny could give her everything she wanted: a home, children, security. And he’d do it gladly, because he loved her.


Besides, she could go to college here. Community college, just like Denny. Who said she needed a four-year school? There were plenty of things you could do with an associate’s degree. She wouldn’t have to have some sort of big career. She wasn’t seeking fame and fortune, like Cally. What was wrong with just being Mrs. Denny Callahan?


Mrs. Denny Callahan. She’d written it on her notebook a million times since ninth grade, when she and Denny had started going out. And now it could be her name, for real.


Everyone was quiet now, waiting to see how this would play out. There was only one thing Miranda could say. She had to tell him what was in her heart. “I’m sorry, Denny.”
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Miranda was never sure what the expression on Denny’s face was like after that moment, because she never looked back. Instead, she dropped his hand, turned, and ran off into the night, toward a future of complete and utter uncertainty.
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On Monday morning, just two weeks after she’d graduated from high school, Miranda stepped out of the bus station in Austin. She pulled down the front of her Stetson to shield her eyes from the blinding sunlight. Austin in June was stiflingly hot, and the bright sunlight reflecting off the sidewalk just made things worse.


She headed over to take her place in the taxi line. Taking a cab to the Lone Star State College housing office was a luxury she could ill afford. But at the moment it was her only option. Miranda had been to Austin only twice before—both times to visit the college—and she didn’t know the layout of the city at all. She didn’t relish the idea of being lost in the heat while dragging two heavy suitcases.


“Howdy,” the cab driver greeted her as he helped her place her suitcases in the trunk of the taxi. “Where can I take you?”


Miranda read him the address of the housing office, and then leaned back into the worn leather seat of the cab. She looked out the window at the city that was her new home. As the driver moved through the downtown area, she noticed lots of teenagers like herself, relaxing in sidewalk cafés, walking in and out of clothing boutiques, and hanging out near art galleries. It was a funky neighborhood, and Miranda made a mental note of the streets, as she was certain she’d want to visit this part of town again—especially the big music store, Waterloo Records. Of course, she’d have to wait until her father shipped her stereo equipment up to her dorm room before she went there. It was too much for her to carry on the bus.


Miranda sighed a bit, thinking about her father. Her parents had really wanted to drive her up to Austin to get her settled in. But summer was a busy season for them, and they’d found it impossible to delay landscaping the golf course for even a day. So Miranda had had to settle for a big, weepy good-bye scene at the bus station.


Cally had come with the Lockhearts to see Miranda off. She’d vowed to call often with all the news from the homefront, but even still, saying good-bye to Cally had been really hard.


Saying good-bye to Denny, on the other hand, hadn’t been difficult at all, since he hadn’t come to the bus station. He hadn’t taken any of her calls or returned her messages either. It had been two weeks since the disastrous graduation party, and Denny had obviously taken her refusal of his marriage proposal as a signal that the relationship was completely over.


But that hadn’t been how Miranda had wanted things to wind up. Why did it have to be his way or the highway? Why couldn’t things have continued as they’d planned—a long-distance romance, one in which Denny would come to visit her in Austin, and she would see him at home in Barton on holidays?


Of course, deep down, Miranda knew the answer to that. Denny was a proud guy. He’d been shamed in front of all his friends. It was something he’d probably never forgive her for.


But there wasn’t much else Miranda could have done. She didn’t want to marry Denny—at least not now. Not before she’d found out what she was good at; where her talents lay. She didn’t want to spend her whole life wondering what if.


“Okay, this is it,” the cab driver said, pulling the taxi over in front of a large white building. “You need help with those bags?”


“No thanks, I can handle them,” Miranda assured him. She paid the driver the amount on the meter, and then quickly figured out a 10 percent tip, just as her father had reminded her to. Then she got out of the cab, took her bags from the trunk, and headed up the stairs.


“Can I help you?” a college student at the front desk of the undergraduate housing office asked Miranda.


Miranda stared at her for a moment. She’d never met anyone quite like this girl before. She was really tall, at least six feet, and she had a series of silver hoops going up each of her ears. The hoops in her ears matched the one that was slid through a hole in her right eyebrow. She had a large tattoo of the sun on her left shoulder, and her eyes were circled with more black eyeliner than Miranda had ever seen anyone wear before.


“Hello?” the girl said, waving her hand in front of Miranda’s face.


“What? Oh. I’m sorry. I guess I’m just a little overwhelmed.”


The girl behind the desk took an observant glance at Miranda’s cleanly scrubbed face, long blond ponytail, jeans and cowboy hat, and laughed. “Don’t worry,” she told her. “They’re not all like me.”


Miranda blushed. “Oh, I didn’t …”


“Don’t sweat it.” The girl stuck out her hand. “I’m Kathleen. I’m a sophomore at Lone Star. This summer I’m the work-study intern in the housing department. And you are …?”


“Miranda Lockheart. I’m here to get my housing assignment.”


“For the fall?” Kathleen asked her. “Boy, you sure aren’t a procrastinates”


“Actually, I’m starting classes tomorrow. I have to take precalculus.”


Kathleen looked at her strangely. “There are no room assignments for the summer. The dorms are closed until September. Except, of course, to the football team. They get to use them when practice starts in August.” For some reason that seemed to annoy her immensely.


“But I sent in the forms, and they told me that there would be a room for me when I began my freshman year,” Miranda stammered. She blinked her eyes a few times as the tears began to form. Here she was in a strange city, where she didn’t know a soul, and this girl was telling her she had no place to live. “I brought a check with me and everything and—”


“Oh God, don’t cry,” Kathleen urged, handing her a purple tissue from her desk.


