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        This book is dedicated to the couples who understand what it means to comfort, honor, and keep one another in sickness and in health, for richer, for poorer, for better, for worse, in sadness and in joy; to cherish and love, forsaking all others for as long as they both shall live.
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      I had always imagined I would be married in an apple orchard: soft pink and white blossoms falling down gently, fluffy clouds sailing by in an azure sky as my intended and I gazed into one another's eyes and vowed to cherish and honor until death do us part. It didn't happen quite like that, but I'm not complaining.

      The year I turned sixteen, my girlfriend and I went to a neighboring school to watch a basketball game. At one point, the crowd stood up as a young man dropped the ball into the hoop. I stood, too, but my eyes were on a different young man. When the crowd returned to their seats, I remained standing, unable to take my eyes off the boy lounging on the bench, waiting to take his turn in the game.

      The people seated nearest me chuckled when I grabbed my best friend's arm and breathlessly said, “See that boy over there — I'm going to marry him.”

      That starry-eyed magic is what it's all about.

      If, like me, you believe in love at first sight and understand that it takes a little bit of magic to keep a couple together 'til death do they part, then this book is for you.

      
        Helen Kay Polaski
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      The little white church stood proudly with its steeple reaching to the sky, a daily reminder for the farmers in Scarboro, Illinois, that they were not alone.

      The little white church was the center of community life. On Sunday, the farmers worshipped there. Monday through Saturday they worked hard. Come spring, they planted. Come summer, Farmers' Almanac in hand, they prayed for sunshine, fearing deadly droughts or severe storms with strong winds, both of which challenged their faith that autumn's harvest would be plentiful.

      The Lee County house of God stood on a short street along with the grain elevator, a dozen houses, and an old schoolhouse. The church was surrounded by cornfields and bordered by Highways 30 and 51. Fifty-two Sundays a year — barring blizzards — the farmers and their families filled the old oak pews. They bowed their heads in the sanctuary until the final “amen” redirected them to the basement for a smorgasbord of homemade delicacies. Folks of all ages loved the summer picnics and ice cream socials, but weddings were the highlight of the year.

      On wedding days the squeaky-clean Chevys and Fords parked every which way on the grass outside. Fathers, their deeply suntanned cheeks contrasting with their bone-white foreheads, climbed out from behind the steering wheels. Smiling mothers whispered final orders to their clan and emerged in flowery dresses with hats to match. Out jumped the farmers' children — more interested in action than appearance. One by one they passed through the open church doors and ascended the steep stairs. Mothers gripped youngsters' hands as they passed the tempting bell rope that dangled above the railing. They filed in, filled the pews, and then waited.

      The bells chimed from high up in the white clapboard belfry that joy-filled day in June 1952.

      A hundred heads turned so 100 pairs of eyes could watch the dark oak doors swing open. “Here Comes the Bride” was surely the next number to be played in the humble piano's prenuptial medley.

      Trying to look inconspicuous, the preacher's daughter hustled in. The seven-year-old girl stood tall, aided by metal-stilt braces that gave height to her tiny size. But the congregation knew the truth. Under the pink dotted swiss dress were malformed legs. Inside the orthopedic shoes were deformed feet, missing toes. There were no secrets in this small town. Everyone knew that inside the white cotton gloves were eight fingers instead of ten.

      “She was born that way,” a local guest whispered to an out-of-towner who gawked at the child without meaning to be disrespectful. Yet, as always, Judy Ann's confident countenance, buckteeth and all, begot a sanctuary full of honest, bittersweet smiles. The freckled-faced, nine-year-old boy with aquamarine eyes murmured the truth that no one else dared to utter: “Pity the man who marries her.”

      
        [image: illustration]
      

      Many a bride came and many a bride went through that vintage doorway during the lifetime of this little church in America's heartland. But the bell pealed its loudest and proudest in June 1968, as folks from as far east as New York and as far west as California gathered to witness the wedding of the preacher's daughter.

      Standing tall on her artificial legs, she resembled a princess bride in her white dotted swiss gown with its 6-foot-long train. Radiating from behind the European lace veil was her perfect smile. Teardrops of wonder dampened cheeks, and 100 souls clapped their hands as 100 pairs of eyes followed the bride step for step down the starched ivory wedding carpet. With one pearl-sequined glove secure on her preacher-father's strong arm, Judy Ann rested her other hand on her daisy-decked cane. Arm in arm, father and daughter threw invisible kisses to a thankful mother in the front pew.

      As the wedding march ended, the 100 pairs of eyes contemplated the handsome groom, now a grown lad whose freckles were no more. His aquamarine eyes were riveted on his bride, and his heart, with a change of tune, sang a new song: “There are many fine women in this world, but you, my love, are the best of all.”

      
        Judith Ann Squier
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      I have a little china cup. The handle is gone, the rim chipped, the gilding worn thin. Its faded gold lettering reads: Think of Me. Two dim pink roses wrap around the cup protectively. Time and use have dimmed the colors, but the words remain. The cup is so small I can hold it in the palm of my hand. When I close my fingers gently about the delicate porcelain, it speaks to me of long ago. It makes me think of other lives and other loves and another time.

      It has twice been a gift. Robert Benjamine Bishop — Ben, to those who knew him well — bought the little cup as a birthday gift for Annie Roberta McDonald. His sky-blue eyes sparkled in anticipation of seeing his beloved. He had been away for more than a year, having made his way through the Florida wilderness from Madison to Tampa to learn to be a storekeeper. Now he was home at last.

      He carefully tied his horse to the post in front of the house, dusted his broadcloth lapels, and straightened his worn straw hat. He reached behind his saddle, into the worn saddlebags, where, swaddled in soft cotton, wrapped in layers of tissue paper, and tied with a precious satin ribbon — pink to match her cheeks — was his homecoming gift to Annie Roberta. The little china cup bore the inscription: Think of Me.

      Clutching the package, he hurried through the clean-swept front yard, through the garden — fragrant and glorious in its raiment of roses of every color — and up the wide front steps crafted of Florida cypress. He crossed the veranda of hand-hewn cypress boards and finally arrived at the front door, majestic in its mantle of poured glass. His trip home through the alligator-infested wilds of the untamed country had not seemed half as long as the journey from his horse to the front door of Annie Roberta's home.

      Has she forgotten me? Will it be the same? What if she has someone else? The questions drummed inside his head, as they had for months. Soon he would have answers.

      Sweat dribbled down his cheeks and down his back as the door opened.

      “Miz McD-d-onald!” he said, mortified to hear his own voice break like that of a lad.

      “Ben Bishop!” Annie Roberta's mother responded, a smile on her face. “It's a surprise to see you here today.”

      Mrs. Zillianne Zaradora Phillips McDonald, descendant of Col. Walter Chiles of Jamestown, Virginia, and wife of John Daniel McDonald, was tall, elegant, imposing, and stern, but very kind. She saw the blush begin at Ben's collar and spread over his perspiring face into his soft blond hair. She watched him take a big breath and noticed his white-knuckled grip on a package tied with a pink ribbon.

      She smiled. “Won't you come in, our Ben?”

      “Thank you, ma'am,” Ben said as he followed Miz McDonald down the wide, cool hall and into the splendid Sunday parlor. He only tripped once, on the soft Persian carpet that had come to West Florida by way of a sailing ship around the Horn of Africa. Ben was not normally so tongue-tied and clumsy. Today was special. It was the day he would see his beloved once again and he was nervous beyond belief.

      “I'd surely like to see Berta,” he said.

      “I'll get her for you, Ben,” said Miz McDonald. “She's outside in the vegetable patch. I'll get you something cool to drink, as well. You just have a seat for a minute or two.”