“But they promised me …”


“Yes. I know, for your freshman year. Unfortunately, that doesn’t start until September. The class you’re taking this summer is only four credits. That means you won’t be an actual full-time, matriculated freshman student until September, when your sixteen-credit schedule begins.”


Now there was no holding the tears back. They just streamed out. Miranda had never been on her own before. She’d never had to handle any kind of emergency without her parents to help. Now here she was, faced with homelessness, which was a MAJOR emergency, and she was completely on her own. She had no idea what to do.


“Here, sit down,” Kathleen said, offering Miranda her desk chair. “I’ll get you a glass of water.”


As Kathleen walked over to the water cooler, Miranda wiped her eyes with the purple tissue, and tried to catch her breath.


“Actually, I do know of one place where you can get a room for the summer,” Kathleen said, returning with a small paper cup of cool water. “Its not officially a dorm, but—”


“Really?” Miranda said, brightening.


Kathleen nodded. “My roommate and I have been looking for someone to take the extra room in our house. Its right off campus. There’s a bus that stops on our corner that could get you here in fifteen minutes. A lot of Lone Star students live in our neighborhood.”


Miranda thought for a moment. An off-campus house with two other students. And if Kathleen’s roommate was anything like Kathleen … well, it definitely wasn’t what her parents had had in mind. On the other hand, they hadn’t exactly had homelessness in mind either.


“Why don’t you just come and take a look at the place?” Kathleen suggested. “We could go over there now. I was just about to take my break, anyway.”


“Okay,” Miranda said quietly. “Thank you.”


“No problem,” Kathleen assured her. “If you take the room, you’ll be doing us a favor. It’s a lot easier splitting the rent three ways instead of two.”


“Well, here we are, home sweet home,” Kathleen said as she carried one of Miranda’s two suitcases up the steps of her house.


Miranda tried not to act too disappointed as she stepped up onto the old wooden porch. But it wasn’t easy. The house was in pretty bad shape. It tilted more than slightly to one side. The floorboards on the porch were coming up in places, and the old glider was missing one of its cushions.


Kathleen jiggled the front lock with her key and opened the door. “Come on in,” she said, standing aside to let Miranda enter first.


The door opened into an old, wood-paneled living room. There was a well worn brown couch pressed up against the wall and two beanbag chairs on the floor. On the wall opposite the couch, a series of plastic milk crates had been stacked to make bookshelves. An old TV rested on top of a stack of cinder blocks.


Sitting on the couch, completely engrossed in a soap opera on the TV, was a redhead wearing a frilly short nightgown.


“Hey Miss, this is Miranda,” Kathleen introduced her. “She’s going to be a freshman in the fall. Miranda, this is Missy. She’s the one I share the house with.”


“It’s just the two of you in this big house?” Miranda asked.


Kathleen shook her head. “Oh no. There’s also Mother.”


Miranda looked at Kathleen strangely. “You live with your mother?”


Kathleen laughed. “Not exactly,” she said.


“Mothers that mannequin over there,” Missy explained, without lifting her eyes from the TV. “Kathleen picked her up at a yard sale.”


“She’s kind of our mascot,” Kathleen explained. “Hey, who gave her the hat? Nice touch.”


Miranda looked toward the corner of the room. Sure enough there was a mannequin standing there. She was dressed in an odd assortment of clothes: a torn flamenco skirt, an old black sweater with a fake-fur collar, and a half-crushed satiny top hat. A black patent leather pocketbook was slung over one arm.


“Mother watches over us.” Kathleen joked. “We wouldn’t want to be living here unsupervised.”


Missy laughed. “You want an iced tea?” she asked, getting up from the couch. “I’m going for a refill.”


“That would be nice,” Miranda said. “Thank you.”


“Have a seat,” Kathleen suggested, pointing to one of the beanbag chairs as Missy walked out of the room to get the drinks.


Miranda sank into the vinyl chair, suddenly realizing how tired she was. “Oh, these are very comfortable,” she said, sighing.


“Our old roomie, Amy, donated them to the cause when she graduated a couple of weeks ago,” Kathleen told her. “She also left us all her pots and pans. Not that Missy or I ever do a whole lot of cooking.”


“How come you’re here now, if you’re an incoming freshman?” Missy asked as she reentered the room with the tea.


“Our guest’s taking precalc this summer,” Kathleen told her, “but there’re no dorm rooms open. So she needs a place to stay.”


“Just until school starts in the fall,” Miranda clarified the situation.


Kathleen shrugged. “You’re not tied to the dorms,” she told Miranda. “You could just stay here if you like it.”


“I didn’t plan on living in an off-campus place either,” Missy told her. “Neither did Kathleen. But here we are. What can I say? Kat and I are just campus-housing misfits.”


“Speak for yourself,” Kathleen argued. “Mother and I fit this place perfectly.”


“Well, I came here because I didn’t have anyplace else to live,” Missy said, and sighed.


“She got thrown out of her sorority house for starting a mutiny during pledge week,” Kathleen explained proudly. “She and a lot of the pledges refused to obey their big sisters—and were promptly dismissed from the Greek scene.”


“Which is okay by me,” Missy assured Miranda. “I don’t need some dumb old sorority to make me popular.”


“That’s for sure. Right now, she’s dating the entire swim team,” Kathleen joked. “She’s going through them one bald head at a time.”


Missy frowned. “It’s not that bad,” she said. “Can I help it if I like athletic guys with big shoulders? Besides I’ve only dated three guys from the swim team.”


“And I’ll bet one of them is upstairs right now, shaving the nubs from his chrome dome,” Kathleen suggested.


“The team members shave their heads and bodies to pick up speed in the water,” Missy explained to Miranda. “Roger left an hour ago.” She paused and took a big sip of her iced tea. “Anyhow, I’m busy with math classes. I’m an actuarial science major. I’ve got a huge workload.”
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