      Ben couldn't sit down. He tried to slow his breathing and tried to calm himself. What if she doesn't remember? What if she has forgotten me? What if she has someone else? He searched the gardens outside the parlor windows for a glimpse of her.

      Finally, he heard light footsteps coming down that hall. He turned, and there she was, glossy black braids and laughing gray eyes, carrying a silver tray and two mint-garnished glasses of tea in her hands. When she smiled at him, his world was complete.

      She had known he would come back to her. “Oh, my Ben, you have come home — and on my birthday!”

      In Ben's eyes, Berta was perfection. He had imagined this as he had trudged for miles through forests thick with panthers, bears, and snakes. He had thought only of her through the heat, the mosquitoes, and the discomfort. All the way home he had rehearsed what he would say. Now that the moment was real, he could not say a word. Finally, he held out his hand and offered the carefully wrapped package.

      Berta offered her wonderful grin. “Oh, Ben! You've brought me a present!” She took the gift from Ben's trembling fingers. She untied the satin ribbon and retied it on one of her long silken braids. Then, very carefully, she unwrapped the gift and held it in the palm of her hand. As she read the inscription, a soft smile came to her lips.

      They had loved each other all of their lives as children, as neighbors, as friends. And they would continue to love one another as husband and wife. On March 28, 1907 — not long after this — they were married.

      Forever after, the little china cup held a place of honor in the parlor of the home that had been a wedding gift to the couple from her father. Years passed, and Ben and Berta had two little girls, Mildred and Elizabeth. As a special treat, the girls were sometimes allowed to use the cup when they held tea parties with imagined royalty. One day, the rim was chipped, although no one ever knew from which little hand it had slipped.

      Each year on Berta's birthday, Ben and Berta shared a sip of elderberry wine from the little cup and Ben would whisper, “Ah, my Berta, always think of me.” Berta would light his world with her smile, and nod and promise to always think of him.

      Then tragedy struck on her birthday in 1912, and they buried Ben. He hadn't been ill but for a day or two. My mother, Elizabeth, was only two and doesn't remember. Aunt Mildred, at four, was heartbroken. That night, Aunt Mildred said Granny took down the little cup and filled it with elderberry wine — as had been hers and Ben's birthday tradition. Granny smiled through her tears and took a sip in remembrance of her Ben.

      When I came along, the cup sat on the mantel in Grandmother's living room. I will never forget the day my little brothers took the cup down. The sudden, sharp crack of breaking china brought our world to a stop. Granny — who almost never cried — cried that day, then wrapped the cup in tissue paper and put it away.

      When I turned twenty-one, Granny handed me a little package tied with a pink satin bow, the color of her own cheeks, so soft and pink. I untied the bow and retied the ribbon around one of my long braids and opened the tissue paper. Inside, I rediscovered the little china cup. That's when Granny told me the story of her beloved Ben. And we two — my beloved grandmother and I — filled the little cup with secret elderberry wine and shared a sip. It was the last birthday I was to share with her, but not the last time I would sip elderberry wine from a special little china cup and think of my grandmother and the love she had shared with her Ben so many years ago.

      
        Beth Gay
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      I never imagined I'd fall in love with a fisherman, let alone one who lived in Dundas — a Minnesota town the size of a postage stamp — but when Tom and I met at a party given by mutual friends, the attraction popped instantly. Unfortunately, the distance between our worlds stretched out like the banks of the Mississippi after the spring thaw.

      Born and raised in Minneapolis, my metropolitan soul felt lost in the open farmland and small-town way of life. Bred in the heart of the valley, Tom balked at the noise and congestion of the twin cities. But love conquers all boundaries, so eventually Tom reeled me in with a proposal of marriage and lifelong bliss.

      Our engagement passed by in a whirlwind as we shared our joy with family and friends, adjusted to the new status of our relationship, and planned for the big day. Tom's mother asked me to participate in a Dundas tradition. On the day before the wedding the Dundas women gathered together and, of all things, went fishing. I balked at the vision of hooks and slimy creatures of the sea but eventually caved in to my mother-in-law-to-be. Leave it to the women in the “Land of 10,000 Lakes” to come up with such an offbeat ritual.

      On the day before my wedding, I pried myself out of bed at 5:00 A.M. to drive to Roberds Lake. With bleary eyes and a map in hand, I wound my way through the countryside.

      As I approached Roberds Lake, the cool scent rolling off the water drifted in through the car window, sweeping the last trace of sleep from my eyes. I felt energized and ready to take on the world — or at least the fish, even if I didn't have a clue how to catch them.

      Two seconds later, however, I wasn't quite sure if I was ready to take on the Dundas women. The parking lot across the street from the resort docks was overflowing. Parked vehicles spilled onto the rural highway for at least 100 feet in either direction. I parked behind the last car and glanced toward the docks where a crowd of flannels and windbreakers huddled en masse.

      I edged up to the tail end of the group and searched for a familiar face. Would all these people be at our wedding reception, too? If so, we hadn't planned for nearly enough food. Finally, I caught sight of Tom's mother sitting on the far pier. When I tapped her on the shoulder, she looked up from her fishing pole and a huge grin splashed across her weathered face, lighting it up brighter than the rising sun.

      “Allie! You found us.” She stood up and handed her rod to a lady seated nearby. “Look everyone, Allie is here!”

      A cheer rose up from the women, the simultaneous boom certain to scare away any trace of fish from the area. Someone slipped a flannel blanket over my shoulders and suddenly a swarm of women moved toward me, each one patting a different spot on the blanket. Suddenly, a sharp object pinched my arm. “Ouch!” The exclamation escaped my lips as I whirled around to see the source of the pain and something stung my cheek.

      Lures? The women were hanging fishing lures on me! Tears welled up in my eyes and spilled over. “Please stop!” I cried.

      At Tom's mother's command to stop, the crowd grew silent. She looked at my cheek and said to a woman in the crowd, “Virginia, run and fetch the first aid kit in my toolbox.”

      A gouge? On my cheek. The day before my wedding. I felt like I was in The Twilight Zone. What type of sadists were these people? Was I supposed to be the wedding bait? What did they plan for an encore — throwing me into the lake?

      “Oh Allie, I'm so sorry.” Tom's mother looked like the wind had been knocked out of her. “We should have prepared you for this. I'm afraid we got a little carried away.”

      Still not sure what had just happened, I offered a small shrug. “It's okay,” I said. But in my head it was not okay. Who in the heck hung fishing lures on a bride-to-be?

      “Perhaps I should explain,” she offered as she dabbed at my cheek. “Allie, we're terribly sorry we startled you. I should have explained everything ahead of time. You see the quilt on your shoulders? We patterned and stitched it over the past few months from scraps of Tom's old fishing jackets and childhood clothing.”

      I glanced down at the blanket. Where I'd seen only flannel before, the intricate pattern and handcrafted designs — stunning with their elaborate beauty — now leapt out at me. An ornate replica of Tom's parents' farm filled one square and an intimate rendition of what appeared to be Tom and me cutting our wedding cake filled another. The blanket was covered in square after square of memories and future blessings. Another gush of tears rolled from my eyes, but they did not stem from the pain of the wound.

      “And the lures?”

      “They are for luck and prosperity. It's customary to wish your life together to be as abundant with love as the countless number of fish that swim in our lakes, and to provide you with a symbol of the tools that will guide you to catch your fill. Each lure is handmade. They are a reassurance for you that we are here to help. We are your tools.”

      The sting from the alcohol swab on my cheek paled in comparison to the overwhelming thankfulness welling up in my soul. These women, who hardly knew me, had openly welcomed me into their fold.

      What an incredible community I'd stumbled into. Crazy Norwegian fisherwomen or not, they were chock-full of hospitality and heart. I threw my arms around Tom's mother and gave her a big squeeze, hoping to convey my gratitude, not just to her, but to all the women on the pier.

      
        [image: illustration]
      

      Many years later, Tom and I still live in Dundas. Our beautiful quilt — complete with lures — hangs in a prominent spot on our living room wall as a continued reminder of our family heritage and the town that captured my heart. These days, whenever an engagement is announced, I look forward to helping the women of Dundas assure another new bride that she's a worthy catch.

      
        Barb Webb
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      My husband and I were alone in our home in Deer Park, Texas. It seemed only a few years ago that the house had bustled with energetic teenagers — the three of them grown now, gone to make their mark on this world. I don't recall the program, but music emanated from the television in the den: a soft melody, slow and foolishly nostalgic.

      Eleven months had passed since my hit-and-run accident, and another few weeks since I'd stubbornly relegated the wheelchair and walker to our bedroom. I still required the aid of a cane and waddled like a duck, or, as my physical therapist would laugh and say, a Weeble-Wobble.

      I'd spent the afternoon puttering around the house, dusting shelves of family photographs and books, my collection of decorative boxes and knick-knacks — things I could finally reach again without asking for anyone's help. Like so many of the house-hold chores I'd taken for granted before my accident, dusting had become a satisfying task. I was grateful to be alive.

      I'm not sure when Wayne entered the room, or how long he'd watched me. He was supposed to be getting ready for work. I do recall the warmth of his hands when they reached for mine, his blunt-tipped fingers long and rough, palms calloused: a working man's hands.

      I leaned back and looked into his beautiful eyes, a faded celestial blue I'd always found enchanting, which had been passed on to our grandson, Jacob.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      He pulled me close, slipped his arms around my waist so his hands rested on my hips and whispered into my hair, “I'm dancing with my best friend.”

      For a woman fond of words, I was speechless. We had met at a dance at the Brazoria County Fairgrounds in October 1966, and we married five months later. I smiled into Wayne's shirt as tears filled my eyes and I tried to swallow the mammoth lump forming in my throat. Silly, I know.

      We were married for thirty-eight years now, so it wasn't as though we hadn't danced many times like this, holding tight to one another, swaying to an easygoing rhythm. Nor was this the first time he had called me his best friend. Usually he did it as a reference point in conversations: “My best friend once told me … ” or “I asked my best friend about that just the other day and she said … ”

      I always knew he meant me. He made sure I knew, with a look or a wink, that disarming smile. But spontaneity had never been Wayne's strong suit. And this dance, this sweet and tender moment was his way of reassuring me, of letting me know that, in spite of the broken bones, banged-up knees, scarred forehead, and the limp that would most likely be permanent, I was going to be okay.

      We were okay, and, for that fleeting moment, nothing else mattered. Just us … and our dance.

      For a man who never embraced romance (except in his favorite movies), a man who bah-humbugged his way through Christmas, who often forgot birthdays and anniversaries and valentines, this brief twirl on an imaginary dance floor was the single most romantic gift he could ever give me. It was better than a dozen daisies, a balloon-filled luxury liner or a trillion Snickers bars.

      I needed reassurance, and he knew it. He always knew.

      The music ended and we stood there, souls and hearts linked, as they had been almost from the moment we met at that hokey county fair so many years ago. His big hands trembled as they moved from my hips to the middle of my back.

      “I've never been so scared as I was that night,” he said. “I thought I'd lost you.”

      I answered simply, “I know, sweetie, I know.” But I didn't know. I couldn't begin to fathom the pain he'd suffered or the horror he must've felt the night of the accident — realizing, as we walked through the parking lot, that the speeding car was going to hit me and that he was powerless to prevent it. He'd told me how he hated that he wasn't standing next to me that night, protecting me, instead of walking a few yards ahead as he habitually did.

      I thanked God he wasn't standing close to me. I never want to imagine that kind of hopelessness, that infinite helplessness, or ever experience it again. I'd heard enough from our children. At the hospital, they had seen their dad, this rock of a man, cry for the first time in their lives. And his tears shook them.

      What I do know — what I've never been more sure of — is that there's more romance in my handsome husband than he would ever admit, and I'm the luckiest woman in the world.

      Let other women have their bouquets and trinkets, their exotic cruises and cards and valentines. I'll have my dance.

      
        Sharon Cupp Pennington
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      It was a turning point in Roger Coletti's life — a miracle, actually. And though it's been more than sixty years since it happened, every detail is still fresh in his mind. The year was 1940 and Roger was in the army. Back home in Beverly, Massachusetts, his sweetheart, Eleanor Kelaher, was training to be a nurse.

      Separation was difficult. The couple wrote daily letters, and both looked forward to Roger's upcoming leave. When the day finally arrived, Roger took a train to Boston's South Station and splurged on a taxi to Children's Hospital, where Eleanor was training.

      “We didn't have any money back then,” he explains. “We went to the nearby Mission Church for the Novena Mass.” The church's shrine, Our Lady of Perpetual Help, drew the sick and ailing from the Greater Boston area. They wrote their petitions and lit candles.

      “I can remember the beautiful stained-glass windows,” says Roger, his face softening with the memory. “Late afternoon — when the sun set — they bathed you in a rosy glow.”

      When his brief leave ended, Roger returned to his army life. In the months that followed, he moved around quite a bit and his letters to Eleanor became less frequent. Not only that, but he began thinking he was too young for a romantic commitment. After all, they were barely twenty. In that frame of mind, Roger wrote Eleanor and explained as best he could.

      “I never felt right about it,” he now admits.

      Time passed and then one day he received a letter from Eleanor informing him that she had become engaged. Roger sighs. “I knew immediately I'd done the wrong thing.”

      In the following days, Roger became determined to go home and straighten things out with Eleanor. “It's true that you don't appreciate something until you lose it,” he says.

      He was so distraught that his weight dropped from 175 to 139 pounds. He counted the days and hours until his discharge. Finally, he boarded a train in El Paso for the five-day trip home.

      Roger looks off into the distance as he recalls the trip and the tension he felt. “The ice ponds, as the train sped by, were like a string of pearls.”

      It had been hot and airless in Texas; his first taste of New England air was invigorating. As the train pulled into South Station, Roger knew where he wanted to go. The Irish cab driver, noting Roger's uniform, said “no charge” when he dropped him at the Mission Church. Roger stepped inside the church, and, taking a deep breath, made his petition. He was heartened by the assortment of crutches left behind at the altar. Perhaps his wishes would be answered.

      He went back to the train station and boarded another train for the 20-mile trip that would take him home. When he alighted at Beverly Depot, there was one lone person inside the cavernous station waiting for the train that would go to Boston. Roger still cannot describe how he felt when he realized it was Eleanor sitting there alone on that cold winter afternoon.

      When Eleanor's train arrived, Roger boarded it with her. They talked all the way back, and continued when they reached the city. Later, on the return trip to Beverly, they held hands. Needless to say, Eleanor's engagement was no longer paramount in her mind.

      Finding Eleanor at the station was Roger's miracle. Following their wedding, he told the story often, especially to their six children. Over time, they got tired of hearing the tale. He, however, never got tired of telling it.

      
        Sharon Love Cook
      

    

  
    
      

      
      
[image: illustration] The Yellow Swimsuit

      It was a small, factual article, tucked in among ads for cabbages and carrots and announcements of birthdays and funerals. The headline read: “Fire Partially Destroys Redding's Mill Inn.” It had taken two fire trucks to put out the fire. There were no injuries. The upper part of the building was completely destroyed — all went up in smoke.

      That was it. There was no mention of the princess or the prince, no mention of the magic. But I knew. That old building had been my palace, and I, its Cinderella — complete with a glass slipper … of sorts.

      In June of 1948, the Inn was called Wimpy's and it was known for its fabulous hamburgers: great monstrous sandwiches, with pickles and thinly sliced onions, wrapped in tissue paper and served in a basket. Cold drinks were served in real glasses. Wimpy's had a vast, magical dance floor. They sprinkled fairy dust or something on it that made you slip and slide. So with every dance not only was there a chance you would be swept off your feet, it was highly likely. In the middle of the room, a big mirrored ball hung from the ceiling. A light directed up from the floor turned the room into a thing of mysterious beauty. That light made everything sparkle and seem alive. We were in a glass snowball all shaken up. We chased those swirling snowflakes of lights as we glided across that floor. And sometimes — between the swirls of light — we stole a kiss and our dreams came true.

      Saturday afternoons were spent at Wimpy's. We'd drink Cokes, eat hamburgers and french-fries, play pinball, and disappear onto the dance floor. Later in the afternoon, we would head for Sagamount, just down the road. It was an oasis that boasted three swimming pools.

      That summer, the boys — our knights in shining armor — started coming back from World War II. Life began to take on new flavors that had been rationed during the war. There was one particular flavor that was extra special. His name was Jack, and I was very interested in him. And needing to know everything about him, I turned into my own spy. Each bit of information was handled like valuable intelligence. I couldn't get enough. I was gathering twigs and sticks for a nest. As we began to learn what made each other tick, I found that, among other things, his favorite color was yellow.

      That was all I needed to know. The next afternoon, my sister and I went on a mission to Ramsay's Department store. We shopped for a new bathing suit for me. I explained to the clerk that only one color would do. I needed a yellow bathing suit, and no one questions a royal request from the princess.

      That Saturday it was the usual. We went to Wimpy's for lunch along with my sister and her boyfriend. We put our quarters in the jukebox. At that time, you got a bargain: six plays for a quarter. We danced to our favorite tunes, “Stardust” and “String of Pearls.” Then we jumped into Jack's Nash Rambler and made way to our destination: Sagamount. I could hardly wait to put on my new yellow swimsuit.

      The sun was fierce that day. After a while, thinking about how perfectly things were going, I jumped into the pool to cool off. As soon as I climbed up the ladder and out of the water, my sister turned into a maniac. She jumped up and down and yelled to get my attention. I smiled and waved back, thinking about how good I must look in my yellow suit. I glanced around looking for Jack. I saw him lounging against the side of the pool with a silly little grin playing about his mouth — but he would not look at me directly.

      At that moment, my sister shrieked at the top of her lungs, “To the dressing room! NOW!”

      I looked at her and frowned, but I'd heard that tone before. Whatever was going on, she wasn't joking. I stepped around the edge of the pool and made my way into the dimly lit dressing room, where I waited for her. As soon as she entered, she pushed me in front of the full-length mirror. What had been a yellow bathing suit now had no color. Like Cinderella's glass slipper, it was invisible — but I certainly was not!

      We quickly dressed, grabbed our swimming gear, and headed back to Wimpy's. My sister and my friends tried to soothe my ruffled feathers. They assured me that any self-respecting store would refund the cost of the yellow bathing suit if I told them my sad story.

      I just looked at them and swallowed the lump in my throat. They had no clue that this was not what I was worried about. They didn't know I had been gathering twigs and sticks.

      As the afternoon progressed, I managed to keep my tears at bay, though I did notice that Jack was a little different. While we danced a little closer than usual, we also talked a lot more than normal. I learned that besides yellow he liked people, dogs, fishing, and beer.

      By July 16 we were engaged. We tied the knot that September.

      So now as I look at the article that had originally caught my eye, maybe it isn't so factual after all. Maybe there was more to be told of that old building: the dance floor, a princess, her prince, and magic. And maybe it all didn't go up in smoke, because the magic still lingers in my heart. And the moral of the story is that when a princess gathers sticks and twigs and can't find a glass slipper, maybe she just needs to grab a yellow swimsuit and go swimming. In my case, it was a guarantee of much magic to follow.
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